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Abstract 

 

The purpose of this essay was to identify multilingual students’ attitudes towards 

teachers’ use of a first language in the second-language classroom. For the last decades, 

the number of children growing up in a multilingual environment has been increasing. 

There has been much debate about first language use in the second language classroom 

and about the most effective method for promoting language acquisition. Students’ 

opinions, attitudes and beliefs are a significant contributing factor in the learning 

process. This study investigated, from the viewpoint of students, how they perceive, 

react to and benefit from teachers’ use of a first language in a second language 

classroom. A study was conducted among students in an international school, where not 

all students shared the same L1 as their teacher. A small focus group examined the 

questions using the think-aloud method to enable the students to understand the 

questions. Stephen Krashen’s natural teaching approach and language acquisition theory 

is emphasized and discussed in the essay. The conclusion suggests not using L1 in a 

multilingual classroom; but using only the target language should be used for 

communication in such a classroom. However, the results of the study do indicate that 

students seem to benefit from using L1 to define new vocabulary or difficult concepts.  

The use of L1 is particularly advantageous at certain times during a lesson, 

but awareness of those times can be challenging for teachers. Their classroom practice 

should consider both the native languages of the learners and the target language to be 

practiced by using both of them in the best interests of the students.   
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1. Introduction 

 
It has become more typical for children to grow up in a bilingual environment for 

example due to their parents speaking different languages, their choice of school or 

moving to other countries. Globally, the world’s number of people living outside their 

native countries increased from 173 million in 2000 to 258 million in 2017 (Stroud et al. 

2018). As a consequence, in many countries there has been a change from monolingual 

to multilingual populations. Therefore, the monolingual classroom is less common 

today than it was 30 years ago. Researchers have studied how multilingual and 

multicultural classroom have shifted: “It is unlikely, in the classroom, that foreign-

language learners will form homogenous groups, where one norm is unanimously 

favoured above others” (Modiano 2009: 156). We live in a multicultural society in 

which diversity and foreign languages are celebrated to a greater extent, and the 

paradigm of teaching a monolinguistic classroom has shifted. This affects teaching 

methods, and more specifically, the teaching of a second language. Linguists have 

conflicting viewpoints on the use of a first language (L1) in second language (L2) 

acquisition. 

It is common for teachers to switch to students’ first language to capture their 

attention, for the purposes of discipline or other general information, or for the use of 

translating activities “thus depriving learners of opportunities to experience uses of the 

language in real communication” or for other reasons (Lightbown & Spada 2006: 32). 

Studies demonstrate advantages and disadvantages of the use of a first language (L1) in 

second language acquisition, which makes it challenging for students when they do not 

share the same L1 as their teacher. This raises the question, from a student’s perspective 

where not all students share the same L1 as their teacher, whether students would 

benefit more from using only the target language in second language acquisition. 

Teachers may insist on second language use in the classroom with comprehensive input 

only using the target language; by allowing students to use less complex sentences they 

use their acquired competences in a natural way (Krashen & Terrell 1995: 60). This 

would be more valuable for all students regardless of their first language.  

 

1.1 Aim and Research Question 

  

The aim of this essay is to investigate an important aspect of English as a second 

language (ESL) specifically the practice of using only the target language, which is 
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done based on the premise that creating an opportunity for full immersion fosters a 

positive learning environment. The opposite view takes the stance that exclusive use of 

a second language (L2) actually delays the achievement of learning outcomes, thus 

making language acquisition less efficient, especially for students who do not share the 

same L1 as their teachers. There are varying opinions based on different studies, on the 

advantages and disadvantages of using the target language in the L2 classroom.  

In L2 acquisition the students’ perceptions, beliefs and attitudes are significant 

contributory factors in the learning process (Krashen 2009: 31). The value of students’ 

opinions should not be underestimated, since students often have strong beliefs and a 

clear idea of how classroom instructions should be delivered (Lightbown & Spada 

2006: 66). Lightbown and Spada argue that an important role of teachers in enabling 

successful L2 acquisition is to be sensitive to students’ differences and needs to enable 

successful second language acquisition (Lightbown & Spada 2006: 75). Many studies 

have investigated the effects of L1 use in L2 classroom when students share the same 

L1 as their teachers. This study examines how students perceive, react to and benefit 

from teachers’ use of L1 in the L2 context of a multilingual classroom. A survey was 

designed with 11 questions for the students. To adapt the questions to the students 

comprehension, it was necessary to form a focus group on the survey. Therefore, a 

focus group of four students were interviewed using the think-aloud model (Someren et 

al. 1994) to improve the questions and adapt them to be understandable for both 

younger and older children in the first section of the methodology. In the second part of 

the methodology section, the survey is explained, and the results are presented and 

analysed, followed by a discussion and finally a conclusion.  

With respect to different approaches and views of the use of L1 in the L2 

classroom, the aim of this study was to identify students’ attitudes towards teachers use 

of L1 in the classroom. This paper makes an attempt to understand students’ viewpoints 

of teachers’ use of L1, since students’ opinions have a significant contributory effect on 

their learning process. The study makes use of the following research question: What is 

the opinion of students when their teachers use L1 in the classroom and what frequency 

of use do students see as optimal? Do students perceive their L2 acquisition as being 

more effective when English, the target language, is used in the classroom?  

 

  



 

4 
 

2. Theoretical Background 

 
This section includes definition of terminology and explores several main approaches to 

second language acquisition. The first language, mother tongue or native language, also 

referred to as L1, is the language that is learned first. From birth, some children grow up 

surrounded by more languages and thus have more than one first language (Lightbown 

& Spada 2006: 199). This relates to the first question of the survey, which asks about 

the first language in early childhood. The second language refers to languages other 

than the first learned. However, it can also refer to a third or fourth learned language. 

The target language is the language that the learner is aiming for, and may be 

their first, second, third or fourth language (Lightbown & Spada 2006: 205). The term 

second language acquisition refers to Krashen’s theory of acquisition contrasted with 

learning: “Acquisition represents ‘unconscious learning’, which takes place when 

attention is focused on meaning rather than language form” (Lightbown & Spada 2006: 

202) such as grammatical rules and structure. The term language learning refers to 

Krashen’s theory of learning a language as a conscious process when the “learner’s 

objective is to learn about the language itself”, including grammatical rules and 

structures, “rather than to understand the message conveyed through the language” 

(Lightbown & Spada 2006:202). In this paper it issued as a general term for language 

learning.   

When linguists began to analyse how languages should be acquired, they were 

convinced that language systems consisted of a finite set of patterns that were used as 

models to produce similar sentences across languages (Mitchell & Myles 2004: 30). 

Early in the 20th century, one commonly used approach was to translate vocabulary and 

learn by heart. Other approaches used the method of imitating: repeating correct 

sentences and memorising entire texts (Lightbown & Spada 2006: 34). Stephen 

Krashen, a linguist and educational researcher, took a popular natural-teaching 

approach. He argued that second language learning essentially follows the same path 

followed by children acquiring their first language (Krashen & Terrell 1995: 55-56). It 

is therefore more likely that students would get the opportunity to practice their second 

language, as they would in real life, in a classroom simulation of a real situation that 

enables them to adapt to real life: “The focus is primarily in the acquisition of the ability 

to communicate messages using the target language … real communication results in 

receiving more comprehensible input, both in the classroom and in the outside world” 

(Krashen & Terrell 1995: 58). Krashen’s communicative methodology in second 
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language acquisition has been dominant in teaching in recent decades. Some teachers 

believe in the more “natural” approach, emphasising projects and cooperative tasks 

between students that have them communicate in the second language (Lightbown & 

Spada 2006). Consequently, there has been a general shift from teacher-led and teacher-

centred classrooms to a natural environment setting, where students, interacting with 

each other, use the second language in a natural context.  

There has been much debate about first language use in the second language 

classroom and about the most effective method for promoting language acquisition. 

According to Mitchell and Myles, studies demonstrate that the target language should 

be the predominant one, but the first language should not be excluded as it may be a 

support for students. (Mitchell & Myles 2004: 204). If the classroom is monolinguistic, 

Hall and Cook (2012) suggest that the first language can be used to some extent for the 

benefit of the students. Other educators believe that avoiding first language use prevents 

it from interfering in the acquisition of the second language (Turnbull & Dailey-O’Cain 

2002: 2). Some second language teachers additionally argue that “codeswitching also 

detracts from opportunities for negotiating meaning while interacting with other 

learners” and reduces the comprehensible input of the target language (Turnbull & 

Dailey-O’Cain 2002: 2). These proponents argue for the pedagogical value of Krashen's 

language acquisition theory, pointing to the fact that first language is the only language 

available when children learn to speak their first language as a valid reason for 

exclusively using the target language in second language acquisition (Krashen 2009). 

On the contrary, Turnbull and Dailey-O’Cain (2002) refer to other studies by Macaro 

and Mutton and Cummin that are based on the communicative language teaching 

approach arguing that first language use does have benefits as a cognitive tool for 

students (Turnbull & Dailey-O’Cain 2002: 5). The authors state that “the cognitive 

benefit of the first language may be especially relevant in learning contexts where the 

cognitive load of many tasks is heavy and students’ target language skills limited” 

(Turnbull & Dailey-O’Cain 2002: 6). 

Research suggests some teachers tend to overuse their native language. Hall and 

Cook refer to several studies that show variations in the quantity of teachers’ L1 

language use in the classroom. Some teachers at university level use their L1 language 

for 80% of their communication, while other teachers use 0% (Hall & Cook 2012: 284). 

The article refers to Macaro in stating that “the majority of bilingual teachers regard 

code-switching as unfortunate and regrettable but necessary” (Hall & Cook 2012: 294-
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295). This can be justified in the monolinguistic classroom, but students who do not 

share the same first language may not benefit from code switching. The exclusive use of 

a second language for teaching becomes crucial when many students do not share the 

same first language (Ghorbani 2011). As discussed previously, due to the movement of 

people across the world, there has been a change from monolinguistic to multilinguistic 

classrooms in many schools throughout Europe. Such shifts can also be observed 

elsewhere throughout the world. As a result of the global movement of people, students 

speak different first languages, and the numbers of bilingual and multilingual students 

are increasing rapidly. The growing number of different L1 backgrounds in the 

classroom, points to a shift in teachers’ approach and methodology in regard to the use 

of L1, which logically should be eliminated or minimized for the benefit of the students. 

The next section focuses on Krashen’s language acquisition theory since the discussion 

refers to the hypotheses. For the purposes of this essay – specifically, to be able to 

adhere to the word limit – other theories have not been analysed.  

 

2.1. Stephen Krashen’s Language Acquisition Theory 

 
In the 1970s, when behaviourism was criticised and dissatisfaction with the theory was 

growing, Krashen developed his five hypotheses in language acquisition (Lightbown & 

Spada 2006: 36). Krashen’s theory proposes that social communication is the optimal 

way to learn a second language, in a natural setting. The ideal situation for teaching, 

according to the acquisition-learning hypothesis, is to put students in situations that are 

as authentic as possible. Consequently, students will acquire a language instead of 

learning grammar rules or repeating sentences (Krashen 2009: 6-7). The theory will be 

explained in this section since the study will refer to Krashen hypothesis throughout the 

essay. 

The acquisition-learning hypothesis represents a distinction of the most 

fundamental language acquisition, according to Krashen. This process is very similar to 

how children develop their first language, particularly the natural way in which small 

children unconsciously acquire their first language to be able to communicate. The 

awareness of grammatical structures and what is right or wrong, as well as errors in the 

language, is an acquired competence in the subconscious mind. To be able to hear when 

a sentence sounds correct without knowing the rule violated is what Krashen claims to 

be natural learning: “in non-technical language, acquisition is ‘picking up’ a language” 

(Krashen, 2009: 10). Another way to learn a second language is to develop a conscious 
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knowledge of the second languages rules, grammar and to talk about the language 

claims Krashen. In other terms, it entails “knowing about” the language and conscious 

attention to the form of the target language. Other theories in second language 

acquisition claim that only children can acquire languages. According to Krashen and 

the acquisition learning hypothesis, adults also have the ability to pick up languages and 

not only learn them. However, Krashen’s theory does not necessarily mean at the 

majority of adults will acquire a native level in a second language. Krashen claims that 

adults go through the same natural process in acquiring second languages as children 

acquire their first language. Native speakers consciously learn later in life the 

grammatical rules and structures of their language. Hence, both the acquisition and the 

learning of second languages are ways to learn languages (Krashen 2009: 10). 

Secondly the monitor hypothesis states that “the acquired system initiates a 

speaker’s utterance and is responsible for spontaneous language use” (Lightbown & 

Spada 2006: 37). The language that is consciously learned will interact as a control 

system, whereby the learned skills act as a monitor to make changes in the form of 

utterances and to correct the newly acquired language. Monitoring can take place when 

the speaker or writer has time and has learned the correct rules, and when the performer 

needs to be concerned about producing correct language (Krashen 2009: 15-16). 

Thirdly Krashen’s natural order hypothesis gained prominence. According to 

Krashen, who believed that children learn their first language step-by-step, the theory 

built on the idea that all language learning followed the same process. The acquiring of 

morphology tends to follow an order; for example, the progressive marker -ing 

(playing) and the plural marker /s/ (cats) are early stages in language acquisition. This is 

similar to adults’ and younger learners’ order of second language acquisition (Krashen 

2009: 12).  

Fourthly is Krashen’s input hypothesis, which is linked to the natural order 

hypothesis and states that second language learners progress if they receive 

comprehensible input. When a learner is exposed to comprehensible messages, they 

should receive language that goes beyond what is already acquired to be able to 

progress. In other words, the hypothesis suggests that the learner should be exposed to 

one step beyond their current language ability (Lightbown & Spada 2006: 37). 

Fifthly, Krashen claimed that not all learners will acquire language successfully, 

even if they are exposed to large quantities of input. This is termed the affective filter 

hypothesis. According to Krashen, an affective filter is an emotional screen that 
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manifests itself as an obstacle to acquisition. An affective filter comprises levels of 

motivation, self-confidence and anxiety that prevent learners from acquiring proficiency 

in the target language, even if the setting of the input is appropriate. A learner with low 

self-esteem, speaking anxiety and boredom probably filters input and language 

acquisition unsuccessfully. Therefore, language acquisition can be achieved when the 

filter is weak or have a low level against comprehensible input (Krashen 2009: 31).  

As mentioned in this section, Krashen’s theory argues for similarities between 

learning L1 and L2. This will be discussed in the essay through the point of view of the 

students. However, whatever benefits the L1 may have for students the goal is to learn 

the target language. It is a complex area to explore what students may benefit from the 

most and what will influence the language acquisition.  

 

3. Methodology 

  

A survey was designed to study how L2 English learners view their teachers L1 use in 

the second language classroom. First, a small quantitative study was completed to 

gather results from a small focus group with the use of “a think-aloud method” 

(Someren et al. 1994), before each question was examined in depth. Subsequently, 

questions were handed out in four classes and a small quantitative study was carried out. 

 

3.1. Method Discussion 

  

Before presenting the results of the study, there are limitations regarding the study that 

are necessary to mention. The small amount of participations may not provide enough 

evidence to draw conclusions to students’ opinion of their teachers use of L1 in the 

classroom. The use of more samples of students would possibly have provided a more 

reliable and significant result. The timeframe limited the study in that a longitudinal 

study to measure the effects of the language used in the classroom was not possible. The 

second limitation concerns the simplicity of the analysis. Thirdly, an additional 

interview of the teachers would have provided information for a more reliable analysis 

of the results.  Nevertheless, the results of students’ attitudes towards the teachers’ use 

of first language in second language learning are analysed and discussed in this essay to 

give a preliminary overview, subject to review and revision when interpreting results, 

using data reliability as the main criterion.  
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3.2. Think-Aloud Method 

 
In this section will the think aloud method and the procedure of the method be 

explained. This is an interview-based method, using a small focus group of students to 

comment while the questions were read to them. The aim of the focus group was to 

adapt the understanding and comprehension of questions to the students included in the 

study. Four students were chosen by teachers to participate in a focus group, in which 

interviews were carried out. The interviews were conducted with the knowledge of the 

students’ teachers and took place after school. The interviews had a duration of 

approximately 20 minutes. Each student received a copy of the questions, which were 

read out loud by the interview leader. The questions were read in English and the 

discussion that followed was carried out in English and French. The students were then 

asked how they interpreted the various questions and the possible responses. For 

example: “Do you understand the question?”, “Is the question clearly described?”, “Is 

the question relevant?”, “How are the response options in relation to the question?” and 

“Other suggestions?” The purpose of the first questions was o map what first language 

the students spoke, what language they spoke at home and how long they have lived in 

Sweden. Some questions were unclear according to the focus group and were therefore 

modified or deleted. In the second part of the survey, the questions focused on students’ 

attitudes towards teachers using L1 in the second language classroom.  

 The focus group found most of the questions and options clear and relevant. As a result 

of the interview the questions were changed according to the suggestions of the focus 

group. 

 
3.3. Context and Participants 

 
The survey was conducted in a French International school in Stockholm, where the 

teaching language is French except during foreign language teaching. According to the 

French national program, younger levels should have four English lessons (55 minutes) 

per week and the older students should have two hours of English lessons (55 minutes) 

per week. In brief, French is the main teaching language, but the majority of students 

are part of the Swedish section and follow the Swedish national program in parallel with 

the French. The students who are not part of the Swedish section have the option to take 

two more hours of English literature classes per week, which was the case for some of 

the students participating in the survey. The school follows the French National 

program in second language education. There were two groups of participants: 51 
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students in the age group of 1112 years and 15 students in the age group of 16 years. 

The younger group was composed of 21 girls and 30 boys, and the older age group had 

3 girls and 12 boys. Since the school is an international school, the students speak a 

variety of different L1 languages; they are bilingual and some are even trilingual, and 

many have lived in several countries and are used to a multilingual environment. 

However, the majority have lived in Sweden for more than 7 years, and nine of the 

students have lived there for 46 years (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1. Number of students and number of years they lived in Sweden. 

Lived in 

Sweden for: 3 years or less 46 years 7 years or more 

  

 

 

23 9 33 

 

The survey was distributed in English to all of the 16-year-olds, since their 

teacher expected them to understand the questions. The 1112-year-olds were divided 

into three different classes with three different teachers. One teacher with a group of 18 

students was uncertain of whether the students would understand the questions in 

English and therefore had the questions translated into French. One teacher with a group 

of 15 kept the questions in English and translated when necessary for the students. The 

remaining group of 18 students kept the questions in English and did not require the 

translation of questions into French. 

 

3.4. Demographic profile 

 
The students in this particular school come from upper-class and middle-class families 

in which the average income is high. The school receives school capitation allowance 

from the Swedish and French government and a school fee is paid by parents of 

11,00013,750 SEK per year depending on the age of students, according to the 

school’s website. Most students have parents with an academic background, who expect 

their children to also study at the university after the completion of upper-secondary 

school.  
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4. Results 

 
Figures 1 and 2 present students’ first languages in early childhood, and show the 

number of students who speaks French, Swedish, bilingual French/Swedish or a 

different language, such as Spanish, Arabic, Romanian, English, Russian, Italian, 

Brazilian and Wolof, as L1. In the age group of 1112 years the number of students that 

spoke French, bilingual French or Swedish and the number who spoke another L1 

language was almost equal. Only three students spoke Swedish as their L1 language 

(Figure 1). The older students reflect the same proportions; almost the same number 

spoke French or bilingual French/Swedish as those who speaks another L1. None spoke 

Swedish as their first language (see Figure 2). 

 

 
Figure 1. Number of 11-12 years old students’ first language. 

 
 
 

17

3
16

15

First language 11-12 years old

French first language

Swedish first language

Bilingual French and Swedish

Other first languages (Wolof, Spanish, Finnish, Arabic, Romanian, English, Russian)
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Figure 2. Number of 16 years old students’ first language.  

 
 

Regarding the questions What is the language most often spoken in your family 

at the present time? If you are living with two parents, what languages do you speak 

with them?”, the answers were similar to those of the first question on L1 and childhood 

language, so the answers are not presented here. The results of question “How long have 

you lived in Sweden” are shown in Table 1. 

To the question “Does your English teacher use French in the classroom” the 

students were asked to indicate “yes” or “no”. Of the 1112-year olds, 27 ticked “yes” 

and 21 “no”, and two did not tick but wrote “just a little”. Of the 16-year-old group, 13 

selected “no”, and two ticked “yes”.  

Figures 3 and 4 are referring to the question: “Do you like it when you teacher 

uses French in the classroom?”. The students in the younger age group with French as 

their L1 mostly answered “very much”. Only one bilingual French/Swedish student and 

two students of the other L1 group liked it when the teacher used French in the 

classroom. The three groups were almost equal regarding their answers of “a little” use 

of L1 in the classroom. The ones who responded “not at all” were bilingual and spoke 

another L1 language using French in the classroom. Only one participant “doesn’t care” 

regarding the use of L1 in the classroom. 

In the older group, the French-speaking students dominated with the “not at all” 

response to the use of L1 in the classroom. In all three groups the same number of 

students responded with “a little”. Only one student liked it “very much” when the 

5

0
4

6

First language of students aged 16 years

French first language

Swedish first language

Bilingual Swedish French

Other first language (Spanish, English, Italian, Spanish, Brazilian)
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teacher uses L1 in the classroom. All in all, four students responded, “do not care” (see 

Figures 3 and 4).  

 

 
Figure 3. Number of 11-12 years old students answering the question “Do you like it 

when your English teacher uses French in the classroom? 

 

 

 
Figure 4. Number of 16-year-old students answering the question “Do you like it when 

your English teacher uses French in the classroom?” 

 

 

Figure 5 shows the results to the question “When do you think it is necessary to 

use French during English class?”. Students were given options to indicate when they 

thought it was necessary to use L1 during English class. The majority of the two age 
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groups chose “to help define some new vocabulary items”. Both groups considered the 

option “to explain difficult concepts or ideas” to be important. Furthermore, both groups 

chose the option “to explain complex grammar points” and both groups chose the option 

“to practice the use of some phrases and expressions” as the fourth-highest option. Of 

the younger students, nine chose the option “to give instructions”. The number of 

students that chose the option “never” to the use of L1 during English classes was nine 

from the younger group and one from the older group (see Figure 5). The students could 

specify their own suggestions under “Other please specify”. One older student wrote 

“When we speak about the baccalaureate”, while two students from the younger groups 

wrote “When no one understands” and “When it is necessary to understand”. 

 

 
Figure 5. Answers to the question in number of students “When do you think it is 

necessary to use French during English class?”  

 

 

Figure 6 displays the results of question “If you think the use of French is 

necessary in the English classroom, why?”. The answer “It helps me to understand new 

vocabulary” was the most chosen option among the young students, and in second place 

is the option “It helps me to understand difficult concepts better”. The option “Never” 

was the third most chosen among the younger students. In fourth and fifth place were 

the options “It makes me feel at ease, comfortable and less stressed” and “I feel less 

lost”. Of the older students, six chose the option “Never” and 12 chose the other 

options, which confirms their need for support from L1 in the English classroom (see 

Figure 6). 
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Figure 6. Answers to the question in number of students “If you think the use of French 

is necessary in the English classroom, why?” 

 

 

            Figure 7 presents the results of question “Do you think you would learn more 

English if your teacher used French in the classroom?”. The result demonstrates that the 

age groups are divided according to which L1 group they belong to. One group spoke 

French as their L1, another group was bilingual where one of the languages was French, 

and the third group spoke an L1 language other than French. The French L1 group 

registered 14 students who stated that they would “probably” learn more English, 11 

chose the option “no”, and only one circled “a lot”. Of the bilingual/multilingual 

students (where one of the two or more languages spoken is French), 11 chose “no”, 

eight indicated “probably” and only one student chose “a lot”. Of the third group, who 

spoke another language than French or bilingual L1 (but none of the spoken languages 

was French), 10 circled “no” in response to French helping them to learn more English 

if the teacher used French in the classroom. Nine students circled “probably”, and none 

circled “a lot” (see Figure 7).  
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Figure 7. Answers to the question in number of students “Do you think you would learn 

more English if your teacher used French in the classroom?” 

 

 

Figure 8 presents the results of question “How often do you think French should 

be used in the classroom?” Of the French L1 group, three answered “never”, 22 “rarely” 

and one “frequently”. Of the bilingual/multilingual group (where one of the languages 

spoken was French) 16 chose “rarely”, four “never” and one “frequently”. The third 

group, who did not include French in their spoken L1 but spoke other languages, 

returned the results “rarely” 11 times and “never” seven times, and only one student 

chose “frequently” (see Figure 8). 

 

 

 

11 11 10

14

8 9

1 1 0
0

2

4

6

8

10

12

14

16

French home language bi/multilingual (one of them

French) home language

other home languages  (no French)

Do you think you would learn more English if your teacher used 

French in the classroom?

no probably  a lot



 

17 
 

 

Figure 8. Answers to the question in number of students “How often do you think 

French should be used in the classroom?” 

 

 

4.1. Discussion 

  

The aim of this study was to investigate the opinions of students at the International 

School about English teaching in cases where their teachers use a first language, in this 

case French, in a multilingual classroom. Considering the students’ perspective, where 

not all students share the same L1 as their teachers, the question is whether students’ 

believe they benefit more from only using the target language in second language 

acquisition. This question shall be answered from the point of view of the students. As 

mentioned, population mobility around the world is increasing, and as a result 

monolingual schools are an exception rather than the rule, as they were previously. This 

presents challenges for teachers and school systems to adapt to the different linguistic 

needs of each student. The present study is focused on a small group of students who 

were mostly brought up in a bilingual and multicultural environment. More than half of 

the students spoke a language other than French as their first language, or have been 

bilingual since childhood (see Figures 1 and 2). Therefore, this study investigates how 

they perceive English language acquisition in an International school.  

In the younger age group, the majority of the bilingual students or students who 

speak languages other than French as their L1, do not like it when their teacher uses 

French in the classroom. However, the majority of the French L1 speakers did like the 

use of French (see Figure 3). As the older group only included 15 students, compared to 

51 in the younger age group, this indicates how the older students experience their L2 
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learning from French-speaking teachers. Figure 4 shows that the majority of French-

speaking L1 students like it when their teacher uses only English or uses very little 

French in the classroom. The older students require less support in the L1 language, 

since they have reached a higher level in language acquisition and their understanding 

of English is better than that of the younger students. The students could take advantage 

of their achieved skills, according to Krashen’s monitor hypothesis model, whereby 

they are able to make small changes and correct what the acquired system has produced 

(Krashen 2009: 15). Meanwhile, the older students studied several years of English and 

learned the relevant rules, so they are more concerned about producing correct 

language. Therefore, the teacher does not necessarily have to use French for language 

acquisition in the classroom.  

Regarding the question “When do you think it is necessary to use French during 

English class?” the students aged 1112 years find it necessary to use French in the 

classroom, as shown in Figure 5. This is observed for both age groups, as the survey 

shows a high score for the response “to define new vocabulary items”. It is also seen 

that the younger age group uses French when difficult concepts or ideas are explained 

(see Figure 5). To use L1 during L2 learning can help students feel reassured in the 

process of learning. Regarding the question, “If you think the use of French is necessary 

in the English classroom, why?”, the options given to the students indicate that the L1 

language should not be excluded from the classroom during English class, but nor 

should it be used frequently, otherwise the L1 language could dominate in the learning 

experience rather than support language acquisition. However, the younger students 

clearly expressed the need for “help to define some new vocabulary”, since more than 

half chose this option. Among the younger students, 28% circled “no”, while among the 

older students 40% circled “no” in response to this question, which confirms the 

findings from the previous question. The younger the students were, the more they 

needed the support of the L1 language, in contrast to the older students, who preferred 

using the target language.  

The question “Do you think you would learn more English if your teacher used 

French in the classroom?” was important to identify what variable of L1 influences L2 

learning. Exactly 14 of the native French speakers reported that they would learn more 

English if the teacher used French in the classroom, while 11 did not think that they 

would learn more; the difference between the two is very small. The bilingual students 

and the students speaking another mother tongue answered almost identically, that they 
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would not learn more English if L1 was used in the classroom. The conclusion is that 

students do not think they would learn more English if the teacher used French (see 

Figure 7). This confirms that students believe that they benefit from instruction in the 

target language.   

Question 11 was one of the most crucial questions of the survey: “How often do 

you think French should be used in the classroom?”. The majority of the three groups 

seemed to agree that French should be used rarely in the classroom, regardless of their 

native language. Although the students did not think they would learn more English if 

the teacher used French in the classroom, the majority of the three groups preferred the 

teacher to do so.  

Although Sweden has a high rate of ESL speakers, a small percentage of 

students in the school surveyed may have little exposure to their second language 

outside the classroom. In fact, the classroom may be the only place where some of the 

student from the school actually practises their English language skills. Therefore, it is 

important for teachers to understand second language acquisition for native French 

speakers and non-native speakers who may even be bilingual. According to Krashen’s 

natural order hypothesis, students learn step-by-step, as in first language learning, and 

the process is similar to second language learners. The process will take longer for L2 

learners, since their exposure to the language is not comparable to that of a first 

language where exposure is more important. Knowing about the stages that a learner 

goes through during second language acquisition helps teachers to be confident in the 

process and helps them to know what to expect of the students (Lightbown & Spada 

2006: 77-78). Students do not learn languages only by repeating and imitation, instead 

students need to process L2 languages according to their own abilities. If the teacher 

uses comprehensible input in the target language, the student will use the familiar 

language and produce new sentences close to the model. The students will go through 

an internal cognitive process, as with learning their first language, to be able to develop 

new language structures and testing test their language skills. Second language learners 

like first language learners will produce language not exactly as the target language with 

their own pattern of rules and patterns as a natural development of the language 

acquisition. 

Teachers need to know that making errors is a natural stage in the language-

learning process, considering the steps of Krashen’s natural order hypothesis. 

Nevertheless, all errors are far from a result of transfer from L1; an error may be a 
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natural step in language acquisition. When a teacher does not share the same L1 as a 

student, it may be easy to think that an error is transferred from L1 to L2. Rather than 

classifying the error as a transfer pattern from L1, Lightbown and Spada (2006) argue 

that most errors are part of the development of the target language. As Krashen argues, 

through comprehensible input students will progress in language acquisition without the 

full need of specific grammatical instructions. Furthermore, Lightbown and Spada argue 

that learners may reach a point where they do not develop unless they receive some 

guided instructions. This was claimed by students in the survey conducted in this study; 

they state that it would be helpful to define new vocabulary and to understand difficult 

concepts if L1 was used in the classroom (see Figure 5). The challenge for a teacher is 

to know when and why to use the native language. A teacher needs to decide in which 

situations students will benefit from the use of L1, and to take control of the use of 

native language rather than using it randomly. Every teacher has their own pedagogic 

style and one class is rarely similar to another. While some teachers may overuse the 

native language, others may ban the L1 completely in the classroom. Both approaches 

fail to see the potential of the student’s progression in second language acquisition 

(Yadav 2014). It may be crucial for a teacher to know when to use their own language 

and why it will be beneficial for a student.  

Students prefer using the target language as the main language of 

communication, but switching to L1 can be beneficial, as indicated by the results 

presented in Figure 8. The younger group responded that it was necessary to use L1 in 

the classroom (see Figure 5). However, the majority of the students responded that they 

did not think they would learn more English if the teacher used the L1. The French 

native speakers responded that they would “probably” learn more English if the teacher 

used L1 (see Figure 7). Students may not benefit from the use of L1 in terms of 

language acquisition however, the use of L1 in the classroom may help the student to 

feel less anxiety. Krashen claims that the levels of a student’s anxiety, motivation and 

self-esteem in language acquisition determines how receptive the student will be to 

comprehensible input (Michell & Myles: 2004: 26-27). Furthermore, a teacher’s use of 

L1 may have a positive effect on students’ self-confidence and could encourage students 

feeling less anxious. If the learner feels less anxious and more confident when a teacher 

is using a small quantity of L1 at a specific chosen moment, students will benefit in 

second language acquisition. However, this may be an assumption, since Krashen’s 
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affective filter hypothesis has been criticised for being “vague and imprecise” (Michell 

& Myles 2004: 48).  

 

5. Conclusion 

 

This study has investigated the advantages and disadvantages of teachers L1 use in 

second language acquisition. However, it needs to be emphasised that the study does not 

stand as evidence of the effectiveness of the use of L1 in second language education. 

Factors such as the limited sample of students used for the survey make it difficult to 

draw conclusions. This study, however, provides indication of students’ perception of 

using only the target language in the classroom. Most classrooms have shifted from 

being monolingual towards being multilingual, where teachers must question whether 

the use of L1 in the classroom is beneficial for the students. Following the focus group, 

the questions of the survey were modified to improve the understanding of the students. 

A survey was done with a total of 66 students in two age groups, 1112 years and 16 

years. The majority did not share the same L1 as their teacher or were bilingual. These 

students did not like it when the teacher used French in the classroom, while the French 

native speakers did like it. Regardless of their native language, the older students did 

not like the use of L1 in the classroom. The conclusion suggests not using L1 in the 

multilingual classroom but using only the target language as the tool for communication 

in the classroom. However, the results of the study do indicate that students seem to 

believe that the benefit from using L1 to define new vocabulary or difficult concepts. 

Awareness of the correct timing, during the lesson to use L1 can be advantageous as 

well as a challenge for the teachers. They should take into consideration the native 

languages of the learners and the target language to be practiced by using them both in 

the best interests of the students.   

Krashen’s language acquisition theory has been discussed from the point of view 

of the students, as teaching has moved from repeating sentences and learning by heart to 

a natural setting in the classroom. One factor considered during the analysis is 

Krashen’s comprehensible input, which entails a comprehensible message for students 

in the target language. Nevertheless, the study indicated that students may not learn 

more if the teacher uses L1, but that they do like its use “a little”, according to the 

results shown in Figures 3 and 4. In this case, particularly anxious students or students 

with low self-esteem could feel more at ease, which could lower their affective filter 
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(Krashen 2009: 31). Anxiety does not improve language acquisition; therefore, if the 

use of L1 helps students to feel more confident than the outcome of using L1 is positive.  

Student errors provide important information for teachers, some may be part of 

transfer from the students first language which the teacher can identify if they share the 

same first language. Nevertheless, all errors cannot be explained as transfer from the 

first language. Lightbown and Spada claim that errors are an important part of the 

natural progression to a second language. Error analysis show the similarity to how 

young children developing their first language as in the natural order hypothesis. 

(Lightbown & Spada 2006: 78). Accordingly, teachers sharing the same L1 as their 

students can identify which types of errors are made.  

Teachers would benefit by instructing students to use functional language tasks, 

in real-life situations, by using the target language as the main tool for communication. 

According to figure 8, students “rarely” endorsed the use of L1 in the classroom. Even 

if the students do not understand every word, they will perceive the overall message; 

this is how second language acquisition should be taught, according to Krashen 

(Krashen & Terell 1995). It presents a challenge for teachers to maintain a subtle 

balance to refrain from totally withdrawing the use of L1, or on the on contrary, to 

overuse the native language, especially when students do not share the same L1.  

In conclusion, this rudimentary study gives an indication of how students could 

benefit from the teachers’ incorporating these mentioned uses of L1 into classroom 

practice. It should be emphasised that this study does not provide evidence of the 

effectiveness of the use of L1 in second language education. To make the results more 

valid, a larger sample of students would enable a broader perspective. There are gaps in 

research regarding about how multilingual children use language to construct their 

identities in each language or in both languages. Regarding identity construction in 

multilingual contexts inside and outside the classroom, more rigorous research needs to 

be carried out. 
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Appendix 1. 

 

What do you think of French use in the English classroom? 

Please answer the questions or circle what is relevant for you. 

 

 
                   Female     Male 

1. What is the first language you learned in early childhood? 

2. What is the language most often spoken in your family at the present time? 

3. If you are living with two parents, what language(s) do you speak with them?  

4. What languages do you speak? (in a normal social conversation). 

5. How long have you lived in Sweden? 

6. Does your English teacher use French in the classroom? 

        Yes        No 

7. Do you like it when your English teacher uses French in the classroom? 

       Not at all               A little      Very much 

8. When do you think it is necessary to use French during English class?  

 

 To help define some new vocabulary items (e.g. some abstract words) 

 To practice the use of some phrases and expressions (e.g. doing translation 

exercises) 

 

 To explain complex grammar points 

 To explain difficult concepts or ideas 

 To give instructions 

 Never 

 Other, please specify: ____________________________________ 

 

9.  If you think the use of French is necessary in the English classroom, why? 

 

 It helps me to understand difficult concepts better 

 It helps me to understand new vocabulary items better 

 It makes me feel at ease, comfortable and less stressed 
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 I feel less lost 

 Other, please specify: ___________________________________ 

 

10. Do you think you would learn more English if your teacher used French in the  

 classroom? 

No           Probably a little  A lot 

11.  How often do you think French should be used in the classroom? 

 

Never          Rarely   Frequently 

 

Thank you for participating! 
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Appendix 2. 

 

Que penses-tu de parler français pendant les cours d’anglais ? 

Répond aux questions ou entoure ce qui te correspond. 

 

    Fille    Garçon 

1. Quelle est la première langue apprise dans ton enfance ? 

2. Quelle est la langue la plus parlée aujourd’hui à la maison ? 

3. Si tu habites avec tes deux parents, quelle(s) langue(s) parles-tu avec eux ? 

4. Quelle(s) langue(s) parles-tu (une conversation ordinaire) ?  

5. Combien de temps as-tu habité en Suède ? 

6. Est-ce que ton professeur d’anglais utilise du français en classe ?  

Oui    Non 

7. Apprécies-tu quand ton professeur d’anglais utilise du français en classe ?  

Pas du tout  Un peu  Beaucoup  

8. Quand penses-tu qu’il est nécessaire d’utiliser le français pendant les cours 

d’anglais ? (Plusieurs choix possibles) 

 

 Pour aider à la compréhension de nouveaux mots de vocabulaire (par ex. des     

mots abstraits) 

 Pour apprendre à utiliser des phrases et des expressions (par ex. des exercices 

de traduction) 

 Pour expliquer de la grammaire 

 Expliquer des concepts difficiles 

 Pour donner des instructions 

 Jamais 

 Autre cas, merci de préciser, _______________________________________ 

 

9. Si tu penses qu’il est important d’utiliser le Français pendant les cours de 

anglais, pourquoi ? 
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 Cela m’aide à comprendre des concepts difficiles 

 Cela m’aide à comprendre de nouveaux mots de vocabulaire 

 Je me sens plus à l’aise et moins stressé 

 Je me sens moins perdu 

 Autre cas, merci de préciser, 

________________________________________ 

 

10. Penses-tu que l’apprentissage de l’anglais serait plus efficace si ton 

professeur utilisait le français en cours ?  

 

 Non            Peut-être de temps en temps             Beaucoup 

 

11. Souhaiterais-tu que le professeur utilise le français : 

 Jamais De temps en temps     Souvent 

 

 

Merci de ta participation! 

 


