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1 Introduction 

Today, the Communicative Approach is the predominant approach for teaching 

foreign languages in the US and beyond. The Communicative Approach, developed 

throughout the 20
th
 century as a response to the Audiolingual Method and Grammar-

Translation methods, recommends that language educators and students use the target 

language as exclusively as possible during instructional time and if possible also beyond 

the classroom (Cook, 2001). The American Council on the Teaching of Foreign 

Languages (ACTFL) published a Draft Position Statement on the use of the target 

language (TL) in the classroom in May 2009, which recommended that the TL should 

be used at least for 90% of the time in a foreign language (FL) classroom.
1
 Krashen and 

Terrell (1983) stated that this approach “is based on the use of the target language 

without recourse to the use of the native language” (p. 9). This view of classroom 

language use is also supported by a number of other linguists (Brooks, 1990; Ellis, 

1999; Gass, 1997; Johnson, 1995; among others). On the other hand, there are 

researchers (Atkinson, 1987, 1993; Auerbach, 1993; Butzkamm, 2003, 2009; Levine, 

2003; among others) who think that the native language or first language (L1) should 

not be entirely avoided by teachers or students in the classroom. They recognize several 

advantages in using bilingual teaching methods and they argue that the mother tongue 

should be employed regularly and systematically when appropriate. While it is not 

                                                             

1 http://www.actfl.org/i4a/forms/form.cfm?id=117&pageid=5036&showTitle=1, 04/18/2010. 

http://www.actfl.org/i4a/forms/form.cfm?id=117&pageid=5036&showTitle=1
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possible to link all works and studies of the linguists who are investigating the use of L1 

and L2 in FL classrooms to one theoretical framework (Levine, 2003, p. 345; Macaro, 

2001, p. 533), Macaro (2001) stated that there is a need for “a framework that identifies 

when reference to the L1 can be a valuable tool and when it is simply used as an easy 

option” (p. 545). However, studies about the use of L1 in a FL classroom, promoting or 

discrediting it, are often connected to Long‟s Interaction Hypothesis (1983), the Social 

Interaction Model of Vygotsky (1986) and Krashen‟s (1981) Input Hypothesis. 

According to Krashen, input in the TL is the most important factor in order for 

acquisition to take place and it must be comprehensible and meaningful. Krashen 

believes that immersion teaching is successful because it provides the most 

comprehensible input possible in the foreign language. Using L1 in the language 

classroom inevitably cuts down exposure to L2, which would result in less 

“comprehensible” input and slower acquisition. Krashen‟s Input Hypothesis is part of 

the Natural Approach of FL learning developed by Krashen along with Terrell (1983). 

The Natural Approach implies a „natural and direct‟ method in which students are 

immersed in the FL without being exposed to the L1. Long‟s Interaction Hypothesis 

(1985) suggests that the key to learning a foreign language is to interact with the teacher 

and fellow students. The interaction functions as a catalyst that promotes language 

acquisition (Brandl, 2008, p. 18). Students work “cooperatively on a language-learning 

task or collaboratively by achieving the goal through communicative use of the target 

language” (Brandl, 2008, p. 18). In the social interaction model of Vygotsky (1986), 

also known as Sociocultural Theory, “the qualitative analysis of learners‟ interaction 

attempts to demonstrate that the L1 is used as a powerful tool of semiotic mediation 
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between learners (interpsychological level) and within individuals (at the 

intrapsychological level)” (Anton & DiCamilla, 1998, p. 314). Interpsychologically, the 

L1 can provide scaffolded help between the students and the construction of a shared 

perspective on the task. Intrapsychologically, the L1 can serve to resolve problems in 

collaborative activities in the form of private speech. (Anton & DiCamilla, 1998, p. 

314).  

The ACTFL Position Statement on the use of the TL in the classroom shows that 

there is an ongoing debate about the role of the L1 in FL teaching. The debate about 

whether and how to implement the L1 in the FL classroom is a part of current 

discussions in the field of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) and FL pedagogy. In a 

response to the ACTFL Position Statement Levine argued that:  

the L1 has a bona fide place in the language classroom, if its use is guided by 

theoretically, empirically, and pedagogically sound principles. Students in L2 

classrooms have, and should have, the L1 (and/or other languages) as a resource; 

for teachers not to take advantage of this resource …. the fact that people who 

know more than one language routinely make use of their languages in daily 

interactions, as code-switching, shows how unnatural it is to expect that L2 

learners, as developing bilinguals, should ignore, eschew, or stigmatize normal, 

natural bilingual use of language as it is used in the world outside the language 

classroom.
2
 

Levine emphasizes that the first language has to be implemented methodically rather 

than being used as a crutch or easy fall back. There is little quantitative and empirical 

                                                             

2 Source from e-mail contact through FLASC mailing list, 2010. 
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research about the use of L1 in FL classrooms. Therefore both sides of the debate often 

base their assumptions on intuitions and personal classroom experience (Levine, 2003, 

p. 344). However, research (Levine, 2003; Anton and DiCamilla, 1999; Duff and Polio, 

1990 and Macaro, 2001) showed that there has to be a “sanctioned role for the learner‟s 

L1 in the language classroom” (Levine, 2003, p. 344). There can be situations when 

teachers and students do not share a common L1, e.g. in programs where students from 

all over the world come to the US in order to learn English. My thesis focuses on 

situations in which instructor and students do share a common L1, as is the case in most 

primary- and secondary-school systems (Littlewood & Yu, 2009, p. 2) and higher 

education settings throughout the world. 
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2 The L2-Only Dogma 

2.1 Status Quo  

The current teaching method in foreign language classrooms is governed by a 

monolingual principle. This means that both instructors and students have to avoid 

using the L1 so that the TL is the only means of communication. In communicative 

language teaching, consisting of meaning bearing utterances, miming and gestures by 

the teachers, line drawings and real-life conversations, the FL has to be taught by full 

immersion. All the different aspects of a FL classroom should be conducted in the FL 

including grammar, vocabulary, activity directions, classroom activities, culture, and 

classroom management. Instead of vocabulary translations, pictures of the respective 

objects should be used in order to connect the new FL word immediately with its 

meaning. This process is called binding which means that the new word gets bound 

with its meaning instead of the L1 translation that is seen to be redundant and 

counterproductive in this case (VanPatten & Lee, 2003).  

At the level of national policy, the monolingual principle has been adopted in 

many countries. In Hong Kong the current English Language Curriculum Guide 

dictates an English only environment in the classroom. Furthermore, language educators 

should encourage the students to communicate only in English with each other during 

and outside of class (Littlewood & Yu, 2009, p. 3). In the 1990‟s the National 

Curriculum of the UK supported a total exclusion of the mother tongue (MT), but recent 
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revisions show a tendency towards a measured inclusion of the L1. The L1 shall now be 

used “for planned purposes such as raising language awareness and helping learning 

through comparisons between the TL and L1” (Littlewood & Yu, 2009, p. 3). The 

Ministry of Education of Mainland China adopted a similar philosophy in which the TL 

should be used as much as possible, but the L1 may be used for explaining certain 

English structures or difficult concepts and translating abstract words or expressions. A 

quick search of job postings for ESL positions in China reveals that more often than not, 

the instructor will have a bilingual teaching assistant, during and beyond class, 

available. This suggests that reference to the L1 is needed for a successful FL class. In 

South Korea, instead, they are gradually adopting the L2-only classroom because there 

has been extensive use of L1 in FL classrooms, leading up to the change (Littlewood & 

Yu, 2009, p. 3).  

Most current US textbooks seem to be based on the Communicative or Natural 

Approach as the method of teaching. The influential German textbook Kontakte 

(Tschirner et al., 2008) is written almost exclusively in German, except for grammar 

explanations, which are given in English. It is paradox that the textbooks rely on the L1 

regarding grammar explanations, but the Communicative Approach does not allow the 

mother tongue of the students when giving explicit information in the classroom. The 

avoidance of presenting grammar in the L2 in the textbooks reveals that it is hardly 

possible to present all features of the TL in the L2. In the Italian textbook Percorsi 

(Italiano & Marchegiani, 2008), which was used for the study, grammar parts as well as 

culture are presented in English. The Communicative Approach recommends keeping 

grammar explanations as few as possible in the classroom and assigning them as 
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homework. This is what the Italian textbook Percorsi suggests to the teacher in the 

beginning of every new grammar point. In Kontakte, this is indicated as well in the 

manual for instructors in the introductory section of the book. This approach of 

assigning grammar explanations lesser importance is based on studies which prove that 

explicit information is not necessary for acquisition to take place and that 

comprehensible input is the most important component of FL learning (Fernandez, 

2008; Sanz & Morgan-Short, 2004). The debate about whether or how to teach 

grammar is as controversial as the debate about the use of L1. It is often the proponents 

of L1 implementation who see an important role in teaching grammar and raising 

metalinguistic awareness in the students‟ minds (Butzkamm, 2009). The principle of 

minimizing the L1 often results in a feeling of guilt on the part of the teachers when 

resorting to the native language in several situations (Cook, 2001, p. 405). Teachers 

agree that using the target language as much as possible is important and that it should 

be the normal means of communication in the classroom (Duff & Polio, 1994, p. 324). 

Levine (2003) considers the L1 the marked code and the TL the unmarked code (p. 

355). This means that speaking in the L1 should be tolerated, but still be the exception 

and not the rule. However, studies show that the actual situation is different from the 

rules and policies that are imposed on instructors and departments in the US.  

 Teachers resort to the L1 despite their best intentions and often feeling guilty for 

straying from the L2 path. Those interviewed by Mitchell (1988, p. 28) „seemed 

almost to feel they were making an admission of professional misconduct in 

“confessing” to low levels of FL use‟. (Cook, 2001, p. 405) 
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Duff and Polio (1994) as well as Guthrie (1984) and Macaro (2001) analyzed 

instructors‟ use of English and TL alternation and found that the amount of TL used in a 

FL classroom depends on the individual teachers and foreign languages being taught. 

Moreover, “there seems to be a lack of awareness on the part of the teachers as to how, 

when, and the extent to which they actually use English in the classroom” (Macaro, 

2001, p. 320). The studies mentioned previously also showed that language educators 

use the L1 in a variety of contexts and situations, depending on personal preferences. 

Macaro‟s results proved that instructors‟ decisions on when to use L1 do not depend on 

policy documents or on the knowledge they have about the monolingual principle. Their 

decisions on when to code-switch are based on individual feelings and are often not 

assigned to a specific principle or rule. Cook (2001) and Butzkamm (2009) argue that it 

is this unsystematic use of the L1 that eventually cuts down the L2 use, but if used in a 

principled and systematic way, the L1 can promote and increase the use of L2. This is 

why guidelines have to be established that promote effective bilingual methods.  

 

2.2 Development of the L2-only Dogma 

The systematic use of the L1 has been banned from FL classrooms for over 100 

years (Cook, 2001, p. 403). Since the end of the 19
th
 century, the role of the MT has 

been the most discussed methodological problem apart from the issue of teaching 

grammar (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 17).  The so-called Direct Method was developed at a 

time when the exclusion of the MT was promoted as well. Other ideas of the Great 

Reform were that spoken language is more important than written, explicit discussion of 

grammar is not necessary, and language should be practiced as a whole, rather than in 
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separate parts (Cook, 2001, p. 404). Most subsequent methods (e.g. the Natural 

Approach, the Communicative Approach) are based on this approach that implies a 

direct acquisition of the FL without resorting to translation and therefore without 

recourse to the MT. The Direct Method was a reaction to the classical grammar-

translation approaches that consist of mechanical drills, translating entire texts back and 

forth, teaching grammar rules, memorizing bilingual word lists, and repeating the same 

patterns over and over again (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 17). The lessons in classical language 

classes were conducted in the MT. The comparison of L2 acquisition with L1 

acquisition of infants is often taken as an argument for excluding the MT. A child learns 

the first language without the help of another language and without any grammatical 

instruction. This is also what Charles Berlitz believed in when he opened his first, now 

well-known, language school in 1878. Up until now, “Berlitz instructors follow a target-

language-only credo” (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 17).  

Over the 20
th
 century, the monolingual principle remains the fundamental notion 

from which the following approaches ultimately derive (Cook, 2001, p. 404). The Atlas 

Complex, Audiolingualism (see discussion in VanPatten & Lee, 2003) and 

Communicative Language Teaching all entail the recommendation to keep lessons as 

monolingual as possible. Audiolingualism, for example, recommended “rendering 

English inactive while the new language is being learnt” (Brooks, 1964, p. 142). 

Terrell‟s Natural Approach (1983), which originally drew on Krashen‟s Monitor Model 

also contributed to the monolingual principle. The Monitor Model consists of five 

hypotheses; one of them is the Input Hypothesis, which states that comprehensible input 

is the most important factor for acquisition to take place. In this approach the usage of 
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L1 inevitably results in less input and is therefore seen to be hindering. In more recent 

communicative teaching methods it seems that the L1 is not really forbidden, but its 

existence is rather ignored. Communicative language teaching and task-based learning 

methods do not have any relationship with the L1 and they only mention the L1 “when 

advice is given on how to minimize its use” (Cook, 2001, p. 404). Most teaching 

manuals do not even mention the use of L1 because they just consider it as self-evident 

that the native language has to be avoided; it is sometimes only mentioned in the list of 

problems (Cook, 2001, p. 404).  

In Dodson‟s groundbreaking work Language Teaching and the Bilingual 

Method (1967), which attacked the prevailing teaching methods that ban the MT, he 

presented new bilingual methods that were conceived through a number of controlled 

experiments on teaching (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 21). His work inspired other researchers 

from various countries who tried to replicate Dodson‟s experiments and who published 

works, which considered bilingual methods superior to monolingual methods (Sastri, 

1970; Walatara, 1973; Ishii et al., 1979; among others). The most important study was 

conducted by Meijer (1974), who compared a monolingual and bilingual class for one 

year. Butzkamm (1980) reported on an experiment that proved bilingual methods to be 

successful over a two-year implementation in a German grammar school. Despite all 

these new thoughts, reactions to them have been incurious and “the Anglo-American 

mainstream simply moves on undaunted” (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 22). Teaching became a 

good opportunity to make a living. Many young native English speakers were teaching 

English all over the world without any relation to the culture and language of the 

students and without being able to speak the students‟ MT (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 22). 
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The fact that most teachers did not know the MT of their students was a definitive 

aspect of the theory to avoid the MT in classrooms. This “English-only” policy has been 

classified by different authors as “oppressive” and “neocolonialistic” (Butzkamm, 2009, 

p. 22). According to Butzkamm, 

the international dominance of English native speakers, who find absolution in 

the dogma monolingualism when they cannot understand the language of their 

pupils, together with the cheaper mass production of strictly English textbooks 

in the Anglo-American mother countries, constitutes one of the reasons behind 

the sanctification of, and the demand for, monolingualism in the classroom. (p. 

22) 

Another reason for the L2-only development is the one of „incompetent teachers‟. 

Butzkamm (2009) explains that many teachers used the grammar-translation method 

because they simply did not have the competency and proficiency in order to conduct 

lessons in the FL (p. 23-24). They did not have enough living language contact and 

lacked oral flexibility. In his works, Butzkamm collected many comments in which 

students describe the experiences they had in FL classrooms. One example describes 

particularly irresponsible teacher behavior: 

The teacher did not structure the course at all. She exclusively used her mother 

tongue, German, throughout the lessons. I even suspected that she knew no 

French at all. She panicked nearly every time she had to explain a grammatical 

problem, saying that it would be too difficult for us. Nicola. (Butzkamm, 2009, 

p. 23) 
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In order to prevent such situations, governments started paying attention to oral 

capabilities of teachers through changes in the examination structures. Hence, the 

ministerial guidelines included provisions, which required teachers to conduct lessons 

in the FL only.  Thus, the MT received a bad reputation and teaching in the TL only was 

seen to be the more sophisticated approach (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 24). 

At present, most official guidelines, curricula and textbooks recommend to 

conduct FL lessons as monolingual as possible, regarding the MT as the last possible 

resource. Butzkamm (2003) summarizes it as follows: “The mother tongue is generally 

regarded as being an evasive manoeuvre which is to be used only in emergencies” (p. 

29). Apart from few „alternative methods‟  such as Lozanov‟s Suggestopedia (1978), 

the Communicative Language Learning or Dodson‟s Bilingual Method (1967), there has 

been a general avoidance of methodological discussions of teaching techniques that 

would allow the use of L1 in a principled way, but still put emphasis on maximizing the 

FL (Littlewood & Yu, 2009, p. 3). 

 

2.3 Reasons for Avoiding the L1 in the Classroom 

Cook (2001) summarizes three main arguments that advocate the avoidance of 

L1 and that give additional reasons for the development of the L2-only dogma (p. 406-

410). However, he responds to every point with a counterargument.  The first one is the 

argument that derives from L1 learning, which was probably the original justification 

for the L2-only dogma. Since the Great Reform many teaching methods claimed that L2 

acquisition should be based on characteristics of L1 acquisition because children do 

acquire their first language successfully without resorting to another language. Cook 
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emphasizes that the comparison of L1 and L2 acquisition is a complex issue. “L2 

learners have more mature minds, greater social development, a larger short-term 

memory capacity, and other differences from L1-only young children….The non-

existent other language in L1 acquisition is in the class of unalterable differences from 

L2 learning” (Cook, 2001, p. 406). This non-existence in L1 acquisition is what 

teaching could never duplicate. Another related argument is the belief that L2 

acquisition is usually less successful than L1 acquisition, which means that very few L2 

learners achieve linguistic competence in the way native speakers do. The L2 learner is 

always compared to a native speaker, the goals of L1 and L2 acquisition are treated as 

identical. “Whether L2 learners are successful or not has to be measured against the 

standards of L2 users, not those of native speakers. Therefore, L1 „success‟ in becoming 

a native speaker is different from L2 „success in becoming an L2 user” (Cook, 2001, p. 

407).  

The second argument Cook mentions is related to language 

compartmentalization, which is an idea connected to transfer theories. Transfer means 

that the knowledge the L2 learner has about the L1 can influence FL acquisition in a 

positive or negative way. The learner usually compares patterns, words or structures 

with his/her L1, which might result in an incorrect outcome in L2 production or 

understanding. This implies that the goal of FL teaching is to form two distinct systems 

in the mind, which can be described as coordinate bilingualism instead of compound 

bilingualism in which the two languages form one sole system. This idea of 

compartmentalization of the two languages in the mind is evident in the pedagogical 

approaches of the 20
th
 century. The FL has to be taught without recourse to the L1, 
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without bare translation, but through miming, gesturing and drawing. However, as Cook 

points out, the two languages are connected with each other in the mind regarding 

vocabulary, syntax, phonology and pragmatics. “The meanings do not exist separately 

from the L1 meanings in the learner‟s mind, regardless of whether they are parts of the 

same vocabulary store or parts of different stores mediated by a single conceptual 

system” (p. 407).  

The third argument promoting the L2-only idea Cook mentions is the argument 

for second language use in the classroom, which is connected to Krashen‟s Input 

Hypothesis. This argument suggests that the L2 can only be maximized if the L1 is 

avoided. Using the  L1 takes away the possibility of exposing the students to the target 

language. There is no doubt among the L1-promoters that the target language should be 

the first means of communication and that students should be exposed to it as much as 

possible. However, as Cook (2001) says, this does not necessarily contradict the 

implementation of the L1. Instead, accepting the L1 as a part of classroom interaction 

actually can increase L2 communication through scaffolding as well as other methods 

that will be explained later on.   

According to Cook (2001), none of these arguments logically support the view 

that L1 should be avoided in a foreign language classroom. He says that “the pressure 

from this mostly unacknowledged anti-L1 attitude has prevented language teaching 

from looking rationally at ways in which the L1 can be involved in the classroom” (p. 

410). This is the common attitude of L1-promoters who give various reasons why the 

L1 should not be excluded and the main focus of the next section. 
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3 Challenging the L2-only Dogma 

There is a growing body of research about the principled use of the L1 (e.g. Anton 

& DiCamilla, 1998; Butzkamm 2003, 2009; Cook, 2001; Levine, 2003; Liebscher & 

Dailey-O‟Cain, 2005; Littlewood & Yu, 2009; Macaro, 2001; Polio & Duff, 1994; 

Schweers, 1999;  Stapa & Majid 2009). There is an increasing conviction among these 

linguists that the L1 has a facilitating role in the FL classroom. In chapter 3, reasons and 

situations in which the L1 promotes FL learning are presented and some major studies 

investigating the code choice in the FL classroom are illustrated. 

 

3.1 Arguments for Using the L1 in a Principled Way 

 Every new language that we learn is confronted by our MT, which is inevitably 

there and which competes with the FL. There is a natural, constant temptation to fall 

back on the L1 because it is always available, which makes it easy to avoid using the 

foreign language. We do not learn a language through using another; hence every 

situation in which the L1 is used has to be justified in a reasonable way. 

 

3.1.1 Scaffolded Help  

 Interaction among students and between students and the instructor is the key to 

learn a FL in a classroom setting. Many researchers who stand for a principled use of 

the L1 refer to Vygotsky „s Sociocultural Theory (1986) that focuses on collaborative 
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interaction between human beings as fundamental to learning a language, for which the 

L1 is a powerful tool. Again, by providing scaffolded help between the students and by 

enabling the construction of a shared perspective of the task, “the use of L1 enables 

learners to work effectively in the Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD)” (Antón & 

DiCamilla, 1998, p. 314). The Zone of Proximal Development is a concept introduced 

by Vygotsky, which describes “the distance between the actual developmental level as 

determined by independent problem solving and the level of potential development as 

determined through problem solving under adult guidance, or in collaboration with 

more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86). The concept of scaffolding is closely 

related to the ZPD and means that a more competent person helps a person who lacks 

certain knowledge in his/her ZPD. The aid is removed when it becomes unnecessary, 

much like a scaffold is removed from a building during construction. Studies such as 

the one from Antón & DiCamilla (1998) show that this scaffolded help, on the inter-

psychological level, is facilitated through the use of the L1 because students do use the 

L1 while negotiating meaning during group activities in order to achieve goals. Through 

the L1, which provides scaffolded help, intersubjectivity can be achieved. 

Intersubjectivity is the shared opinion that two or more individuals develop during 

collaboration; through interaction they define objects, goals of tasks and events in the 

same way (Antón & DiCamilla, 1998, p. 316). Intra-psychologically, the L1 can serve 

to resolve problems in collaborative activities through private speech. Social speech 

turns into private speech, which is “directed to the self for the purpose of directing and 

organizing one‟s mental activity” (Anton & DiCamilla, 1998, p. 315). This happens, for 
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instance, when you are not sure about a meaning or word and you correct yourself in 

your mind and say it out loud.  

Antón and DiCamilla (1998) examine the social and cognitive functions of L1 

use in the collaborative speech of L2 learners. They provide several audio recordings of 

Spanish learners at the beginner level who are involved in writing tasks. Their native 

language is English. One writing task consisted of describing the plans for a fictive trip 

to Mexico that the students would take with their classmates. The following is an 

example of how scaffolded help works in the L1: 

1 R: Do we just start writing? We write the exact same thing?  All 

right…imagine we‟re going on a trip to Mexico. Tell me what you plan to do on 

this trip…all right…start off…I‟m horrible at starting things off… 

2 T: Let‟s say, how do you say, um…we‟re gonna, we‟ll arrive there? 

3 R: Um, arrivar, I don‟t know, uh why don‟t we say… 

4 T: „Cause we could say we‟re gonna be, we‟re gonna get there at, and we can 

put it in, you know, the date, and the time, and… 

5 R: All right, all right, all right…to arrive is, I think, it‟s like, arrivar? 

6 T: Or how about leave, leave? 

7 R: That‟s después, leave…is, um 

8 T: Why do we have to have the recorder on? 

9 R: „Cause she wants to record everything we say, so watch it. 

10 T: Okay 

11 R: So we could say, why don‟t we say, like, uh, T… 

12 T: We just learned, we just learned the word to go, um. 
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13 R: Vamos? 

14 T: No, the „s‟ word. 

15 R: Uh, salgo…Salir…Yeah. 

16 T: To go…okay. 

17 R: Okay, you‟re right, um… (Antón & DiCamilla, 1998, p. 319) 

This is an example of collective scaffolding in which none of the participants were able 

to provide the right vocabulary, but each of them contributed the right amount of help in 

order to achieve the appropriate linguistic form. The students are engaged in developing 

their first sentence of their text. In line 2 the original intention of T is to take the 

Spanish equivalent of the word to arrive, but since their search for the right linguistic 

form is unsuccessful, T offers the alternative to leave in line 6. The utterance of T in 

line 12 serves as a kind of cognitive prompt (p. 319). This utterance starts the search for 

a new linguistic form. Through different skills and areas of expertise the individual 

members contribute to this collaborative task in the L1, which facilitates the resolution 

of the problem (p. 319).  

 Another part of a recorded dialogue between two students is an example of 

intra-psychological functions of L1 use. The task for the students was to tell about 

popular sports and players in their country, and about their favorite sports.  

1 S: Um…en la ciudad…um…you want to say Mexico City is a big city with 

lots of people? Hay muchas personas? 

2 D: Okay. 

3 S: Or in Mexico City…let‟s just say Mexico City is a big city with a lot of 

people, is that okay? 
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4 D: Yeah 

5 S: I don‟t want to tell you what to say, I just thought (laugh) 

6 S: No, I don‟t know what else to say…there‟s more I want to say, I just can‟t, 

we haven‟t learned it…la ciudad de Mexico…es or está? Es… 

7 S: You could say „hay‟ there are a lot of people… 

8 D: I was going to say es muy grande… 

9 S: That‟s, that‟s great 

10 D: Y hay…muchos personas…here, how about this? Hay…hay más 

personas, wait, no, en la ciudad de Mexico, están más personas, que 

Indianapolis…is that right? (Antón & DiCamilla, 1998, p. 324) 

This dialogue comprises typical examples of private speech, which regulates the 

thinking at the intra-psychological level. In line 6 D was not sure whether to use es or 

está. Through immediately answering the question by herself, she indicates that it was 

not posed to the opposite, but it was an instance of private speech. “She presented 

herself with two options and, by vocalizing the question, was able to provide the correct 

response” (Antón & DiCamilla, 1998, p. 325). In line 10 the words wait, no seem to be 

addressed to the speaker herself and not to the opposite. These words serve as a kind of 

self-evaluation of what has been produced so far and show that the speaker made a 

decision concerning the word order of the sentence. “Uttering these words reflects the 

cognitive processing the learner is going through” (p. 325).  

 These examples show that the L1 plays an important role for the interaction 

between students. However, the Communicative Approach does not only require the 

teacher-student interaction to be exclusively in the L2, but also the student-student 
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interaction. It seems difficult to imagine how the students in these sample dialogues 

would have reached the correct linguistic forms without the L1 as a cognitive tool. Even 

between a teacher and student, it seems unrealistic to have such a conversation in the L2 

only. Another controversial question is to what extent students should receive new 

vocabulary that is not provided in their textbooks for completing tasks. Line 6 of the 

second dialogue shows that in such a task it is important to give students new words that 

they need for answering the question and for writing authentic, individual and real 

answers (compare to the previous dialogue: “there‟s more I want to say, I just can‟t, we 

haven‟t learned it…”). Altogether,  

the L1 is used not only to generate content and to reflect on material generated 

in L1 or L2, but also to create a social and cognitive space, an intangible 

workplace, in which students are able to provide each other with help throughout 

the task. The subtle meanings and functions of a variety of forms have pragmatic 

purposes that cross between the social and cognitive domains, as would be 

expected within the Vygotskian framework. (Antón & DiCamilla, 1998, p. 321)   

Most of the modern teaching methods, including the CA, emphasize that the FL 

classroom shall be the reflection of the real world while being immersed in the FL and 

talking about real-life situations. However, pretending not to have a common mother 

tongue as a tool of learning a FL is definitely not reflecting real life. Denying the 

students‟ MT in the classroom is a cut in their identity, which leads to another important 

point. 

 Banning one of the most important resources for FL learning from the classroom 

is not contributing to learning a new language. Through our MT we all learned to think, 
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to communicate and we acquired a certain intuitive understanding of grammar. “The 

mother tongue is therefore the greatest asset people bring to the task of foreign language 

learning and provides a Language Acquisition Support System (Butzkamm, 2003, p. 

29). It is a part of the identity of all FL learners and therefore should not be taken away 

from them completely. 

 

3.1.2 Identity in the FL Classroom 

In recent years, a number of researchers in the field of SLA have claimed that 

learning a foreign language is inevitably bound to the formation of one‟s identity (e.g., 

Belz, 1997; Kramsch, 2000; Lam 2000).  

Belz (2003) argues that using more than one language can function as the 

representation of multiple speaker identities because the use of one specific linguistic 

code, in the form of a language, dialect or register for instance, represents a particular 

identity (p. 209). Thus, the recognition of multiple identities in FL learning involves the 

use of more than one language, including the L1 in the classroom. This acceptance of 

the L1 does not automatically imply a de-emphasis on the L2 (Belz, 2003, p. 210). 

According to Belz and other scholars (e.g., Byram, 1997; Kramsch, 2000),  

this classroom recognition and legitimation of multiple language use is situated 

globally within the framework of a worldwide multilingual reality, and it is 

aimed at L2 linguistic development alongside the development of intercultural 

competence and critical awareness of self and other, the goals of foreign 

language study. (Belz, 2003, p. 210) 
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Even in the US where English is the de facto national language, code-switching is a 

natural process, as it is for instance in multilingual communities such as New York 

City, South Florida or the southwestern states where the frequent switching between 

English and Spanish is a constant occurrence. Indeed, this multilingual reality is 

reflected in FL classrooms in other countries of the world. In Germany for example, 

Butzkamm‟s (2009) bilingual methods are taught in university didactics classes. It 

seems that there is a big gap between two general principles: monolingualism versus 

multilingualism. When comparing the United States of America with the European 

Union, the EU appears to promote foreign language learning more than the US, 

especially in secondary school. The prevailing idea in the US of having one common 

language is opposed to the multilingual concept in the EU as the key to a peaceful 

federalism. For some scholars (e.g., Auerbach, 1993; Butzkamm, 2009), this attitude of 

English-only created the impression of neocolonial control through the protection of the 

native-speaker teacher in the Western methodological traditions (Littlewood & Yu, 

2009, p.2).  

 Denying the students‟ MT and taking away what makes them feel good and 

more secure can influence their identity in a negative way (Littlewood & Yu, 2009, p. 

2). As Walatara (1973) reports, in East Asia, direct method techniques “favoured by the 

British Council…have led to frustration, failure and financial waste. They have made 

rural masses shy away from English and reserved English as a preserve for the few” (p. 

100). In his results of a study that Schweers conducted (1999) in Puerto Rico, he 

mentions that speaking only English in the classroom and banning Spanish is conceived 

as a threat to the people‟s vernacular (p. 13). He argues that due to cultural and political 
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reasons, students in Puerto Rico are resistant to learning English because it is a 

language imposed on them. This is why the recognition of their native language is an 

expression of their own culture and it can work against the negative attitude they have 

towards English. A teacher who was interviewed as part of Schweer‟s (1999) research 

said: 

I think students can identify better with a teacher who speaks to them in their 

own language, thereby letting them know that you respect and value their native 

language. This is especially important in the English class because of the 

politico-socio-cultural implications of teaching a language that is basically 

imposed on them. In any case, I like to joke around in the class, and one really 

cannot do that in English when not all students understand it. (Schweers, 1999, 

p. 9)   

The need of instructors to „connect‟ with learners through humor introduces another 

aspect of L1 use: the positive effects of showing empathy and solidarity. 

 

3.1.3 Showing Empathy and Solidarity 

In order to maintain a good and relaxed atmosphere in the classroom. Many 

language educators who took part in studies investigating L1 use in the classroom 

mentioned its usage for enhancing a good social relationship with their students (e.g. 

Butzkamm, 2009; Macaro, 2001; Polio & Duff, 1994, p. 318; Schweers, 1999, p. 9). 

This includes for instance jokes, private conversations with students or non-topic related 

conversations in which students or instructors just feel the need to tell something that is 

not part of language learning itself. From his own experience as a teacher, Schweers 
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(1999) reports that he sometimes asks his students to repeat in Spanish what he says in 

English (p. 9, see also Butzkamm, 2009, p. 40). He realizes that his students are very 

enthusiastic and receptive during this task and he feels more in touch with them while 

sharing a common language when necessary. In his study, 15% of 23 teachers say that 

they use the L1 to joke around with the students. Cook (2001) also talks about the L1 as 

a helpful tool for gaining and keeping contact with the students. He argues that “the 

main benefit of the L1 for personal contact is naturalness. When using the L1, the 

teacher is treating the students as their real selves rather than dealing with assumed L2 

personas” (Cook, 2001, p. 416). One of Cook‟s three ways of using the L1 positively in 

teaching is this factor of naturalness, which makes the students feel more comfortable 

(p. 413).  

Also Butzkamm (2009) argues for a “relaxed and joyful working atmosphere” 

that can be promoted though the occasional use of the mother tongue (p. 40). It is one 

out of many funny situations which happen every day in FL classrooms that Butzkamm 

describes:  

For twenty minutes, classroom communication has been all-English [in an 

English class, 9
th
 grade, at a German school]. Then there is a knock at the door, 

and a fifth-grader inquires, very shyly and timidly, whether they could let him 

take a free chair from their classroom – in German, of course. When he is gone, 

some girls go, in German: “Aww, isn‟t he sweet?” And the teacher, again in 

German, responds: “Yeah, you used to be that way, too!” Laughter around the 

class. (p. 40)  
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Situations like this build up a good teacher-student rapport and it is not possible to joke 

around in this way in the L2 just because of two simple reasons. First, the students 

might not have the necessary vocabulary and second, some students might understand 

the joke, but others do not, which discourages them. As Butzkamm (2009) says, there 

are sometimes serious conflicts in class when the teacher does not feel connected to the 

students, and clarifying these in the L1 is a gesture of solidarity which helps relieving 

the tension (p. 40). A touch of humor and a few comments in the students‟ native 

language sometimes break the ice, solve problems and keep the class going. Another 

important point is receiving feedback in the L1. Teachers should know their student‟s 

feelings, beliefs and attitudes and students should give regular feedback to the teacher 

(e.g. negotiating the amount of homework). 

 Littlewood & Yu (2009) consider the use of L1 for establishing constructive 

relationships as one of three main categories for resorting to the mother tongue.
3
 The 

study they conducted showed that talking with a student about a personal matter is the 

first purpose for English instructors in China to use the L1 (p. 6). Chatting with the class 

about general matters, e.g. a school holiday is the fourth situation when teachers in 

China switch to the students‟ L1. This high frequency of using the L1 for those 

purposes might most often be due to the unpredictable nature of such communication, 

but the L1 can also be used strategically for affective and interpersonal support. 

However, telling a funny story, negotiating homework, chatting with students are also 

genuine and good opportunities for communication in L2. “The choice of L1 or TL 

                                                             

3 The second category is “communicating complex meanings to ensure understanding and/or save time. 

The third category is “maintaining control over the classroom environemt”. 



26 
 

must depend on the nature of the specific situation, topic and (most important) 

student(s) involved, including their proficiency and the extent to which they feel „at 

home‟ with the language” (Littlewood & Yu, 2009, p. 9).  

 In the research of Duff & Polio (1994) one of the five functions of produced L1 

utterances is to index a stance of empathy and solidarity. Three out of six instructors 

observed used the students‟ native language English for interpersonal, rapport-building 

purposes. Through switching into English the teachers digress from instructional 

sequences and function as empathetic peers. The teachers all emphasized the 

importance of creating a relaxed atmosphere in the classroom. A German teacher said: 

“If you want to create some kind of relaxed atmosphere…I think this is hard to do in 

German only” (Duff & Polio, 1994, p. 318). In his study, Macaro (2001) found that 

there is a relationship between students‟ use of L1 and the length of the lesson. It shows 

that during longer periods of learning, students feel the need to sometimes express 

themselves in their native language (p. 537-538). This again suggests that the L1 can be 

a helpful tool in establishing a good atmosphere and giving students a little break from 

the actual classroom routines. 

 

3.1.4 Clarifying Meanings and Checking Comprehension 

The most common implementation of the L1 is to clarify meanings, and to check 

comprehension. In some cases it might be more important for students to understand a 

concept entirely than it is to explain it exclusively in the L2. Communicating complex 

meanings to ensure understanding and/or save time is the second category Littlewood & 

Yu (2009) mention as most common purposes for L1 use (p. 5). There are basically two 
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reasons for doing so: First, the concept can be too complicated and complex to explain 

it in the L2. Second, because of time pressure and in order to save time, meanings are 

sometimes clarified in the L1 (see 3.1.5). Communicating complex meanings or 

concepts includes teaching of culture, grammar, vocabulary and giving activity 

instructions. Littlewood & Yu (2009) found that explaining a difficult grammar point is 

the second frequent purpose for using the L1 in Chinese FL classrooms (after talking 

with a student about a personal matter). „Giving the meaning of an unknown word‟ was 

listed as the fifth most common reason, „giving instructions for carrying out a practice 

activity‟ as the ninth most common. Due to the students‟ different levels of proficiency, 

teachers are concerned about increasing the discrepancy between the students‟ L2 

abilities. In other words, they chose to rely on L1 in order to check comprehension and 

clarify meanings through quick translations or explanations in the L1. However, the 

Communicative Approach recommends conveying meaning through miming, gesturing,  

line drawing or pictures because it is believed that this visual input helps to immediately 

connect image and meaning without any interference of the L1. If the L1 use is not 

allowed, how is it possible to explain abstract words like „although‟ or concepts like 

„Thanksgiving‟? The following common citations from students show how the 

exclusive L2 use can lead to misunderstandings and frustration. 

My first French lesson was a complete disaster. Our teacher showed us a picture 

of a situation in Paris, then said something concerning an item in the picture, 

with us having to imitate it. I wasn‟t able to say a single sentence, as we were 

not allowed to look into our textbook. I got totally lost. It wasn‟t until the end of 

that lesson – I had meanwhile started to regret having chosen French as a new 
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subject – that at long last we were told to open our books and to read the 

sentences. I could immediately grasp the sentence both in terms of pronunciation 

and meaning, and was finally able to feel some relief. Thomas. (Butzkamm, 

2009, p. 39)  

 

Our teacher never consented to give a German equivalent, which I really 

detested because I always longed for clarity. Simone. (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 16) 

 

I really hated the fact that the teacher we had in grades 7-9 refused to explain 

English words we didn‟t know in German. She just wrote the word up on the 

board, but only a few pupils understood her English explanations. Even when we 

asked her nicely if she could give us the German equivalent she became angry. 

But I‟d better stop talking about her, as it makes me angry. Sonja. (Butzkamm, 

2009, p. 16). 

In their research, Probyn (2001) and Barnard (2002) reported that teachers who were 

themselves exposed to this monolingual method of teaching in an experiment felt 

overwhelmed and frustrated. Most teachers who occasionally provided translations did 

so because they wanted to reduce the level of frustration, they were concerned about 

losing the students‟ attention and they wanted to make sure everybody could follow 

(Duff & Polio, 1994). A teacher of French commented on his/her action when he/she 

translated directions after she gave them in French. “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 get across…they‟ve got so many words they haven‟t come across before” 
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(Duff & Polio, 1994, p. 540). Another teacher commented on his/her recording in which 

he/she switched codes while giving instructions and asking questions for an activity. 

This is the conversation between the interviewer (I) and teacher (T): 

T: Again, they were all eager to speak…I was just translating the procedure for 

them…not the actual thing…I wasn‟t telling them what to say in English.” 

I:  So you tell them in English instructions they haven‟t learnt?  

T: The ones I think they don‟t…won‟t understand… I can just feel that they‟re 

not reacting…giving me signals.  

I: What kind of signals?  

T: I can tell from their faces. (Duff & Polio, p. 542).  

Translations obviously play an important role for clarifying meanings and checking 

comprehension. Many believe that translations are redundant, since semantic 

connections can also be made directly through visual aids without interposing a 

translation (e.g. Linck, Kroll & Sunderman, 2009). However, students are translating all 

the time in their minds and it is not possible to turn off what they already know and to 

switch off their knowledge of the world which they acquired through the mother tongue. 

It is natural that their MT is silently present, even when lessons are kept monolingual 

(Butzkamm, 2003, p. 31). “Ignoring or forbidding English will not do, for learners 

inevitably engage in French-English associations and formulations in their minds” 

(Hammerly, 1989, p. 51). “Translation/Transfer is a natural phenomenon and an 

inevitable part of second language acquisition…, regardless of whether or not the 

teacher offers or „permits‟ translation” (Harbord, 1992, p. 351). Sometimes students are 

not satisfied with „getting the gist‟ of something and rather want to know exactly what a 
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word or utterance means. They sometimes long for total comprehension through 

translations or dictionaries. Like the previous remarks from students, the following 

comment of a student is a statement that expresses the will for full comprehension: “I‟m 

not satisfied with getting the gist, I want to understand every word. Translating the text 

was good, lots of dictionary work” (Butzkamm, 2003, p. 30). In fact, translations are 

part of daily life and are the most frequent task bilinguals or foreign language learners 

have to deal with. When you speak more than one language, you are constantly asked to 

provide translations. In German high schools and universities for instance, the ability to 

translate is an important component of the curricula and translation exercises are part of 

tests and final degree exams.  

 Using the mother tongue for explaining specific complicated grammatical points 

is a reason mentioned in almost all literature investigating the L1 use in foreign 

language classrooms (e.g. Butzkamm, 2002, 2003, 2009; Cook, 2001). The fact that the 

grammar parts in most textbooks are presented in the L1 and the advice given from the 

textbook authors to keep grammar explanations as short as possible and to assign them 

as homework (e.g. Percorsi, 2008) shows that it is impossible to teach the whole 

grammar of all different language proficiency levels in the L2. An instructor of German 

who took part in Polio & Duff‟s study (1994) said that it was difficult for to explain the 

grammar in German because it was presented in English in the textbook. The students 

did not know the grammatical terms in German and switching between the two 

languages would have resulted in too much confusion (p. 322). It seems that textbook 

authors circumvent the problem and difficulty of teaching grammar exclusively in the 
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L2 through presenting the grammar sections in the L1 and through recommending that 

the grammar explanations be studied independently and not in class. 

 

3.1.5 Saving Time 

Unfortunately, due to the packed textbooks and the bloated foreign language 

curricula, time is of the essence in the FL classroom. Very often, teachers have to rush 

through the textbook in order to finish the material which is to be covered in time.   

Through clarifying meanings, checking comprehension and scaffolded help among the 

students in the L1, precious time can be saved. In this way, students understand and 

follow more quickly and they can focus on the more important parts of the tasks. Again, 

the L1 should only function as a helpful tool in achieving the goals in the L2. Quick 

translations when students ask for words and the negotiation of meaning and scaffolded 

help in the L1 result in a progression of the actual task. Polio & Duff (1994) observed 

that the use of the L1 saves a lot of time because “negotiation of meaning in the TL can 

result in unexpected and lengthy side sequences that consume precious class time” (p. 

321). The German and Chinese teachers from this study said that the occasional 

switching into English basically saves time and examples did indeed illustrate how 

quickly the German teacher could convey the same information in English (Polio & 

Duff, 1994, p. 321). In the analysis of the transcriptions in Macaro‟s study (2001) it was 

found that  

the communicative content of an utterance in the L1 can be delivered in a very 

short time compared to the lengthy sequences that are a feature of L2 interaction 
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in which many types of input modification techniques and repetition techniques 

are used (p. 537).  

However, switching to the L1 only because of time pressure is not a good justification. 

Language educators have to be careful not to miss good opportunities for the use of the 

L2. Choosing the L1 over the L2 because of time saving issues should only be done 

when it is advancing the purpose of the lesson or activity goal, but not to perform whole 

tasks in the L1. Polio & Duff (1994) also noticed that the amount of material which has 

to be covered is often too great, which results in uncontrolled code switching because of 

bare time pressure (p. 324). 

 

3.1.6 Other: Maximizing L2 Input, Control over Classroom, Teaching Pragmatic 

Knowledge, Exotic Languages 

There are some other reasons why the L1 should not be excluded from the FL 

classroom. Promoters of bilingual methods regard the L1 as being advantageous for 

maximizing the L2 input (e.g. Butzkamm, 2009; Cook, 2001; Littlewood & Yu, 2009, 

Macaro, 2001; Schweers, 1999). There is a common consensus among teachers that the 

TL should be maximized and used as much as possible in the classroom (Littlewood & 

Yu, 2009, p. 5). However, many instructors do not seem to find a balance between L1 

and L2 and they feel unprofessional and guilty when confessing to sometimes using the 

L1 (Littlewood & Yu, 2009, p. 5). This feeling of guilt and uncertainty of when to use 

the L1 often leads to an unprofessional use of it. There is a discrepancy between the 

theory that excludes the L1 and the actual practice as well as a discrepancy between the 

teacher‟s perception of the amount of TL to use and the real situation (Littlewood & Yu, 
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2009, p. 5; Polio & Duff, 1994, p. 323). In fact, instructors do use the L1 in several 

situations, but they think they use it less than they actually do. Therefore, the L1 should 

be implemented in a principled way in order to maximize contact with the TL in the 

input and output. Butzkamm (2003) suggests that short aids or prompts in the L1 keep 

an L2 conversation going and promote space for more TL input and output. “The non-

use of the MT, however, seriously constrains what can be said and read” (Butzkamm, 

2003, p. 33). The following student comments show how the exclusion of the MT can 

impair the communicative quality of a lesson: 

Both in English and in French the teachers only wanted us to use known 

vocabulary in our essays. We had to express ourselves using these words which 

we had already learned. But I often felt a real urge to say something which I 

could only express with a new word, which I consequently looked up in a 

German-English dictionary. I still remember the negative reaction when I 

included these new words in my essays. I considered this to be rather ridiculous, 

as it merely widened my vocabulary – so why was it objected to? Sonja. 

(Butzkamm, 2009, p. 36) 

 

We were not allowed to come up with words or expressions we had picked up 

elsewhere. Lots of pupils were frustrated and felt blocked in their acquisition of 

language. Susanne. (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 37) 

Also, Macaro (2001) mentions that learners‟ L2 use should be maximized through the 

help of the L1 (p. 543). A teacher interviewed in his study said: “If I have a feeling or 
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just an inkling of a feeling that they‟re [the students] not 100% sure then I rely on use of 

L1 because in the long run there will be more TL spoken (Macaro, 2001, p. 543).  

 Another frequently mentioned reason for the usage of the L1 is in order to 

praise, reprimand or control students. Macaro (2001) provides some examples for 

reprimanding students through the L1: “Nick! Chewing gum in the bin…ok on va 

faire…” (p. 539). The teacher said it was more effective through the L1, because it 

would have taken too much time to explain „bin‟ in French. Another example is: “Jo 

qu‟est-ce qu‟elle a dit, Jo? Qu‟est-ce qu‟elle a dit, pardon…OK stop playing with the 

dice” (p. 539). The instructor stated that through the use of English students can be 

more easily quieted. Littlewood & Yu (2009) listed the purpose of maintaining control 

over the classroom environment through the L1 as one of three categories, after 

establishing good rapport and communicating meaning or saving time (p. 5).As typical 

reasons for English teachers using the L1 in China, „dealing with a serious discipline 

problem‟ ranked in third place, „dealing with a minor discipline problem‟ sixth place 

(Littlewood & Yu, 2009, p. 6). However, the situation of praising or reprimanding can 

also provide good opportunities for using the L2 in a natural and authentic way. Hence, 

decisions whether to use the L1 or L2 for those actions have to be made carefully. There 

are many factors that influence this decision, for instance the size of class, the level of 

proficiency, the age of students or the length of the lesson.  

 Two other aspects that influence the extent to which the L1 may be spoken in a 

FL classroom are the difficulty of teaching pragmatic knowledge and exotic languages 

in the L1. The culture parts in the Italian textbook Percorsi (2008), used in our 

attitudinal study, are presented in English which is a good way of familiarizing 
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beginners of a FL with the culture of the respective country. It is almost impossible to 

teach interesting and important cultural facts in the TL from the very beginning. 

Pragmatic knowledge includes collocations, colloquial language, proverbs, and rules of 

behavior or politeness. In order to make sure to convey the real meaning and to use 

those patterns in the appropriate situations, clear explanations or translations into the 

native language may be helpful. 

The second aspect mentioned above is the one of exotic languages. It is said that 

the „proximity‟ of L1 and L2 determines how difficult a second language is for a 

learner. Usually, the more similar the FL is to the MT regarding vocabulary, syntax, 

pronunciation etc., the easier is it to learn it. However, there is the general view that 

English is the easiest language after which all the romance languages follow; then there 

are the Germanic and Slavic languages like German and Russian and most Asian 

languages (e.g. Chinese, Arabic, Japanese, Korean) are regarded as being the most 

difficult ones. Of course, for a Chinese speaker, learning Japanese is not as difficult as 

learning French. However, Japanese is a difficult and exotic language for a French 

speaker and there are most likely very few similarities between those two languages. It 

is unimaginable to conduct Japanese language lessons for French native speakers 

exclusively in Japanese. Most studies and research that promote the L2-only classroom 

deal with the most common Indo-European languages. However, the L2-only approach 

is not applicable to all languages in the same way. 

The bilingual classroom should not be forbidden territory; it is rather reflecting 

reality of the FL students who are willing to achieve a functional state of bilingualism. 

The monolingual classroom with a full L2 immersion may represent authentic language 



36 
 

learning, but it is rather artificial and not the real world with which students are 

confronted after class.  

 

A Chinese teacher said: 

Well ideally one hundred percent of Chinese should be used in class. That‟s 

great but it‟s just impossible because like if you use, this is different... So you 

can‟t just – you are not immersed. They are culturally and linguistically 

deprived. Once they are out of class, no more Chinese. (Polio & Duff 1994, p. 

324) 

Codes-switching is a natural process and 

learners are able to conceptualize the classroom as a bilingual space. Learners 

orient to the classroom as a community of practice…through their code-

switching pattern as manifestations of a shared understanding about their actions 

and about themselves as members of that community. (Liebscher & Dailey-

O‟Cain, 2005, p. 234)  

 

3.2 Studies Investigating the L1 in a Foreign Language Classroom 

Although Polio and Duff (1994) as well as Levine (2003), almost ten years later, 

state that there is only little empirical research on language choice in FL classrooms, 

there is a considerable amount of studies that investigate the L1 and L2 use in the 

classroom (e.g. Antòn & DiCamilla 1998; Guthrie, 1984; Levine, 2003; Macaro, 2001; 

Polio & Duff, 1994 ). Most of these studies investigate the actual situation of code 

switching in a classroom and reasons why instructors choose one language over another 
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as well as attitudes of teachers and students towards L1 use. The following studies all 

deal with code choice in the FL classroom and their results and observations illustrate 

the issues discussed earlier on in the chapter. 

 

Levine (2003) 

In his attitudinal study, Levine (2003) concentrated on student and instructor 

beliefs about TL use, L1 use and on the anxiety connected to the TL. His study is based 

on an Internet-questionnaire that 600 FL students as well as 163 teachers from different 

university-foreign language classes responded to. The research examined what students 

and instructors believe goes on in the FL classroom in regards to the TL and the L1 and 

how reported amounts of TL use and TL-use anxiety relate to each other and to personal 

or classroom variables (Levine, 2003, p. 347). Out of these research questions two 

hypotheses were derived: “Reported amounts of TL use differ according to constellation 

of interlocutors and communicative contexts. Reported amounts of TL use by instructor 

and students correlate positively with students‟ sense of anxiety about TL use.” (p. 347). 

The results showed that the amount of TL use varies depending on the constellation of 

interlocutors (student-student, teacher-student, student-teacher) and the communicative 

context
4
. Moreover, the study showed that the amount of TL use does not correlate with 

TL-use anxiety. Levine explains that this result was not expected. It means that students 

did not report more TL-use anxiety when more TL was spoken in the classroom. At the 

end of his discussion Levine lists three pedagogical tenets that propose how to deal with 

                                                             

4 topic-based activities, grammar and usage, details about tests, instructions for classroom activities, 

administrative information and conversations outside of class time. 
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L1 in the classroom (p. 355). The first one is the Optimal TL Use Tenet, which asks 

instructors to accept that the L1 serves numerous functions and that denying this would 

be a violation of students' autonomy as learners. The second is the Marked L1 Tenet 

which suggests that instructors attempt to create situations in which the L1 could serve 

meaningful pedagogical functions. The L1 should not be used in order to reduce 

anxiety; it should always be the marked code. The third principle he mentions is the 

Collaborative Language Use Tenet that assigns an active role to students in managing 

TL and L1 use in the classroom. The teacher should formalize the relationship between 

L1 and L2 in the classroom so that bilingual norms (like they also exist outside the 

classroom) can be created in the classroom. Levine (2003) also mentions several 

limitations to his questionnaire study. The first one is that the findings of this study only 

rely on the respondents‟ perception and beliefs. It is an attitudinal study which is not 

based on an actual sample of classroom interaction. In other words, the amount of 

interaction in TL or L1 in the classes of the students and educators who participated in 

this study was not a controlled variable. Another limitation is that the sample of 

participants was not chosen but voluntary. Levine suspects that the actual respondents 

may have been highly motivated students who care about language teaching. However, 

the study wanted to show a descriptive model of L1 and TL use in the classroom and 

the results indicate that both appear to serve important functions (Levine, 2003, p. 356). 

 

Macaro (2001)  

Another proponent of the use of the L1 in language classes is Macaro (2001). In 

his study, he presents a case study of 6 teachers in secondary schools and their code 
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switching between L1 and L2. The study was conducted in England over the course of 

14 French language (FL) lessons. He analyzes the quantity of L1 used by the teachers in 

the classroom as well as the reflection and beliefs of two of the teachers about code-

switching in FL classrooms. In an attempt to identify how much L1 teachers were using 

at this level in second language classes, he investigated the reason why teachers were 

actually using it and in what circumstances. Before the study was conducted the 

teachers had to undertake a 36-week training program, in which they were exposed to 

theoretical positions and empirical studies on code-switching. During the training 

program, the teachers discussed the issue of code-switching, they were presented 

arguments and counterarguments for using the L1 in FL classrooms. They were 

supposed to read literature and studies on L1 use and in the end they were free to adopt 

any of three suggested theoretical positions. In addition to the discussions the teachers 

had to take FL lessons for one day and reflect upon being taught exclusively in L1 and 

they had to observe other teachers and pay attention to their use of code- switching.  

The lessons of the classes under investigation were video recorded to facilitate 

the analysis of the researcher. The students, ranging in age from 11 to 14 years, attended 

four different schools in the south of England. They had been studying French for 1, 2 

or 3 years. The independent variables were the different categories according to which 

the lessons were coded. Those were: student teacher talk in the L2, student teacher talk 

in the L1, student talk in the L2, student talk in the L1, pair or group work oral tasks, 

reading comprehension tasks, listening to tape tasks, writing tasks and non-interactive 

silence. The dependent variable was the teachers‟ quantity of code switching during the 

different parts of lessons. First, the quantity of L1 used was analyzed, then the teachers‟ 
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decision making process through interviews. The researchers discussed sample 

recordings with two of the teachers. The findings revealed a low level of L1 use among 

the teachers. However, the analysis of the lessons showed that the communicative 

content of an utterance in the L1 can be conveyed much faster than the same content in 

an L2 interaction. The findings demonstrate that instructors use the L1 in various 

situations, as discussed in 3.1. Furthermore, there was little effect on the students‟ L1 

and L2 use from the quantity of L1 use by the instructors. This means that the amount 

of TL spoken by the teacher does not influence the code choice of the students in this 

study. Moreover, the interview with the teachers showed that they were not influenced 

by the literature and research they had read. However, their decision making did not 

necessarily stem only from their own beliefs, but also from governmental policies 

which sometimes override the teachers‟ own beliefs.  The interview also revealed that 

the code-switching issue constitutes conflicts for some teachers, but not for others. 

Some teachers seem to feel comfortable with their own manner of code-switching; 

others are in conflict with the policy imposed on them and with their own personal 

beliefs. 

 

Liebscher and Dailey-O’Cain (2005)  

Liebscher and Dailey-O‟Cain (2005) present an analysis of learners‟ code 

switching between L1 and L2 in an advanced FL classroom. In order to follow the 

results of the study the authors present a short theoretical introduction. In interactional 

contexts, code switching serves discourse-related functions and participant-related 

functions (Liebscher & Dailey-O‟Cain, 2005, p. 235). If code-switching is discourse-
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related, it contributes to the interactional meaning of a specific utterance. If code-

switching is participant-related, it refers to the individual preferences of students or 

teachers to code-switch. This happens when individuals try to override communication 

blocks by falling back on the L1, for instance when a teacher anticipates that the 

students would not understand an upcoming utterance in the L2 (p. 235). 

The data for this study was collected at the University of Alberta in Canada and 

consisted of 11 45-minute segments of 80-minute class sessions. Twelve advanced 

learners of German participated in the study. The class was a content-based German 

language classroom, in which applied linguistics was the subject matter of the course. 

The class was also supposed to help the students in practicing and improving their 

German. In contrast to other linguistics classes in the same department the teacher in 

this case informed the students that English is accepted in the classroom; however, the 

instructor rarely spoke in the L1 English. All readings were in German. The authors 

analyzed the recorded conversation patterns, in which code-switching occurred. They 

found that students used both participant-related and discourse-related code switching 

patterns. This means that students did not code-switch only as a fallback method, but 

also in order to “contextualize the interactional meaning of their utterances” (p. 234). 

These uses resemble bilingual settings outside a classroom where people naturally code-

switch and it shows that learners conceive the classroom as a bilingual space. The 

authors concluded that allowing students to code-switch makes students feel more 

comfortable with using the L2 and that it gives them the opportunity to experiment with 

two languages, like the bilinguals they hope to be someday. Liebscher and Dailey-
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O‟Cain (2005) also make clear that the study does not show how code switching 

contributes to L2 acquisition and propose this as a question to address in a future study. 

 

Polio and Duff (1994)  

Another study that investigates L1 and L2 use was conducted by Polio and Duff 

(1994). They qualitatively investigated teachers‟ language use in university foreign 

language classrooms. The research questions were, to what extent, why and when FL 

teachers do use the L1. They analyzed data from six different first year foreign language 

classes at various universities. The teachers were all native speakers of the TL they 

taught. There were between 5 to 23 students enrolled in the classes. In the earlier study 

two sessions were recorded for each of the FL classes. After the observations teachers 

were interviewed and asked about their views on teaching, and particularly about their 

views on using English (which was the L1) in the FL classroom. The audio recordings 

were transcribed and translated in order to investigate the classroom discourse. The 

amount of English or mixed-language utterances varied from 13.2% (Japanese) to 

73.6% (Slavic). The researchers only examined lessons that exhibited the greatest 

mixture of L1 and L2. They stated that lessons with almost no English or no TL were 

not helpful for the purpose of the study (Polio & Duff, 1994, p. 316). The authors 

identified eight categories for elements of discourse, which vary from individual lexical 
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items to extended utterances.
5
 The authors looked at situations of communicative 

interaction in each category.  

The study revealed that there is a lack of awareness on the part of the teachers of 

their own use of the L1 (English). They were not aware of the extent to which they 

actually used the L1. The results also demonstrated that instructors sometimes expected 

students to use the TL but would not necessarily do so themselves. Moreover, the study 

showed that the use of English, which is the native language of the students but not of 

the teachers, sometimes caused misunderstandings because of the teachers‟ non-native 

proficiency (p. 321). The results indicated that the L2 was sometimes used in 

communication breakdowns in order to negotiate meanings. However, the authors 

mention that students should be able to negotiate meaning in the TL in order to develop 

strategies that can be used in real life outside the classroom.  

Polio and Duff (1994) also explained why English was used in specific 

situations. The L1 often was used in order to ensure that important information is 

conveyed and that nobody is falling behind because of misunderstandings. Another 

reason for the use of English was to catch students‟ attention for important matters 

regarding, tests, exams or administrative information. Teachers said they inserted the 

English word „quiz‟ or „test‟ in a sentence in the TL in order to catch students‟ attention 

or because a precise word in the TL did not exist (p. 321). The researchers, as well as 

Macaro (2001), observed that in some cases negotiation of meaning resulted in 

unexpected lengthy discussions and ultimately are easier to convey in the L1. Therefore, 

                                                             

5 Classroom administrative vocabulary, grammar instruction, classroom management, empathy/solidarity, 

practicing English for the teacher, unknown vocabulary/translation, lack of comprehension, interactive 

effect involving students‟ use of English. 
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German and Chinese educators perceive the use of the L1 in such situations as „time 

saving‟. Another explanation by teachers in this investigation was based on grammar 

instruction. First, they said that grammar explanations were already presented in 

English in the textbook and that students did not know the equivalent terms in the TL. 

Moreover, it is a common belief among language educators that using both languages 

results in confusion. Second, they could cover more material in English than in the FL 

and students understood grammar better when explained in English. Translation was 

another method used. Teachers justified this method with the argument that it saved 

class time and it reduced the frustration level of the students (p. 323). The authors 

instead are not in favor of translations and emphasize the importance of telling students 

that not every word has to be understood in order to comprehend. 

 

Schweers (1999)  

Schweers (1999) conducted research on the use of the mother tongue in English 

classes at a university in Puerto Rico over the period of one semester. The students were 

native speakers of Spanish, learning English. The first part of the research consisted of 

35-minute sample recordings from three classes at the beginning, middle, and end of the 

semester. The research investigated how frequently and for what purposes the L1 was 

used. Four teachers consented to participate. The second part of the study was a 

questionnaire that the teachers filled out about their attitudes towards using Spanish in 

the English-language classroom. A total of 19 professors (including the 4 teachers who 

provided the sample recordings) answered the questionnaire. Other questionnaires were 

also handed out to the students of the four classes that were under investigation. 
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Approximately 99% of the students responded that they liked their teachers to only use 

English. However, 86% of the students answered that they wanted their teacher to 

explain complicated subjects in Spanish. Only 22% of the teachers regarded this 

implementation of the L1 as an appropriate use. About 87 % of the students feel 

Spanish facilitates their learning between „a little‟ and „a lot‟ and 57% think that it helps 

them from „fairly much‟ to „a lot‟. Students apparently feel comfortable with using 

Spanish in some cases and they feel that their native language can sometimes facilitate 

their comprehension. Teachers explained that it sometimes is more important for 

students to fully understand a concept instead of explaining that context exclusively in 

English. Another teacher said that he/she sometimes uses Spanish in his/her writing 

course, because it would help students to write better reports. In his/her class, Spanish 

also served as a kind of input in order to achieve the course goal, which is the 

production of higher quality written work in English. However, this course does not 

represent the first two semesters of FL learning, it is more similar to an intermediate 

language class. Another answer was that the use of Spanish helped for building up 

rapport with the students, e.g. through joking around in the native language. Teachers 

also felt more in touch with students, because both share a common language when 

necessary. The results of the questionnaire highlighted an interesting point that is 

directly linked with the geographical location of the university where this study took 

place. In Puerto Rico English as a foreign language is mandatory and therefore imposed 

on the students. For cultural and political reasons some students are resistant to learning 

English. This is why the teacher wanted to show respect to the students by letting them 

know that he/she valued their native language.  
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The articles discussed above all show different aspects regarding the use of L1 

in a FL classroom, but altogether they all constitute the arguments for using the L1 in a 

principled way. Yet, it is important to distinguish between second language acquisition 

and foreign language pedagogy. The studies primarily focus on pedagogy and try to 

make pedagogical decisions based on their observations and on students‟ and 

instructors‟ beliefs about TL use. They do not analyze how the use of L1 ultimately 

affects acquisition, but this issue could be addressed in future research. Some studies 

suggest a more detailed qualitative study of teachers‟ language use over a prolonged 

period of time. This might explain better under which conditions the L1 is used. 

Another direction would be research of more experimental nature on measurable effects 

of using TL and L1 in different contexts (Duff & Polio, 1994, p. 324). This means to 

compare a monolingual and bilingual class over an extended period of time and 

compare student‟s linguistic abilities. Research has to identify effective pedagogical 

principles that facilitate acquisition. The task of the applied linguists now is to identify 

effective pedagogical principles “that support the classroom as the multilingual 

environment that it is” (Levine, 2003, p. 356) and this is the focus of the next chapter. 
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4 Bilingual Practice 

Butzkamm (2007) points out that there indeed exist many bilingual methods in 

foreign language teaching, but they are not mediated in the teachers‟ education (p. 114). 

There is a lot of research that investigates the role of the L1 in the FL classroom; 

however it does not propose effective bilingual methods. Yet, a foreign language 

atmosphere is paradoxically created through the principled and inconspicuous use of the 

MT (Butzkamm, 2007, p. 15). This is why many linguists who investigate the code 

choice in the FL classroom (Levine, 2003, p. 356; Butzkamm, 2009, p. 25 Macaro, 

2001, p. 545) emphasize the fact that future research has to identify bilingual methods. 

Due to the large amount of studies examining and dealing with immersion teaching the 

search for methods which do not exclude the MT of the students was curbed. Through 

the inclusion of the MT in the foreign language classroom many effective activities can 

be established (Butzkamm, 2007, p. 114). 

 

4.1 Teaching Grammar – a Taboo? 

A lot of the bilingual practices go hand in hand with the teaching of grammar 

and the use of translation which both became a taboo in FL teaching. The studies of 

Fernandez (2008) as well as Sanz and Morgan Short (2004) are two examples for the 

investigation of the role of explicit information in the FL classroom. Sanz and Morgan 

Short found that explicit information was not necessary for acquisition to take place. In 
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her study, Fernandez looked at two grammatical aspects: Spanish OVS type sentences 

and the Spanish subjunctive. The results indicate that explicit information did not 

contribute to students‟ understanding of OVS sentences, but to the understanding of the 

subjunctive. The reason for this might be the different level of difficulty of the two 

structures, the subjunctive representing the more difficult one. Spada (1997) and Ellis 

(1995) however concluded in their classroom studies about form-focused instruction 

that a mixture of explicit instruction and implicit learning was superior to either one 

alone. “On balance, the available evidence indicates that an explicit presentation of 

rules supported by examples is the most effective way of presenting difficult material” 

(Ellis, 1994, p. 642). Also Butzkamm (2009) states that modern empirical research 

showed that contrastive metalinguistic awareness facilitates learning (p. 102). Cook 

(2001) says that explicit grammar teaching experienced a recovery through the 

promoters of language awareness and advocates of Focus on Form who claim that 

grammar teaching should happen whenever it arises naturally during class (p. 414). He 

emphasizes that none of those promoters ask “which language should be used, 

presumably accepting the usual L2 default” (p. 414). However, “most studies of 

cognitive processing suggest that even advanced L2 users are less efficient at absorbing 

information from the L2 than from the L1” (Cook, 2001, p. 414). Macaro‟s study (1997) 

shows that teachers are not enthusiastic about explaining grammar in the L2. All six 

teachers in Polio and Duff (1994) used the L1 for several purposes. In Zimmermann‟s 

(1984) study, 83% of the pupils indicated they wanted grammatical explanations in the 

MT (p. 76). This, of course, is a natural desire if we look at the language exams in 

which grammar exercises paradoxically dominate. Butzkamm‟s (2009) collection of 
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student comments reveals the necessity for some students to receive explicit 

information in order to understand structures and to apply them to other meaningful 

contexts: 

I remember that I always longed to know why things had to be the way they 

were. “Why do the English make such a complicated distinction between past 

tense and present perfect?” was a question I asked myself. I cannot remember 

that such questions were ever answered sufficiently at this stage of my language 

learning. Martina. (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 102) 

 

It was about that time that I began to hate anything that I suspected to be a 

modern method. I even preferred the very traditional way of having to cram 

rules and vocabulary, to those approaches that left you without a foothold, 

wondering why a sentence ran the way it ran and not another way and asking 

yourself what was the precise meaning of a word. Susanne. (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 

102) 

Butzkamm (2009) regards grammar as an important resource for learning a FL and  he 

thinks that instructors should start with the learners‟ grammatical intuitions they already 

have in their heads and from there explain the unknown in terms of the known (p. 103). 

Teachers should use the MT for idiomatic translations, structural mirroring, parallel 

constructions and additional explanations (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 103). In the following, 

some of Butzkamm‟s bilingual methods will be presented. 
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4.2 Idiomatic Translations 

 Idiomatic translation can clarify grammatical functions and translations 

sometimes are better than rules. A rule starts to make sense through an example, 

however it is suggested that some examples should be accompanied by idiomatic 

translations which eventually make the rule superfluous (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 104). 

Let‟s take Butzkamm‟s example of the special meaning of wouldn’t, which can express 

a past willingness or refusal to do something: He wouldn’t listen in German means Er 

wollte nicht hören. She wouldn’t open the door would be translated as Sie wollte die Tür 

nicht öffnen. Translated idiomatic examples “are unwritten silent rules which reflect 

language behavior directly. Given plentiful and well-understood examples, the 

underlying rules will be adhered to” (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 104). Another example would 

be the presentation of the difference between present simple and present continuous to 

German students of English: You’re not being honest (Jetzt bist du nicht ehrlich) versus 

You are not honest (Du bist kein ehrlicher Mensch). This connection to the MT is the 

natural bridge to the idea or thought behind the FL expression (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 

105). The idea of Do you want me / us to… should automatically lead to the German 

equivalent Soll ich / Sollen wir…? (p. 105). Idiomatic translations especially are 

important when it comes to pragmatic and sociocultural meaning behind the literal 

meaning. Example sentences accompanied by idiomatic translations show how German 

adverbs like bloß, etwa, eigentlich, denn or schon are used. Those little words can give 

a different meaning or nuance to a sentence (Butzkamm, 2004, p. 115): Don’t you dare 

switch channels which is best translated with Schalt bloß nicht um and not Wage es 

nicht umzuschalten. The sentence Was it you, Linus? (Warst du das etwa?) or the 
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French example Que sais-je? (Was weiß ich denn schon?) illustrate how these little 

words affect meaning in a context (Butzkamm, 2004, p. 116). 

 

4.3 Mirroring  

Another bilingual method Butzkamm presents is the MT mirroring: 

MT mirroring is the term we use for literal translations and adaptations with a 

view to making the foreign structure salient and transparent to learners. 

“Mirroring” differs from literal translations in two ways. It can be more than 

word-for-word translation, for example, morpheme-for-morpheme, such as 

*language-like-ness or *linguistic-ness for “Sprachlichkeit”. (Butzkamm, 2009, 

p. 106) 

Another example would be mirroring the German sentence Die grünen Äpfel with *The 

greens apples in order to show the concept of adjective endings and different cases that 

underlie the German language (p. 106). The other aspect that distinguishes mirroring 

from usual translations is that it can be incomplete because it should only focus on the 

new features of  a given structure: Thélo na páo stin Athína (Modern Greek) can be 

compared to *I want that I go to Athens ( I want to go to Athens). In this case, the 

students would already know that the „I‟ is part of the ending of „thél-o‟ and „pá-o‟ and 

thus does not have to be mirrored by „want-I‟ and „go-I‟ (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 107). The 

correct translation of the phrase will still be given to the students. Mirroring is not 

needed when differences in structures are salient and clear enough or, of course, when 

structures are identical: Paul Temple and the Alex case – Paul Temple und der Fall 

Alex. These small differences due to the reverse order of “Alex case” are obvious 
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(Butzkamm, 2009, p. 107). Two student comments presented in Butzkamm (2009) 

show how mirroring can help learners: “Structures like „I want you to write an essay‟ 

suddenly became transparent when I translated them word by word” (p. 107). “He gave 

us a word-for-word mother-tongue translation of the question „Qu‟est-ce que c‟est?‟ 

which really helped me never to forget this expression: „Was ist es, das es ist?‟ „What is 

it that it is?‟” (p. 107).  

 Regarding syntax and word formation mirroring can be a helpful tool as 

Butzkamm explains. The following examples illustrate different grammatical structures 

followed by idiomatic and literal translations (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 108-109): 

1. Wir müssen Deutsch lernen. *We must German learn. We must learn German. 

2. Weil/wenn/obwohl wir Deutsch lernen müssen. *Because/if/although we 

German learn must. Because/if/although we must learn German. 

3. Manchmal gingen wir schwimmen. Dort gingen wir schwimmen. *Sometimes 

went we swim. There went we swim. Sometimes we went swimming. There we 

went swimming. 

4. Der in wenigen Minuten einlaufende Zug. *The in a few minutes arriving train. 

The train due to arrive in a few minutes.  

5. Neununddreißig. *Nine-and-thirty. Thirty-nine. 

Examples 1-3 exemplify how different German and English are regarding the position 

of verbs and objects. The literal translation in example 4 shows that nouns in German 

usually are pre-modified whereas in English they are post-modified. Example 5 

illustrates mirroring of the numbers which are presented in reverse order in German. 
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Considering word formation, derivatives and compounds can be mirrored in the 

MT. This is how a teacher explains the word “Handschuhe” (gloves): “She showed the 

corresponding flashcard to the class and said „die Handschuhe‟ – ok, they are gloves. 

Handschuhe, like „hand-shoes‟; die Handschuhe” (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 110). It is not 

necessary to receive this information in order to use the expression correctly in a 

meaningful context, however it is interesting to know that the German word for ponytail 

is Pferdeschwanz which is horse-tail or that Gänsefüßchen are quotation marks, literally 

little geese feet (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 110). Butzkamm points out that there is less need 

for literal translations between the European languages (p. 111). However, structural 

transparency is needed when remote languages are compared to Western languages. In 

this case it is even more difficult for the monolingual and “no grammar” doctrine to 

prevail. “It will also be clear that the extent of mirroring and the amount of useful 

explanations has to be adjusted for each native-target language pair” (p. 111-112). 

 

4.4 Sandwich Technique 

Butzkamm‟s most popular bilingual method is the sandwich technique: The 

English teacher in Germany would say: “You‟ve skipped a line. Du hast eine Zeile 

übersprungen. You‟ve skipped a line.” or “I mean the last but one word. Das vorletzte 

Wort. The last but one word” (Butzkamm, 2004, p. 15). The MT expression is clasped 

by the FL expression. This method shall be used if the expression is unknown and new 

to the students. The sandwich technique can be carried out in a discrete way “in the tone 

aside, as a kind of whispered interpreting” (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 33). The new 

expressions should be written down by the learners into a separate notebook because as 
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soon as the bilingual method came into play once for a certain expression, the MT 

becomes redundant for the following times the expression will be used. The expressions 

which have been clarified have to be used consistently without resorting to the L1 

anymore (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 35). If a student thereupon still uses the MT expression, 

Butzkamm suggests to interrupt and ask a classmate for the correct expression (p. 36). 

Butzkamm emphasizes that it is of high importance to provide vocabulary that learners 

ask for in order to express themselves or to complete tasks meaningfully. He thinks it is 

inappropriate to forbid MT expressions, but teachers should rather take up the students‟ 

remarks and provide the missing equivalent (p. 34): Student: “Ich wollte das auch 

sagen.“ Teacher: “Oh, I see. In English it is: I was going to say the same. Try it, please.” 

The following is an observation a student interprets as a positive experience: 

Sometimes a pupil said something in German. The teacher always answered in 

English. This meant that the pupils heard as many English words as possible and 

most of the time were able to understand what the teacher said. Example: Pupil: 

“Ich hab das anders.” [I have something different]. Teacher:”What have you 

written?” Nicole F (Butzkamm, 2004, p. 16).  

The learners receive a lot of comprehensible input; however Butzkamm notes that if we 

want the learners to contribute in the FL, we have to give them the sentence I’ve got 

something else/different (p. 16). The following three student comments show how 

communicative quality and the supply of word and comprehension support in L1 go 

hand in hand (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 37): 

The “red vocabulary” book was reserved for words he taught us separately from 

our textbook. For instance when someone had a cold and sneezed, he taught us 
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to say “God bless you”, or if we were talking about our holidays and needed new 

words we were given them. Thus we developed extensive word power for 

everyday life, and in the tests there was always one section that dealt with “red 

vocabulary”. Nadine  

 

The atmosphere was always relaxed and playful. We were allowed to ask about 

all kinds of words including colloquial words and idioms. Our teacher was of the 

opinion that words we asked about were of some special interest to us. 

Therefore, he asked us to keep a separate vocabulary booklet for such occasions, 

this way he thought that we would keep the words in mind more effectively. 

Christina  

 

Out teacher was very pleased when we used new vocabulary in our class tests 

and honoured this effort with good marks. He even introduced these words to the 

whole class so that everybody could profit from it. I was always flattered when 

he chose one of my words. Bernadette 

 

4.5 Translation 

The most popular bilingual method Butzkamm presents is the basic skill of 

translating. In translation Butzkamm sees a multi-purpose tool and suggests several 

activities that bring beneficial aspects to the process of learning a foreign language 

(Butzkamm, 2009, p. 196-198). Translation is a vital aspect of foreign language 

learning, 
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which has been taboo in this country (England) for the last 15 years now. Those 

few students who go on to use their foreign language in their own professional 

life (other than teachers) do little else, and my pupils have always found this 

exercise a rewarding one, because it is a meaningful and realistic exercise 

(Lemann in Butzkamm, 2009, p. 197). 

Indeed, as a graduate of foreign languages it is probable that you will eventually have a 

profession in which interpreting belongs to your daily activities, excluding the 

profession of teaching. The skill of translating or bilingual texts have been popular ever 

since the translation of biblical texts into Greek and Latin. Translation was seen as an 

art and bilingual texts already existed in the fourth century when Aelius Donatus wrote 

his Latin grammar Ars minor in a bilingual way (Butzkamm, 2004, p. 61). Why do old 

methods always have to be discarded when new approaches come into play? As a 

matter of fact, as a multilingual person you are constantly asked to provide translations. 

At High Schools in Germany the skill of translation is still being examined in exams 

and in colleges all over the world translation classes are offered to language, linguistics 

or literature students.  

 One activity Butzkamm (2009) suggests is to translate easy and short newspaper 

articles to practice reading comprehension (p. 199). The students can work individually 

or in groups, sight-read the text and translate it straight into the MT without resorting to 

dictionaries. Each student or group receives a different article. Afterwards, some 

students shall present their translations and the classmates will decide which articles to 

read and talk about. Summarizing the articles in the MT can be an alternative. Another 

activity would be to compare different translations of the same book, which is definitely 
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a task for advanced learners. Shakespeare, Moby Dick or Salinger‟s Catcher in the Rye 

have been translated into German more than twice and hence provide a lot of potential 

topics for discussion (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 200). Some other task is to let students 

translate for themselves, individually or in a group, with the use of bilingual 

dictionaries. In doing so students will become aware of the difficulties translators have 

to face, the dilemma between translating too literally or too freely. They will learn that 

you sometimes have to “disregard the original wording in favour of the message” 

(Butzkamm, 2009, p. 200). Appropriate texts could be short stories, openings or endings 

of novels, dialogues from cult films, TV shows or commercials, proverbs or short text 

such as found in globalised advertisement which is often supported by familiar visual 

contexts. Some advertisements are thematically similar to what students know from 

their home country and are therefore also suitable for the beginner level (e.g. Coca 

Cola, Butzkamm, 2009, p. 200). The texts and topics will provoke discussion and 

speculation in the TL and develop flexible and critical thinking. A task that might be of 

interest to many students is to translate selected movie or TV show scenes and then act 

them out in both languages (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 201). Butzkamm suggests two more 

activities that deal with the skill of translation. The first one is the re-translation or 

double translation (p. 201). Each group of students gets a different text to translate. 

Then, translations are exchanged among the groups and translated back into the FL. 

Questions with high communicative potential will arise: “Do the reverse translations 

arrive at the original texts? Have any important meanings – explicit and implicit – been 

lost? Which words, and which structures, have changed?“ (p. 201). Discussing these 

questions will contribute to the understanding of the process of translation. The second 
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activity is to look for mistranslations that have been published before and maybe to 

publish those in internet forums which could be an additional incentive (p. 202). 

However, the publishers, authors and translators of the concerned text should be 

informed about the purpose. Through the critical work with translations students learn 

to look carefully, not to accept any translation, to look for the originals and appreciate 

them and to know how important background information is in order to understand 

small details (p.202). 

 

4.6 Brainstorming, Word Trails, Bilingual Texts  

 Bilingual brainstorming is another practice Butzkamm (2009) advocates (p. 

204). However, MT expressions have to be allowed because they actually provide new 

ideas which then facilitate communicative conversations in the L2. If a student does not 

know a word or expression in the FL, either the teacher provides an appropriate 

formulation in the FL or the MT expression will be written on the board. At the end of 

the brainstorming all MT expressions will be looked up in a dictionary and replaced by 

FL terms. 

 Giving the students word trails before a reading comprehension is another 

bilingual exercise (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 205). Before the students start reading, the 

teacher writes a list of MT expressions on the board. While reading the students have to 

find the FL equivalents and circle them in the text. After the task has been completed, 

the MT expressions on the board will be substituted by the FL words. Then, students 

have to retell what they read with the aid of the FL expressions on the board. Having a 
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reading aim, pre-, while- or post-reading activities always help students to focus on the 

text and language. 

 As already mentioned, bilingual texts exist since the translation of The Bible 

(Butzkamm, 2004, p. 61). An exercise with bilingual texts would be to let the students 

look for collocations or other common phrases that are used frequently in the respective 

text. The teacher should give a few examples in advance in order to show the students 

not to look primarily for word-for-word equivalents (Butzkamm, 2004, p. 141). In the 

following chapter students‟ attitudes towards language use in the classroom will be 

presented through a case study which was conducted in a beginning Italian class.  
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5 Case Study in Italian 

5.1 Description of Study 

The design of this study was inspired by Levine‟s questionnaire investigating 

student and instructor beliefs and attitudes about TL use, L1 use, and anxiety (2003). 

The purpose of this study was to examine the role of the MT in a FL classroom. 

Through the attitudinal character of the questionnaires, the study aims at identifying 

whether the use of the MT helps students in processing the FL more effectively and 

how students feel about code choice in the FL classroom. The main research question 

was:  

How do learners feel about the L1 use in the FL classroom? 

 

Participants 

Sixteen students of an Intensive beginning Italian class, which was taught by 

two instructors, participated in the study. Their age ranged between 18 and 45; 63% 

were female, 37% male. None of them were bilingual and all of them spoke English as 

their native language and mainly grew up in an English-speaking environment or 

country. They were majors of all different subjects. 
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Instrument 

 Two questionnaires are used for the study. Some questions on both 

questionnaires are based on Levine‟s (2003) questionnaires. Several questions require 

an individual open ended answer, others are multiple choice or yes/no questions which 

are followed by an explanation. The first part of the questionnaire #1 (Appendix A) 

consists of participants‟ demographic information such as age, gender, native language 

and other questions that specify the participants as presented in the previous part. Part 2 

of the first questionnaire includes questions specifically concerning the Italian class, for 

instance the level of motivation or the anticipated grade, and questions about previous 

FL instruction experience. Part 3 is comprised of open ended questions in which 

students should describe and compare instructor A with instructor B considering their 

way of teaching. Part 2 and 3 comprise 12 questions.   

 Questionnaire #2 (Appendix B) consists of 36 questions. The questions of 

questionnaire #1 in part 3 appear again in order to investigate potential changes of 

opinion. Questions 1-10 ask for general preferences of the students concerning 

translations of words or grammar and code choice in the FL classroom. These questions 

require a yes/no answer first, followed by an explanation if possible. Questions 11-20 

again concern specifically the preferences about the instructors‟ teaching methods. 

Questions 21-31 are multiple choice questions and ask for the students‟ own language 

use and classroom behavior. The last questions specifically deal with the L1 and L2 use 

in the respective class. 
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Method and Procedure 

 The study was conducted during an Intensive Italian class in Summer 2010, 

which lasted for 6 weeks. Two instructors were teaching this class which took place 

four times a week, 4 hours and forty minutes a day. The instructors divided the time and 

gave the students a break of 40 minutes between the two sections. Instructor A was a 

native Italian teaching assistant with 2 years experience teaching Italian. Instructor B 

(also being the investigator and researcher of the study) was a non-native Italian 

speaker, as well a teaching assistant with 1 year experience teaching German. In the 

first week of instruction the students were informed about the study and all voluntarily 

agreed to participate. The first questionnaire was given to the students after the first 

week of class, the second after the sixth week, at the end of the summer semester. 

Students chose a nickname so that the two questionnaires could be linked to the same 

person. After the participants filled out the questionnaires in class they were put in a 

sealed envelope. All the data were anonymous and sealed until grades were processed in 

order to prevent possible influences on the grades since the investigator of the study was 

also one of the instructors. 

 The idea and method of the study was such that instructor A would teach 

exclusively in Italian and instructor B would allow English in certain situations and use 

it when appropriate. For instance, the L1 (English) was sometimes used for clarification 

when talking about complex grammar points, for administrative information, for 

complicated activity directions or for longer discussion about grammar, culture or off-

topic conversations. The prevalent medium of instruction was Italian. 
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5.2 Results and Discussion 

Results 

Questionnaire #1 

Sixty-three percent (63%) of the participants did not have previous knowledge 

or formal instruction of Italian, 25% took one or two semesters of Italian before and 

12% were slightly exposed to the language, because it was the family‟s heritage 

language. Fifty-three percent (53%) of the participants indicated being extroverted, 47% 

being introverted. Thirteen percent (13%) were moderately motivated for the class, 56% 

highly and 31% extremely highly motivated. The reasons why they chose to take the 

class varied: 31% took it because it was a requirement, 26% because of personal 

interest, 17% because it was the family‟s heritage language, 22% because they were 

planning to travel or study in Italy and 4% chose this class because it was an easy 

language and convenient to receive 8 credits for an intensive class. At the end of class 

73% expected to get an A in the class, 7% a B and 20% anticipated receiving a C. 

Questions 4 and 5 of questionnaire #1 asked the students about their experience 

in a previous language class, what they liked and did not like and what their favorite 

topics and activities were. Their experiences in a FL classroom varied to a great extent. 

Many students mentioned having enjoyed learning about the culture of the respective 

foreign country: 

-Studying the culture and history of Semitic and Middle-Eastern languages was 

a huge insight into the origin of words and the style of communication via 

scripts and signs. 

-My favorite topic/activity in Spanish was making a Spanish dish and explaining 

it to the class in Spanish. 

-Talking about the culture, food and geography of Spain and Latin American 

countries was the most interesting and fun. 
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A lot of students experienced their teacher as very pleasant if he/she was enthusiastic 

about the subject, energetic, fun, patient, and helpful; if he/she made the subject 

interesting, encouraged the students to participate and took time for the topics and 

would not rush through the syllabus, leaving out important explanations: 

-My favorite teacher would probably be my Spanish teacher in High School. She 

was able to make the topics discussed in class more interesting and get everyone 

involved enough to understand the material. 

-The teacher was patient and animated. She encouraged a lot of dialogue among 

the pupils. 

 

Concerning activities, students prefer interactive activities such as role plays, dialogues, 

conversation, group activities or watching movies: 

-Halfway through Spanish 2 she switched to an interactive method to teach. 

More role play and acting/speaking and less writing. It was very effective. 

-Watching foreign films was always fun in class. Group activities are fun as 

well. 

 

Some students appreciate learning grammar in order to know and fully understand the 

rules and structures as illustrated in the following comments: 

-I liked all my teachers. It was most helpful that we learned the verb and how to 

conjugate it, then used it in a sentence/phrase.  

-My previous teacher was very attentive and encouraged us to use French. Her 

method of teaching was very structured. I liked that I know “why” I needed to 

do things in a specific manner. 

 

Some students experienced the use of only L2 in the classroom as positive: 

-Both teachers I liked encouraged students to use and practice with the 

language. It was helpful when Ms. X made us use only Italian in class.  

-My best teacher was X. She was an excellent teacher for SPAN 2221 and only 

spoke to us in Spanish. I ended up with an A-. I liked that we did a lot of 
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conversation. I didn’t really like that she wouldn’t answer translation questions 

in English. 

 

This comment shows that L2-only use is appreciated by the students; however they do 

not feel comfortable with being prohibited to use the L1 which coincides with the 

findings of Butzkamm (2009), Schweers (1999) and Belz (2003). One student refers to 

the aspect of exotic languages that was pointed out in 3.1.6: 

-I have taken 3 semesters worth of various languages, 1 Italian, 2 Arabic, and 

years of Spanish. My least favorite teacher and style was for my 2
nd

 semester of 

Arabic. Unfortunately it is a language that is not easily transferred from 

English, especially if the mother tongue is used solely to teach with. 

 

Some students stated that the emphasis on output helped them learn to speak the FL: 

-Although practical exercises were given, the oral part was stressed greatly. I 

attribute being able to speak the language to this method. 

 

The findings of Questionnaire #1 summarize students‟ previous experiences in FL 

classes; Questionnaire # 2 instead focuses on general attitudes towards code choice in 

the classroom and contains specific questions about language use in the respective 

Italian class, as presented in the following. 

 

Questionnaire #2 

Table 1. 

Students’ Attitudes towards Language Use in the Classroom, Questions 1-9 

Questions 

 

Results 

1.  Do you find it helpful if your instructor translates directions? Yes: 79% 

No: 21% 



66 
 

2.  Do you find it helpful if your instructor translates new 

vocabulary? 

Yes: 88% 

No: 12% 

3.  Do you find it helpful if your instructor allows you to insert an 

English word into a sentence if you don't know the word in 

Italian? 

Yes: 63% 

No: 37% 

4.  Do you prefer it if the instructor explains a grammatical structure 

in English? 

Yes: 69% 

No: 31% 

5.  Do you think line drawings on the board and miming are more 

helpful than direct translations? 

Yes: 56% 

No: 44% 

6.  Do you sometimes wish you had a dictionary available to look up 

words you don‟t know? 

Yes: 81% 

No: 19% 

7.  Do you sometimes wish you knew what an expression means 

literally rather than just getting 'the gist' of what it means? 

Yes: 58% 

No: 42% 

8.  Do you sometimes not contribute to classroom practice because 

you don't know the words in Italian? 

Yes: 44% 

No: 56% 

9.  Do you sometimes make up answers because you don‟t have the 

necessary vocabulary to express what you really would like to 

say? 

Yes: 59% 

No: 41% 

 

In what follows, all results will be presented as well as supported by explanations and 

comments the students provided in order to explain their choice. Seventy-nine percent 

(79%) of all participants said it was helpful for them if their instructor translated 

directions (see Question 1, Table 1). In their justifications students recognize the 

importance of the L1 to help them process what they needed to do in the exercise and 

serve as a clarification purpose. Other explanations were that through translations it 

would be faster to move on with the actual exercise as also noted by Macaro (2001) and 

Polio & Duff (1994): 

-Clarity is best because then we can move on to the work. 

-Translating directions is important for clarity and it ensures comprehension. 

-I find it better to be explained the instructions initially and then completing and 

discussing the assignment in the mother tongue. 

-Yes, because sometimes the directions contain new vocabulary that I am not 

aware of. 
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Eighty-eight percent (88%) stated they want the instructor to translate vocabulary 

(Question 2). Reasons for that were again the desire to fully understand and to use the 

word correctly, to clarify uncertainties and the time-saving aspect. 4 students (25%) 

mentioned that a translation would be the easiest way to connect the two languages with 

each other. Some of the students‟ explanations were:  

-Yes but after the initial or second time it’s better if the instructor doe not 

translate. 

-Yes, this solves me the trouble of hastily looking in the back of the book for the 

word. 

-Yes, because then when you thing of the word it helps you think of the 

translation as well as the image related to that Italian word.  

-Easier to hear it in both and apply it. 

-Sometimes it was easier to understand the vocab. 

 

Two students out of the 12% who were opponents of translating vocabulary said: 

-This is typically not necessary unless the word doesn’t exist in English or 

cannot be adequately pictured in the book. 

-I think it’s better to associate the Italian word with its visual representation or 

other contextual explanation in Italian rather than with the English equivalent. 

 

Sixty-nine percent (69%) said they prefer grammatical explanations in English 

(Question 4). The reason for that was mainly that grammar is perceived as too complex 

to understand it in L2: 

-Yes, particularly in the latter half of the course, since the grammar becomes 

more complex – it is much more quickly understood and there was not much 

time in this course overall. 

-That’s the only way I would have been able to understand it, because grammar 

in Italian is backwards in English. 

-Yes, grammar is really hard to learn so I feel it’s easier to use English. 
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One person out of the 31% who did not prefer grammar in the L1 said: 

-I believe this hinders one’s ability to think in a new language. Exceptions 

should only be made if the material is particularly complex. 

 

Fifty-six percent (56%) of respondents thought that line drawings on the board and 

miming were more helpful than direct translations (Question 5). For them visual 

presentations are more effective: 

-This helps to think of the word or concept in the foreign language rather than 

thinking in English and trying to translate into the language. 

-Simple words don’t need to be translated. Words that should already be a part 

of our vocab should also not be translated. 

 

However, 44% prefer translations: 

-I think it’s good for full immersion, but in a six week course, direct translations 

are necessary to be able to comprehend and build from it.  

-No, because line drawings and miming may lead a student to an incorrect 

translation based on that student’s perception. 

 

Eighty-one percent (81%) wish to have a dictionary available to look up words they do 

not know (Question 6). In their explanations they mentioned some of the following: 

-I used the back of the book quite often. 

-All the time. While some Italian words are easy to figure out because they have 

similarities to their English counter-parts, other Italian words are completely 

enigmatic to non-Italian speaking students. 

-Sometimes, but just the word by itself in the dictionary doesn’t convey meaning. 

-I have an Italian-English dictionary I use for homework. 

-I feel the dictionary can be useful to fill in small gaps in vocabulary, but not for 

translating word by word. 
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Fifty-eight percent (58%) reported that they sometimes wish to know what an 

expression means literally rather than just getting „the gist‟ of what it means (Question 

7): 

-Knowing what is said in the most literal sense allowed me to use it. 

-I think I need both. The literal is helpful but the gist is also important. 

-By doing so, understanding of finer points of grammar and vocabulary are 

learned, particularly the aspects that are not similar to English. 

 

Yet, 42% are satisfied with understanding the main content: 

-Many expressions don’t “literally” translate correctly, so it’s better to have a 

general than specific understanding. 

 

Forty-four percent (44%) of the students did not contribute to classroom practice 

because they did not know a word in Italian (Question 8). Furthermore, 59% of 

respondents stated that they make up answers because they do not have the necessary 

vocabulary to express what they really want to say (Question 9): 

-Yes, for example, when asked how I am doing, if I answer “stanco” (tired) and 

the instructor asks “perché” (why), I usually say “lavoro” (work) even though 

I’m usually tired because of insomnia. 

-In the beginning of the semester particularly this occurred because of very 

limited vocabulary and grammar knowledge. 
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The following table depicts the results of the multiple choice questions: 

Table 2. 

Influence of Code Choice in the Classroom on Students 

Questions Results 

10.  How often do you feel lost when Italian is the only 

language spoken in class? 

Never: 0% 

Rarely: 38% 

Sometimes: 43% 

Often: 13% 
Very often: 6% 

11.  How often do you misunderstand something because 

you did not understand the word/sentence in Italian? 

Never: 0% 

Rarely: 19% 

Sometimes: 75% 
Often: 6% 

Very often: 0% 

12.  How often are you longing for a translation of a 

particular word/sentence instead of an explanation in 

Italian? 

 

Are you longing for this more often during class with 

instructor A or B?
6
 

Never: 0% 

Rarely: 50% 
Sometimes: 44% 

Often: 6% 

Very often: 0% 

A: 64% 

B: 36% 

13.  How often are you holding back contributions to class 

because you are afraid of using Italian? 

Never: 18% 
Rarely: 44% 

Sometimes: 19% 

Often: 19% 
Very often: 0% 

14.  How often do you not understand fixed expressions in 

Italian (proverbs, collocations, etc.) because you don‟t 

have an equivalent translation? 

Never: 12% 

Rarely: 38% 
Sometimes: 25% 

Often: 25% 

Very often: 0% 

15.  How often do you use Italian when talking to your 

teacher in class? 

Never: 0% 

Rarely: 12% 

Sometimes: 44% 
Often: 31% 

Very often: 13% 

16.  How often do you use Italian when talking to your 

fellow students in class? 

Never: 6% 

Rarely: 56% 
Sometimes: 25% 

Often: 13% 

Very often: 0% 

                                                             

6 Instructor A: L2 only; Instructor B: L1/L2. 
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17.  How often do you use Italian when talking about 

grammar? 

Never: 6% 

Rarely: 31% 

Sometimes: 50% 
Often: 13% 

Very often: 0% 

18.  How often do you use Italian during topic-based 

activities? 

Never: 0% 
Rarely: 6% 

Sometimes: 31% 

Often: 50% 
Very often: 13% 

 

The following figure shows the results of the question: “Do you think that Italian 

should be used exclusively during this class? If not exclusively in which of the 

following types of communication do you prefer using English?”  

 

Figure 1. 

Usage of English as Preferred by Students 
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Two students were of the opinion that the L2 should be used exclusively in class. The 

percentages resulting from the other 14 students who were allowed to check more types 



72 
 

of communication are distributed as followed: 3% of preferred English usage were 

attributed to Italian topics such as culture, literature, sports, family or hobbies. Twenty-

five percent (25%) were attributed to grammar and usage, 14% to directions for 

activities, 25% to details about tests and other assignments and 33% to administrative 

information such as office hours or important dates. 

Questions 19-21 were Yes/No questions with open-ended explanations: 

Table 3. 

Students’ Attitudes towards Language Use in the Classroom, Questions 19-21 

Questions Results 

19.  Do you like it that instructor A speaks Italian most of the 

time? 

Yes: 94% 

No: 6% 

20.  Do you like it that instructor B uses English in certain 

specific situations? 

Yes: 94% 

No: 6% 

21.  Would you like it if instructor B used Italian 

exclusively? 

Yes: 12% 

No: 88% 

 

Again, instructor A was teaching in Italian only, instructor B was using English when 

appropriate. Ninety-four percent (94%) of the respondents liked it that instructor A 

spoke Italian most of the time (Question 19). Only one student disagreed: 

-The rhythm of Italian and pronunciation is easier to learn when one hears it all 

the time. 

-I think it’s good to be fully immersed, otherwise I would never learn how to 

speak the language. 

-It helps me become accustomed to the speed of the language and the sound. 

-Yes, because it is her first language and with time and key words you get a 

decent understanding of what is being said. 

-It promotes thinking in Italian and helps one to build a solid foundation at the 

beginning of the semester. 
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However, ninety-four percent (94%) of students also liked it that instructor B used 

English in certain situations. Again, only one student disagreed: 

-For grammar I feel English is needed in order to fully grasp and remember 

verb/sentence structure. Plus it is finished faster and we have more time to do 

other things. 

-I also like how instructor B uses English for certain instances in grammar, 

otherwise I wouldn’t be able to write it correctly. 

-I’m not totally disconnected and lost. 

-Yes, this helps me understand Italian better. It allows me to know what to say in 

Italian, later on. 

-I like it when she uses English during grammar since it is hard to understand. 

-Helpful to know certain translations for virtue of progressive understanding. 

-Easier for me to hear both English and Italian, from A and B. 

-With particularly complex, dry material, it would be impractical to use Italian 

exclusively. English should be used sparingly, but it certainly has its place in 

class. 

 

Eighty-eight percent (88%) answered the question “Would you like it if instructor B 

used Italian exclusively” with no, two students said yes: 

-I needed the English to help me through. 

-It would completely throw me off. A mix of both English and Italian would be 

much better. 

-It’s enough that instructor A speaks Italian most of the time so when instructor 

B uses English I connect the Italian with the English. 

-A balance is needed. Italian exclusively would force some students to not like 

the class because it is more difficult. I learn faster and better when I am sure 

about a translation, not just the gist of whatever is being said. The two 

instructors provide a very nice balance in all things. 

-I like that A uses it all the time and B throws English in. It is useful to leaning 

and furthering my grasp on the language.  

-They balanced each other. 



74 
 

Discussion 

The results show that students prefer to have a balance between the L1 and L2 

use in the classroom. The fact that almost 100% liked that instructor A used Italian most 

of the time and that the same amount of students also liked instructor B using English in 

specific situations as well as that 88% did not want B to use the L2 exclusively clearly 

reveals that learners prefer a mixture of L1 and L2. On the one hand, many students 

stated they enjoyed the L2 immersion, but on the other hand they also needed 

clarification in the L1. Not allowing the L1 use and translation in learning a FL seems 

to be absurd if we consider the 79% and 88% who find it helpful if the instructor 

translates directions or new vocabulary. Furthermore, 44% were sometimes longing for 

a translation instead of an explanation in Italian. The student‟s reasons for that are not 

arbitrary. They regard translations as a clarification or time-saving tool, for some of 

them L1 equivalents help connect the two words in the mind. Moreover, learners are 

aware of the fact that as much exposure as possible to the L2 is the best way to learn the 

language and think that an L1 equivalent should just be provided once and not given 

afterwards. Another noteworthy outcome is that 44% prefer direct translations over 

visual presentations. This implies that they feel it helps them to keep the new word in 

memory. The percentages resulting from Figure 1 show that the learners prefer using 

English when talking about grammar, details about tests and other assignments and 

administrative information. They usually connect the use of L2 with having more 

difficulties to understand difficult concepts. However, only 14% need English for 

activity directions and only one student prefers English when talking about Italian 

topics. This again shows that students want to talk in the FL and be exposed to it; 
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however, they want to fully understand and not be left behind when talking about tests, 

complex grammar or administrative issues. Eighty-one percent (81%) wish to have a 

dictionary available during class. One out of them explained: “This speaks for itself.” It 

is a natural desire as a FL learner to look up words you want to know and use them in a 

context. There was a time when bilingual vocabulary lists or dictionaries were 

proscribed (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 205-208). However, research showed that bilingual 

glossaries are more effective than monolingual ones (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 206). 

Moreover, the glossaries in the textbooks are usually bilingual too, so there should be 

nothing wrong with students having dictionaries with them and looking up words. As 

most participants indicated in their explanations, they did not want to literally translate a 

sentence word-by-word with the help of a dictionary, but rather fill in the gaps. 

Apparently, many students sometimes wish to know literal meanings instead of just the 

main idea. This desire would be met by using MT mirroring as described in chapter 4, 

for instance. Forty-four percent (44%) did sometimes not contribute to classroom 

practice because they did not know the word in Italian. Also, 59% sometimes made up 

answers because they did not have the necessary vocabulary to express themselves. 

Seventy-five percent (75%) sometimes misunderstood something because they did not 

understand the word or sentence in Italian. Further, 38% sometimes or often held back 

contributions to class because they were afraid of using Italian. In addition, 50% did 

sometimes or often not understand a fixed expression in Italian because they did not 

have an equivalent translation. The last five items are definitely alarming. No student 

should hold back contributions or make up answers in meaningful communication 

because he/she does not have the words available. It is the teacher‟s task to provide 
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missing vocabulary and help students say what is intended. The MT could be a valuable 

tool in clarifying fixed expressions or misunderstandings. Even more important is that 

no student should be prohibited from asking questions in English. Especially in 

beginners‟ classes, it is natural that more complex questions might arise which cannot 

be asked in the FL. Questions 15-18 show that the main language in class indeed was 

Italian although English was not disqualified. High percentages resulted when talking in 

the FL about grammar, topic-based activities and when talking to the teacher in the L2. 

L2-conversation between the students happened more rarely which is not unusual. The 

occasional use of the L1 does not reduce the L2 input. All in all, the study showed that 

there is a place for the MT in the FL classroom. Some students had previous immersion 

classes which means that they are aware of how it feels not to be allowed to use the MT. 

However, they liked a mixture of L1 and L2 and explicitly stated they did not want the 

MT to be excluded from FL classroom. 

 

Limitations 

There are several limitations connected to the study. First, the study does not 

prove whether using the L1 or bilingual methods in the classroom contributes to FL 

acquisition. However, students‟ feelings and attitudes are important factors in this 

research. If a translation or clarification in the L1 was not helpful to them, they would 

certainly not indicate it. Second, the study comprises a limited sample of participants 

which makes it difficult to generalize results. Yet, a large group of participants 

complicates the evaluation of qualitative results and takes great deal of time. Third, the 

study only investigated one class representing one FL, there was no control group, 



77 
 

which would have allowed for the drawing of comparisons. Fourth, there were no strict 

guidelines or methods that told the instructors how to teach and none of the lessons 

were recorded in order to monitor the experiment. The last limitation is that instructor A 

was a native Italian speaker, instructor B learned Italian as a second language. This 

factor definitely influenced some of the results.
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6 Conclusion 

This thesis outlined many positive effects of the L1 as an important resource in 

FL teaching. The case study showed that students feel more comfortable, less restricted 

and supported in their learning when the L1 is allowed in the classroom. There is no 

doubt that input and output in the L2 are the crucial points in order to acquire a FL. 

However, this fact should not exclude the L1 from the classroom. FL teaching methods 

should not be dogmatic; they always have to be adjusted to the individual study 

environment and conditions. Number, motivation, age of students, the foreign language, 

the country in which the FL is taught, the size of classes, the background of students, 

and personality of the instructor are just a few factors that influence the success in 

learning a FL. As the study illustrated, students‟ preferences for teaching methods and 

language use in the classroom vary, and they learn and process the FL in different ways.  

 As indicated in the Modern Language Association (MLA) report on foreign 

languages and higher education from May 2007
7
, it is time for a change in FL teaching 

in higher education in the US. While the MLA report does not explicitly address the 

problem of code choice in the FL classroom, many aspects have implications for the 

role of the L1. The report especially addresses the need for transcultural and 

translingual reflection in FL teaching and the reorganization of cultural education in 

order to raise students‟ cultural competencies. Language is an essential element of a 

                                                             

7 http://www.mla.org/pdf/forlang_news_pdf.pdf, 10/03/2010. 
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human being‟s thought processes, perceptions and self-expressions and therefore 

intrinsic to one‟s identity (p. 2). The MLA wants language classes to cross disciplinary 

boundaries, to offer interdisciplinary courses, to connect the study of languages with 

cultural aspects and to make this knowledge available to students with different majors. 

This is where the L1 comes into play because it would be the medium of teaching these 

courses. Students should be able to operate between two languages and the goal as a FL 

learner is to be able to converse on the level of linguistic exchange as well as 

metalinguistic exchange (p. 3-4). Furthermore, the MLA sees the need to develop 

programs in translation and interpretation (p. 9). With these new directions the MLA 

has started to pave “the way toward a multilingual future for students in the higher 

education system in the United States” (p. 9). As a fundamental rule, 

any use of English (=MT) which leads to more efficient and intensive practice in 

the foreign language by the student is good use of English; any use of English 

which leads the student away from the target language or which tends to make 

him a passive listener is bad use of English. (Grittner in Butzkamm, 2009, p. 39) 

The right use of the MT in a bilingual approach sets and pursues high vocabulary 

targets and any MT contribution that provides new ideas or helps a student to continue 

in the FL should be welcomed (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 204). “Can anything be more 

communicative when pupils can say what they really want to?” (Butzkamm, 2009, p. 

204). While Butzkamm‟s bilingual methods are taught in didactics classes at 

universities, 

the effectiveness of a presentation is to be judged not by the teacher‟s ingenuity 

in by-passing the mother-tongue but by how quickly the pupils can use the item 
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correctly and intelligently in appropriate situations. (Green in Butzkamm, 2009, 

p. 39) 

The findings of this study correlate with the research presented in chapter 3. The results 

confirm the time-saving aspect as outlined by Polio & Duff (1994) and Macaro (2001). 

In agreement with Levine (2003), the amount of target language use varies depending 

on the constellation of interlocutors and communicative context. Furthermore, students‟ 

comments show that they feel comfortable with using their L1 in several situations 

where it facilitates comprehension (see also discussion in Butzkamm, 2009; Schweers, 

1999; Liebscher & Dailey O‟Cain, 2005). In addition, Levine (2003) found that the 

amount of TL use does not correlate with TL anxiety. Macaro‟s study (2001) 

established that the amount of TL spoken by the teacher does not influence the code 

choice of the learners. These findings suggest that teachers‟ language use in class does 

not affect student‟s language use or make them more anxious about using the L2. This 

confirms that principled L1 use has no proven negative effects in a FL classroom; 

instead, many benefits have been demonstrated in chapter 3. The L1 is used for 

scaffolding between students or on an intra-psychological level (Anton & DiCamilla, 

1999); it plays an essential role for students‟ identities (Belz, 2003). Moreover, the L1 is 

an effective tool for rapport building purposes and its use shows solidarity and empathy 

for the students on the part of the instructor (Butzkamm, 2009, Littlewood & Yu, 2009; 

Polio & Duff, 1994; Schweers, 1999). The learners‟ L1 allows the instructor to check 

comprehension, to clarify meanings and to save time (Macaro, 2001; Polio & Duff, 

1994; Schweers 1999). If these aspects of the principled use of the L1 in the FL 

classroom are accepted as a starting point for a set of guidelines for instructors, future 
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research can help establish effective methods of bilingual practice. First, more bilingual 

methods have to be established and second, they have to be proven effective through 

empirical and experimental research. One possible study would be to compare a 

monolingual course and a class taught with predefined bilingual methods over a 

prolonged period of time. This can possibly be done with more than one class and 

different foreign languages. 
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Appendix A 

 

Questionnaire 1, Intensive Italian, Summer 2010 

Please be as detailed as possible! 

Personal data: 

  

- Nickname (please remember):_____________________________________________ 

- Age: _________________________________________________________________ 

- Gender:_______________________________________________________________ 

- Native language: _______________________________________________________ 

- Are you bilingual (do you have more than one native language)? _________________ 

- Other foreign languages that you know:_____________________________________ 

- Major:________________________________________________________________ 

- What was your grade in the foreign language class you most recently completed? ____ 

- Do you have previous knowledge or formal instruction in Italian? If so, how many 

years?_________________________________________________________________ 

- Did you mainly grow up in an English-speaking environment or country?__________ 

- Are you more extroverted or introverted?____________________________________ 

- Would you like to be contacted by the researchers in order to provide more detailed 

information? If so, please provide your email address: (Optional!)__________________ 

 

 

1. What is your level of motivation for this class? Please underline.  

extremely low---------low----------moderate---------high----------extremely high 

2. Why did you choose this class? (e.g. requirement, personal interest, family‟s heritage 

language etc.) 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

3. What grade do you expect in this class? Please circle.    A    B    C    D    F 



91 
 

4. In your previous experience of learning foreign languages, describe your best and 

least favorite teacher? What were they like? What did you like about their teaching 

(type of exercises, use of technology, use of foreign language and mother tongue, 

topics, etc.)? What did you not like? 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

5. What was your favorite topic and activity in a previous language class? 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

Please answer questions 6-9 for both instructors. 

Instructor A: Marianna de Tollis           Instructor B: Isabel Osswald 

 

6. What do you like about the teaching of instructor A [B]? Please explain. 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

7. How would you describe the teaching of instructor A [B]?  

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________
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______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

8. What do you consider to be most effective in instructor A [B]'s classroom? Please 

underline 

A: Grammar       vocabulary              culture               other (please specify in lines 

below)  

B: Grammar        vocabulary              culture               other (please specify in lines 

below)  

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

9. What does instructor A [B] do that you enjoy the most? Please explain your choice. 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

10. Which instructor presents vocabulary more effectively? Please explain why. 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

11. Which instructor presents grammar more effectively? Please explain why. 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 
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12. Which instructor presents culture more effectively? Please explain why. 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix B 

 

Questionnaire, Intensive Italian, Summer 2010 

Week 6 

Please be as detailed as possible! 

 

1. Do you find it helpful if your instructor translates directions?           Yes           No     

Please 

explain:________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

2. Do you find it helpful if your instructor translates new vocabulary?  Yes           No   

Please explain: 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

3. Do you find it helpful if your instructor allows you to insert an English word into a 

sentence if you don't know the word in Italian?                                      Yes           No      

Please explain: 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

4. Do you prefer it if the instructor explains a grammatical structure in English?  

Yes      No   Please explain: 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
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______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

5. Do you think line drawings on the board and miming are more helpful than direct 

translations?      Yes              No     

Please explain: 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

6. Do you think that Italian should be used exclusively during this class? If not 

exclusively, in which of the following types of communication do you prefer using 

English? Please check. 

a) _____Italian topics (culture, literature, sports, family, hobbies, etc.) 

b) _____Italian grammar and usage (verb conjugations, word order, idioms, etc.) 

c) _____Directions for activities  

d)_____ Details about tests and other assignments (how much will be covered, etc.)  

e) _____Administrative information (office hours, important dates, etc.) 

 

7. Do you sometimes wish you had a dictionary available to look up words you don't 

know?     Yes          No    

Please explain: 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

8. Do you sometimes wish you knew what an expression means literally rather than just 

getting 'the gist' of what it means?    Yes          No  

Please explain: 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________
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______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

9. Do you sometimes not contribute to classroom practice because you don't know the 

words in Italian?        Yes           No     

Does this happen more often during class with instructor A or B? ________________ 

10. Do you sometimes make up answers because you don‟t have the necessary 

vocabulary to express what you really would like to say?     Yes           No    

Please explain: 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

11. Do you prefer grammar instruction from instructor A or B? Why? 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

12. Which instructor do you prefer in regards to the work with the textbook and 

classroom activities? Instructor A or B? Why? 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

13. Considering the use of English in the classroom, which instructor do you prefer and 

why? 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

14. Will you continue to study Italian (2220)?    Yes         No        

Why?________________________________________________________________ 
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Please answer questions 15-18 for both instructors. 

Instructor A: Marianna de Tollis           Instructor B: Isabel Osswald 

 

15. Do you or anyone in your class ask for vocabulary that is not in the book? If so, how 

do instructor A [B] respond? 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

16. How would you describe the teaching of instructor A [B]?  

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

17. What do you consider to be most effective in instructor A [B]'s classroom? Please 

underline: 

A: Grammar       vocabulary              culture               other (please specify in lines 

below)  

B: Grammar        vocabulary              culture               other (please specify in lines 

below)  

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

18. What does instructor A [B] do that you enjoy the most? Please explain your choice. 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 
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19. Which instructor presents vocabulary more effectively? Please explain why. 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

20. Which instructor presents culture more effectively? Please explain why. 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

 

For questions 21-31 choose from: 

never, rarely, sometimes, often, very often  

 

21. How often do you feel lost when Italian is the only language spoken in class?  

never         rarely           sometimes            often              very often 

Does this happen more often during class with instructor A or B? ________________ 

22. How often you do not understand something because instructor A is speaking too 

fast in Italian? 

never         rarely           sometimes            often              very often 

 

23. How often you do not understand something because instructor B is speaking too 

fast in Italian? 

never         rarely           sometimes            often              very often 

 

24. How often do you misunderstand something because you did not understand the 

word/sentence in Italian?  

never         rarely           sometimes            often              very often 

Does this happen more often during class with instructor A or B?_________________ 

 

25. How often are you longing for a translation of a particular word/sentence instead of 

an explanation in Italian?  

never         rarely           sometimes            often              very often 
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Are you longing for this more often during class with instructor A or B? ___________ 

 

26. How often are you holding back contributions to class because you are afraid of 

using Italian?  

never         rarely           sometimes            often              very often 

Does this happen more often during class with instructor A or B? ________________ 

 

27. How often do you not understand fixed expressions in Italian (proverbs, 

collocations, etc.) because you don‟t have an equivalent translation?  

never         rarely           sometimes            often              very often 

 

28. How often do you use Italian when talking to your teacher in class? 

never         rarely           sometimes            often               very often 

 

29. How often do you use Italian when talking to your fellow students in class? 

 never          rarely            sometimes             often               very often 

 

30. How often do you use Italian when talking about grammar? 

 never          rarely            sometimes             often               very often 

 

31. How often do you use Italian during topic-based activities? 

 never          rarely            sometimes             often               very often 

 

32. Do you like it that instructor A speaks Italian most of the time?    Yes          No    

Please explain: 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 



100 
 

33. Do you like it that instructor B uses English in certain specific situations?  Yes       

No Please explain: 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

34. Would you like it if instructor B used Italian exclusively?     Yes          No    

Please explain: 

_____________________________________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________ 

35. What grade do you expect in this class?   A    B    C    D    F 

36. Whose personality do you like more?       Instructor A          Instructor B         both 

 




