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  This paper compares English as a second language (ESL) and foreign language 

(FL) teachers’ and students’ perspectives regarding target language (TL) and first 

language (L1) use in the respective classrooms. Teachers and students were given 

questionnaires asking their opinions of a rule that restricts students’ L1 use. 

Questionnaires were administered to 46 ESL students, 43 FL students, 14 ESL 

teachers, and 15 FL teachers in Texas secondary public schools. Results were 

analyzed using SPSS and R. Results demonstrated an almost statistical difference 

between perspectives of ESL and FL students regarding TL and L1 use, while teacher 

results demonstrated no statistical difference between the groups. Students had a more 

positive perspective of the rule than teachers. 
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1  

INTRODUCTION 

 The decision of language choice in the second language classroom, specifically 

whether to use the target language (TL) or the students’ first language (L1), seems 

simple at first glance. It is, however, a topic of discussion that has sparked much debate 

in the field of second language acquisition (SLA). Some researchers take the position 

that L1 is a resource and should not be restricted, while others posit that L1 should be 

avoided as much as possible so that the TL is the main medium of communication.  

 

Debate on TL and L1 use 

 On one side of the debate is the contention that L1 should be used as a resource 

in second language acquisition (Anton & DiCamilla, 1998; Brooks & Donato; 1994; 

Chaudron, 1988; Cook, 2001; Darhower, 2002; Kharma & Hajjaj, 1989; Platt & Brooks, 

1994; Ringbom, 1987). Research has shown that both languages of a proficient 

bilingual are active during comprehension and production of language (Kroll & 

Sunderman, 2005), which means that use of both languages is psycholinguistically 

natural. Furthermore, restricting L1 use causes language learners to compartmentalize 

language, thus contradicting the natural psycholinguistic processes (Cook, 2001; 

Ringbom, 1987). 

 Researchers on this side of the debate also assert that L1 serves both 

metacognitive and social functions in the SLA process (Anton & DiCamilla, 1998; 

Brooks & Donato, 1994; Platt & Brooks, 1994; Swain & Lapkin, 1998). From this 

perspective language is seen not only as a tool for communication but as a tool for 

thought as well. In an analysis of collaborative speech during FL writing tasks in the 
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classroom, Anton and DiCamilla conclude that through the use of L1 students are able 

to maintain interest, develop task management strategies, focus on the goal of the task, 

develop techniques for solving problems, as well as create social space in order to have 

a shared perspective of the task. Private speech, a metacognitive tool used to direct 

thinking when a person is faced with a cognitively difficult task, has also    been reported 

to occur in the L1 while learners are in the process of learning the L2 (Anton & 

DiCamilla, 1998; Platt & Brooks, 1994). Brooks and Donato (1994) also discuss the use 

of L1 for metatalk, which they define as “the talk by participants about the task at hand 

and the discourse that constitutes the task” (p. 266). They assert that the use of L1 for 

metatalk is a normal psycholinguistic process that allows second language learners to 

maintain conversation, particularly at the beginning levels. 

 On the other side of the debate, researchers assert that L1 should be restricted 

in order to provide opportunities for maximal TL use (Fernandez-Garcia & Martinez-

Arbelaiz, 2002; Franklin, 1990; Macaro, 1997; MacDonald, 1993; Mori, 2004; Polio & 

Duff, 1994; Turnbull, 2001). While researchers on this side of the debate agree that total 

L1 exclusion is not possible, they contend that the L1 must be avoided as much as 

possible in order to create opportunities for learners to negotiate meaning, experience 

genuine communication, and improvise. TL conversation, which sets the stage for 

language learning to occur (Gass, 2005), can support and encourage these kinds of 

opportunities. Mori (2004) did a qualitative study of one teacher who successfully 

implemented the staying-in-English rule in her ESL classroom. Mori contends that as 

long as respect is shown for students, students’ L1, and their need to communicate, a 

rule that restricts L1 use and requires TL can be effective in providing learners the 



 3

opportunity to improvise and genuinely communicate in TL. It is the importance placed 

on this kind of TL interaction for the second language learning process that causes 

researchers to warn against giving teachers too much freedom to use L1, stating that 

teachers must be given a little pressure to maintain TL in order to ensure that TL is the 

main medium of communication in the classroom (MacDonald, 1993; Turnbull, 2001). 

 Macaro (1997) explains the debate on language use by dividing it into three 

positions. The first position is total exclusion of L1, where there is no pedagogical value 

placed on L1 use by teachers and virtually no value seen in its use by learners. Macaro 

states that in this stance L1 and L2 learning are seen as equal. The second position he 

discusses is maximal TL use. This position is basically the same as the first, except that 

there is a socio-cultural dependence on L1. From this viewpoint L1 is seen as a 

resource for such things as building teacher-student relationships and assistance for 

students that are at lower ability levels. He also states that teachers who approach the 

debate of L1 exclusion from this position may experience teacher guilt when L1 is used 

and may not understand why they feel this way. The final position Macaro discusses is 

optimal TL use. In this position, some value is placed upon both teacher and student 

use of L1 with promotion of interaction emphasized as a reason for its use. There is also 

an acknowledgement that L1 use can provide short-cut strategies in the classroom. 

Furthermore, teacher guilt may be present but it can be approached by the teacher with 

confidence that they are informed participants who are able to make the distinction 

between times when L1 is appropriate and when it is not. 
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Past Research on Teacher Use of TL and L1 

Previous research on ESL teacher attitudes regarding language use consists of 

one limited report by Auerbach (1993). Auerbach distributed a brief survey to ESL 

teachers at a TESOL conference, and results demonstrated a presence of teacher guilt 

at using L1 as well as teacher acceptance of L1 use as a result of student behavior. The 

survey asked ESL teachers if they believed ESL students should be allowed to use their 

L1 in the ESL classroom. 20% of teachers gave an unqualified yes, 30% gave an 

unqualified no, and the remaining 50% said sometimes with comments. The teacher 

comments demonstrated the effect student behavior has on teachers’ attitude toward L1 

use. For example, teachers responded, “They’re [the students] going to do it [speak 

English] anyway” suggesting a sort of surrender to the use of L1 on the part of the 

teacher as a result of student behavior. Furthermore, Auerbach reports that teachers 

revealed a sense of guilt for using L1 when asked if students should be allowed use of 

their L1. Comments included, “No…but it’s [restricting L1] hard”, “As a last resort [they 

can use L1]”, or “ESL students should be encouraged to use English…but in reality this 

[using English] doesn’t always work” (p.14). No studies have been conducted to 

investigate both ESL teachers’ and ESL students’ attitudes regarding TL and L1 use in 

the classroom. 

L1 incorporation has been reported as a critical element of ESL programs that 

have been identified as successful (Kouritzen, 2004; Lucas & Katz, 1994). A qualitative 

study of nine exemplary English-only programs in the U.S. was conducted by Lucas and 

Katz. This study showed that even when English-only is a designation given to an ESL 

program, the students’ native language still emerges, suggesting the powerful need for 
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students’ L1 during the process of second language acquisition. L1 incorporation was 

evident in various areas such as peer tutoring, specific learning activities calling for L1 

use, and extracurricular activities. Kouritzen found similar results in her study of four 

Canadian schools that were identified by the local TESL association as having 

successful ESL programs in low-incidence areas. Students were encouraged to 

participate in public productions, such as plays, in their L1 and to become peer tutors for 

other ESL students as well as students in FL programs that were learning ESL students’ 

L1.  

Aside from the previously mentioned studies, research on L1 and TL use in the 

second language classroom is primarily limited to discussions of the political and social 

implications of restricting L1 (Auerbach, 1993; Lucas & Katz, 1994; Skutnabb-Kangas, 

1999, 1988; Wiley & Lukes, 1996). Auerbach asserts that using only English in the ESL 

classroom perpetuates current relations of power, and that restricting L1 is based on 

unexamined assumptions. Skutnabb-Kangas (1999) takes it one step further by 

equating English only rules in the ESL classroom to linguicism, which she defines as 

“ideologies and structures which are used to legitimate, effectuate, and reproduce an 

unequal division of power and resources (both material and nonmaterial) between 

groups which are defined on the basis of language” (p. 11). Wiley and Lukes (1996) 

discuss these same issues while pointing out the disparities between ESL and FL 

classes. 

Research on foreign language teacher and student attitudes regarding TL and L1 

use is more plentiful than that on ESL (Duff & Polio, 1990, 1994; Kharma & Hajjaj, 1989; 

Macaro, 1997; Mitchell, 1988). However, studies have primarily taken place in other 
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countries. In their study of 13 FL university professors at UCLA, Duff and Polio found 

that teachers’ attitudes varied concerning TL use. Teachers who believed maximum TL 

use was the best option for the language classroom reported believing this because of 

training they had received or their own personal second language learning experience. 

Teachers who had reservations about more TL use in their classrooms reported those 

reservations were a result of limited time to cover materials, difficulty teaching history, 

culture, and language, and difficulty making students understand. Furthermore, Duff and 

Polio reported that there was no relationship between time teachers had been teaching 

and the language that they used. In a follow up study, they report that students’ use of 

L1 influenced teachers’ language use as well (Polio & Duff, 1994).  

Mitchell (1988) reports that Scottish secondary FL teachers did not believe that 

TL could or should be used exclusively, and that some combination of the two 

languages was most appropriate. Attitude data for this study was collected through 

teacher interviews. Mitchell found, as Polio and Duff (1990) did also, that teacher 

training was a determining factor in teachers’ decisions regarding language use. 

Teachers also reported that personal fluency in TL and perseverance were necessary in 

maintaining TL use in the classroom because maintenance could be stressful. 

Furthermore, almost one third of the teachers in this study indicated a sense of 

admission of failure when reporting low TL use. Finally, teachers in Mitchell’s study felt 

the need to stay connected with their students in order to determine the effectiveness of 

TL use.  

Macaro (1995; 1997) has conducted two studies to investigate FL teacher 

attitudes regarding TL and L1 use. The first study was conducted in Italy with 21 EFL 
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teachers who were given questionnaires and interviewed to investigate their beliefs 

about TL use in their classroom (1995). Teacher participants came from upper schools, 

which are equivalent in grade level to secondary schools in the U.S. Overall, teachers 

reported understanding the importance of TL while acknowledging the need for L1 use 

as well. This is exemplified in comments such as, “I believe TL use is a useful 

ingredient. It’ll never be the whole recipe” (p. 54). Both student motivation and ability 

level were important factors affecting TL use. Furthermore, giving instructions, 

organizing complex activities, and building student relationships were all activities in 

which teachers reported difficulties maintaining TL.  

The second study by Macaro (1997), conducted in the U.K., demonstrated similar 

results. In this study 173 FL teachers completed questionnaires, and of those 21 were 

interviewed. Observation logs were also completed in order to observe actual language 

use by teachers. In this study teachers equated good practice with TL use; however, 

they reported seeing both advantages and disadvantages to maintaining TL use. 

Teachers believed that while TL maintenance could provide opportunities to improve 

listening skills and demonstrate the importance and usefulness of TL, maintaining TL 

use could also be time-consuming, counterproductive, and not useful for building 

student relationships. Teachers in Macaro’s study also reported that student behavior, 

including discipline and motivation, had a great impact on their TL use. This was 

demonstrated in teacher comments such as, “I don’t think it’s a bad thing to use English 

(sometimes) because the kids can get very frustrated if it’s like the third time you’re 

explaining” and “how do you cope [in TL] with bullies, or boys sexually harassing girls?” 

(p. 81).  The observation logs corresponded with these results. Macaro reports that 
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teachers in inner-city schools, who typically dealt with more discipline and motivation 

issues, were observed to allow students to have more recourse to L1. Teachers from 

three levels of experience were compared in order to determine if there was any 

variance in their attitude regarding TL use. The three levels included student teachers at 

or near the end of a course leading to a post-graduate certificate of education, 

beginning teachers at the end of their first year or in their second year since qualifying, 

and experienced teachers who had taught for more than two years since qualifying. 

Results showed that there was no variance of attitude among these three levels of 

teaching experience. However, a large variance was found between observation data 

and interview/questionnaire data of student teachers that indicates a lack of awareness 

of their use of L1. On the other hand, beginning teacher data from observation logs and 

interview/questionnaires demonstrated the least amount of variance among the three 

groups. Thus, the beginning teachers in Macaro’s study were most accurate in reporting 

the amount of TL they were actually using in the classroom. 

Another study conducted in Scottish secondary schools was by Franklin (1990). 

This study was conducted using postal questionnaires that were distributed to 267 FL 

teachers in 65 schools. Ninety percent of the teachers recognized the importance of 

teaching in TL. Three levels of tasks were identified: those in which it was easy to 

maintain the TL, those in which it was difficult to maintain the TL, and those in which it 

was extremely difficult to maintain the TL. Teachers identified class organization, activity 

instructions, and chatting with students as easy activities to maintain in TL. Difficult 

tasks in TL included discipline, testing, correcting work, and explaining meanings. 

Discussion of language objectives, teaching background, and grammar were identified 
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as extremely difficult in TL. In all, Franklin found that six of the nine reasons teachers 

gave for not using TL were student-related, which indicates the large influence students 

and their behavior had on teachers’ language use in this study. 

A study conducted by researchers at a Kuwaiti university investigated the 

attitudes of EFL teachers regarding the use of L1 in their classrooms and found that the 

majority, 73%, believed L1 was beneficial to the second language acquisition process 

(Kharma & Hajjaj, 1989). In this study 185 teachers were given questionnaires and 

some of those teachers were interviewed as well. Teachers that believed L1 was useful 

found it useful for explaining new and difficult tasks, explaining grammar, and answering 

difficult questions. Those teachers that believed L1 use was not beneficial, only 7% of 

the total number, believed L1 use increased expectations for more L1 use, hindered 

fluency, destroyed student motivation, and distracted students. Kharma and Hajjaj 

reported that teachers’ attitudes regarding L1 use were based on personal convictions 

rather than administrative policies. Furthermore, participants came from both beginning 

and intermediate level FL classes, and from those two levels results showed that L1 use 

decreased as student ability level increased. 

Overall, these studies conducted on teacher attitude demonstrate that most FL 

teachers believe that TL use should be maximized; however, many factors affect their 

actual decision of whether to use TL or L1. Furthermore, these studies conclude that FL 

teachers do not believe L1 exclusion is the best choice and that the option to conduct 

their classrooms using the TL virtually all of the time, as discussed by Macaro (1997), is 

not possible. It is difficult to make any conclusions about ESL teachers; however, the 
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survey discussed by Auerbach (1993), which was the only one that I found, seemed to 

indicate teachers believe the use of the students’ L1 cannot be totally restricted. 

 

Past Research on Student Use of TL and L1 

Students have demonstrated a certain passivity regarding language use in the FL 

classroom. The previously cited study by Duff and Polio (1990) surveyed FL students at 

UCLA as well as teachers. Students were given a questionnaire regarding various 

facets of their FL study, including their attitude toward the quantity of English used by 

their professors. The results demonstrated student satisfaction regarding TL and L1 use 

in the FL classroom. Seventy-one to 100% of students reported favoring the amount of 

L1 used regardless of the actual amount Duff and Polio observed in their classroom 

observations. Furthermore, when students were asked about their TL comprehension, 

over 70% claimed to understand ‘most’ or ‘all’ of the teacher’s TL use. 

Macaro (1997) conducted a study in which 196 students were interviewed and 

271 students were given a questionnaire. Macaro reports that students were divided 

into two groups based on interview data. The first group, which was the smaller of the 

two, included those students who believed they did not need to understand everything 

and that teachers should use large quantities of TL. He reports that this group tended to 

be comprised of girls rather than boys. Macaro, does not report the actual size of this 

group only that it was a sizably large minority. Students in this groups said things such 

as, “It would be easier if the teacher told you what to do in English but better in the long 

run if she used French” or “You get used to the words [in TL] after a while” (p. 103). The 

second and larger group was made up of those students that believed they must 
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understand every word of the TL. Macaro reports that one student said, “If you don’t 

understand you can’t learn anything” (p. 103). This group of students reported feeling a 

great sense of frustration and anxiety at the prospect of the consequences for not 

understanding the teacher’s speech. This feeling was present in the first group as well, 

with almost all students agreeing that important information, such as homework or 

instructions for tests, should be given in L1. The first group did report, however, that 

these items of important information should be given in TL at least two times before L1 

is used. These students said that teachers could make a game of TL use to make it 

more effective.  

Kharma and Hajjaj (1989) found that a majority of students, 75%, believed L1 

use was beneficial when learning a second language. In this study, 223 EFL students in 

Kuwait were given questionnaires in order to investigate their attitudes regarding L1 use 

and its appropriateness in their EFL classroom. During observation, students used L1 to 

ask for explanations and to respond to instructions. They also inserted L1 words into TL 

utterances. When students were asked how they felt about L1 use, 81% reported 

feeling happy to be permitted to use their L1 especially when they were unable to 

express or understand something in TL.  

There is certainly a need for more research into language-learner attitudes 

regarding language usage in the second language classroom in order that both the 

effectiveness of strategies may be determined and that ways may be found to help 

students develop their own productive learning procedures. The present study attempts 

to provide more insight into this area by comparing ESL and FL student attitudes and 

identifying factors that might affect those attitudes. 
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The Present Study 

This study was designed to assess attitudes of ESL and FL teachers and 

students in public middle school with respect to the use of L1 and TL in second 

language classrooms. This study asked about a rule called the staying-in-TL rule in 

order to understand how much TL and L1 teachers and students believe is appropriate 

and when each should be used. The staying-in-TL rule refers to the idea that only the 

TL should be used in the classroom. It is a rule that takes an extreme position in order 

to hopefully receive definitive responses by the respondents. The idea for the rule came 

from a qualitative study conducted by Mori (2004), who reported on a post-secondary 

ESL teacher’s classroom. The teacher established what Mori refers to as the staying-in-

English rule, which required students to stay in English while in her classroom. The 

name of the rule used for the present study, the staying-in-TL rule, has been adapted 

from Mori’s study to be applicable to both English as a second language (ESL) and 

foreign language (FL) settings. 

In this study I explore teacher and student perceptions of TL and L1 use within 

the ESL and FL classrooms and the factors that affect those perceptions. Specifically, I 

want to see if perspectives differ and to look for trends in activities that teachers and 

students believe are appropriate for TL and L1 use. I also want to see if teacher 

experience relates to their perception of the staying-in-TL rule. Data were collected 

through the use of questionnaires and interviews. 

 



 13

Comparison of the ESL and FL Classrooms 

This study explores both the FL and the ESL classroom in order to determine if 

the two settings affect teachers’ perceptions of TL use. No previous studies have 

compared these two classes while investigating teacher and student attitudes of TL and 

L1 use. I expected the teacher and student perspectives of language use in the ESL 

and FL classrooms would differ because these two classes differ in so many other ways 

including their goals, the value placed on L1 literacy, input quantity and type, and 

teacher language.  

 The goals of language programs can have a large impact on the way language 

use is approached (Chaudron, 1988). Wiley and Lukes (1996) point out disparities 

between ESL and FL classes such as, entry requirements, expectations for students, 

and views on the respective classes by people outside of the classroom. Although the 

final goal of both classes can be identified as second-language learning, each class 

also has very specific goals. The goal of FL classes is to introduce the language to 

students, while ESL classes have a more stringent goal of providing students with the 

necessary skills for survival both inside and outside of the school setting. ESL teachers 

must teach ESL students so that they are ready to perform as well as native speakers in 

academic contexts. In contrast, FL teachers are preparing their students for future study 

or a possible visit to a foreign country. ESL classes are generally viewed as remedial 

level classes, while FL classes are viewed as courses for those students planning on 

pursuing higher education (Wiley & Lukes, 1996). This is particularly interesting when 

the disparities between the respective classes’ goals are taken into consideration.  
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Evidence suggests L1 literacy is a key factor in successful language learning 

(Auerbach, 1993). However, it is an area that is treated quite differently in ESL and FL 

classes. For example, when comparing entry requirements, it becomes evident that the 

perception of students’ L1 is different in ESL and FL classes. FL students must 

demonstrate proficiency in their English abilities in order to be admitted into a FL class, 

while ESL students are generally tested in both their L1 and English but placement is 

based solely on the results of their English scores. Wiley and Lukes assert that ESL 

students’ L1 is often treated as a barrier to be overcome rather than a resource for 

success as it is viewed in the FL setting. Furthermore, students appear to be aware of 

the importance of L1 literacy as well. In a study conducted to explore learning strategies 

of ESL students Chamot (1987) writes that some students reported believing that their 

L1 knowledge was an asset as they were learning English, while others reported 

believing that their lack of formal L1 knowledge hindered them. If this is the case then it 

is very curious as to why there is such a distinction in the treatment of L1 skills in these 

two language learning environments.  

Input quantity has been shown to be another factor that varies between the two 

kinds of language classroom settings. The ESL environment provides many 

opportunities for TL input both inside and out of the classroom. In contrast, in the FL 

environment the teacher is often the only source of input. It is for this reason that many 

researchers point out the importance for quantity of exposure in the FL setting (Duff & 

Polio, 1990; Franklin, 1990; MacDonald, 1993; Turnbull, 2001). Furthermore, the kind of 

input provided by each environment varies as well. Because ESL students are also 

exposed to TL outside of the classroom, they receive more variation in TL than do those 
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students in FL classes (Hawkins, 1981; Macaro, 1997). Hawkins and Macaro discuss 

the formal nature of classroom language and how it is not representative of real world 

language. 

Teacher language is another factor that often differs when considering ESL and 

FL classes. TL use in the FL classroom often must be encouraged while it is completely 

unavoidable in the ESL classroom because many ESL classes include mixed L1 

students and the teacher does not always speak the students’ L1, making TL the main 

medium for communication (Chaudron, 1988). In a FL classroom the teacher will always 

share the L1 with students or at least be proficient in it. As a consequence of this 

situation FL teachers must choose a role (Macaro, 1997). The roles Macaro discusses 

include “foreigner unable to speak students’ L1” or that of mediator/facilitator, which 

could include a non-native speaker refusing to speak L1. Macaro points out that the 

inauthentic nature of the “foreigner unable to speak L1” role can create problems. For 

instance, interaction with other school staff or involvement in extracurricular activities 

can create situations where it is necessary for the teacher to use L1. Furthermore, 

Macaro reports that very few students actually believe this pretend role. Thus, the role 

of “foreigner unable to speak students’ L1” appears to be quite difficult to maintain. Duff 

and Polio (1990) also discuss this idea of the pretend identity. One teacher reported that 

in order for no L1 to be spoken students have to “play the game” (p. 160). ESL teachers 

are not presented with this exact kind of challenge. Since there is no foreign language 

requirement for ESL teachers in the public school system and the students may come 

from many different L1 backgrounds, ESL teachers do not always speak the L1 of their 

students so using L1 may not even be an option at least on the part of the teacher. 
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However, it is quite common for ESL teachers to speak their students’ L1 to some 

extent. This is particularly true in Texas where 94% of students involved in ESL 

programs are Hispanic (TEA, 2005). When this is the case the ESL teacher might also 

decide to choose between one of the previously mentioned roles. However, if they 

choose the role of native English speaker unable to speak student L1 it will probably not 

be as difficult to maintain as that of the FL teacher. This is true primarily because 

English is the main medium of communication outside of the classroom. Nevertheless, 

ESL teachers might actually choose to use their shared knowledge of Spanish, in this 

case, to make personal connections with students rather than pretend they do not know 

the students’ L1. Using L1 to build student relationships is also common in the FL 

classroom (Macaro, 1997; Polio & Duff, 1994).  
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METHODOLOGY 

Participants 

 The participants for this study were teachers and students from English as a 

second language (ESL) and foreign language (FL) classrooms. Eighty-nine students (46 

ESL and 43 FL) participated in the study, while 29 teachers (14 ESL and 15 FL) 

participated. Interviews were conducted with ten of the teachers surveyed (5 ESL and 5 

FL). All teachers that completed a questionnaire were asked to participate in an 

interview and those that volunteered were interviewed. 

 

Students 

 Student participants were middle-school students attending ESL or FL classes in 

three north Texas public schools (campuses A, B, and C) within the same school 

district. Middle school in Texas is comprised of sixth, seventh, and eighth grades. 

Students were surveyed from eight intact classes, so sampling is not random, and this 

should be kept in mind when interpreting results. All FL students were taken from first 

year-Spanish classes. Middle School FL classes are not required classes, and entry into 

these classes is determined first by students’ interest in studying FL and second by their 

skills in English as determined by their performance in their English/Language Arts 

classes. ESL students at each of the campuses were divided by grade level rather than 

by level of ability. Campuses A, B, and C each had one Spanish teacher, and it is from 

these three teachers’ classes that the data was collected. ESL student data was 

collected from classes of five different ESL teachers; campuses A and B provided two 

teachers and campus C provided one. The first language (L1) profile of participating 
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ESL students was 54% Spanish, 37% English and Spanish, 7% other, and 2% English1. 

FL students were not asked about their L1 profile because it was assumed English was 

their L1. After completing the study, I realized that this assumption may have been 

mistaken. For future researchers, I suggest asking FL students to specify their L1. See 

Table 1 for other demographic factors describing the student participants.  

Table 1 

Demographic Factors for Students 

Demographic Question ESL (n=46) FL (n=43) Range/Key 

Student gender M=57% F=44% M=35% 
F=65%  

Student age 1=52% 2=48% 1=30% 
2=70% 

1=10-12  
2=13-15 

 
 

Teachers 

 Teacher data was gathered from both high-school and middle-school teachers 

teaching ESL or FL in north Texas public schools. Participation was determined by 

consent of individual teachers. Participants included teachers from the same district that 

student participants came from. Other teacher participants came from professional 

connections in my own teaching experience. Data from FL teachers was also collected 

from high schools due to the limited number of FL teachers at the middle-school level. 

Most FL teachers taught Spanish. There were, however, other FL classes represented, 

including one German and one Japanese teacher. The amount of time teachers 

reported having taught ESL or FL ranged from one to 32 years. See Table 2 for other 

                                        
1 I included the “English” category on the ESL student questionnaire because in my experience as an ESL 
teacher I had at least one student per year that maintained their L1 was English. These were generally 
students who had learned English and Spanish at the same time while growing up in the U.S. and, 
whether for social or academic reasons, had decided to report only English as their L1. 
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demographic factors describing the teacher participants. It is interesting to note that only 

43% of ESL teachers and only 80% of FL teachers had degrees in related fields. This is 

probably a result of a teacher shortage and the fact that in Texas teachers do not have 

to have a degree in a specific area in order to hold a certificate to teach that subject. A 

certified teacher can obtain a second certificate simply by taking a test in the content 

area. 

Table 2  
Demographic Factors for Teachers 

Demographic factors ESL (n=14) FL (n=15) Key 

Attended Linguistics class yes=85%     
no=15 % 

yes=71% 
no=29%  

Languages spoken* 
 

2=29%        
3=36%         
5=29%         
6=7% 

3=73% 
4=13% 
5=13% 

1=Spanish  
2=English  

3=Span/Eng 
4=Eng/other 

5=other/Eng/Span 
6=more than 3 

Degree in FL, Linguistics, or 
Bilingual Ed. 

yes=43%        
no=57% 

yes=80%   
no=20%  

Subject 48% 52%  
*In the category of languages spoken, categories represent those languages that teachers reported they 
could speak. No determination of proficiency level was made. 
 
 

Instruments 

 The number of studies that have approached the subject of target language (TL) 

and first language (L1) use for the purpose of gaining insight into the perspectives of 

teachers and students is not great, and consists of  Auerbach, 1993, Duff & Polio, 1990, 

1994, Franklin, 1990, Kharma & Hajjaj, 1989, Macaro, 1997 and Mitchell, 1988. Even 

fewer studies have been conducted using the combination of methods I have chosen to 
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use here, namely questionnaire and interview (Duff & Polio, 1990; Kharma & Hajjaj, 

1989; Macaro, 1997). The data for this study is entirely self-report data. Furthermore, 

Duff & Polio (1994) assert that teachers lack awareness as to how much L1 they are 

themselves using in the classroom. This can be seen through discussion of the 

discrepancies found between teacher self-report and observations in Duff and Polio’s 

study. I am aware that classroom observation would have provided greater insight into 

my topic; however, due to time constraints for this study, at this time I was unable to 

conduct them. Questionnaire items were created based on questionnaires used in past 

research regarding L1 and TL use in the second-language classroom (Auerbach, 1993; 

Cook, 2001; Duff & Polio, 1990, 1994; Macaro, 1996; Mitchell, 1988). Interviews with 

three intermediate to advanced level ESL students were also utilized to provide 

information for creating student questions. Careful consideration was given to both 

question and questionnaire length for teacher and student questionnaires. The wording 

of each question was kept as simple and straightforward as possible, in order to avoid 

confusion on the part of the respondents. Question design also included positive and 

negative questions in order to help prevent response bias (Pallant, 2001).  

 

Students 

Student questionnaires included 15 topic questions, three closed questions 

located in the demographic section, and four demographic questions. Topic questions 

were in a closed format (meaning the answers were proscribed) using a 5-point Likert-

type scale. An ESL version and a FL version were given separately, eliminating 

confusing terminology such as English for TL on the ESL questionnaire (see 
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Appendices B and C). Furthermore, the ESL version was translated into Spanish (see 

Appendix D) to encourage ESL participation. Spanish was the only language used for 

translation because of the large number of Spanish-speaking students in ESL programs 

in Texas. Questionnaires were piloted with the three intermediate students mentioned 

above, as well as with two intact volunteer classes. A reliability analysis of scales found 

adequate internal consistency with a Cronbach alpha coefficient of .82 for total student 

perception. 

 

Teachers 
 

The teacher questionnaire was comprised of 30 topic questions, one open 

question, three closed questions located in the demographic section, and seven 

demographic questions (See Appendix A). All topic questions used a 5-point Likert-type 

scale for the response format. The questionnaire was piloted with six teachers that were 

not participants in the present study. A reliability analysis of scales found adequate 

internal consistency with a Cronbach alpha coefficient of .93 for total teacher 

perception. 

 Questions included on the interview schedule were designed to invoke more in-

depth teacher response regarding teacher perception for use of TL and L1 within their 

own classrooms. Questions were determined in advance (See Appendix E), and piloted 

with the same six teachers. The interview schedule is a rapport interview with an open 

structure (Hayes, 2000). Teachers were taped, analysis of teacher response was 

conducted by identification of previously determined common themes, and verbatim 
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transcripts were made of selected quotations in order to provide examples of those 

common themes.  

 

Procedures 

 I administered questionnaires to both the students and the teachers. I was 

present for the entirety of each student questionnaire administration. I began each 

session with a short introduction, explaining my position as a graduate student 

interested in understanding what students and teachers in ESL and FL classes thought 

about how and when TL and L1 should be used. I then read the instructions printed on 

each questionnaire (See Appendices B, C, & D). I explained to the FL students that TL 

referred to the language that they were learning. While reading the instructions I 

explained that the staying-in-TL rule referred to a time in their FL or ESL classes when 

their teacher might tell them they may only speak in the TL (Spanish for FL and English 

for ESL) and that they may not use their native language. Once students were finished 

they were instructed to raise their hands so that I could collect their questionnaires. In 

order to maintain confidentiality and promote honesty of response for student 

participants, their teachers were never permitted to see the individual questionnaires. 

Student questionnaire administration lasted between 15 and 20 minutes. For teachers, 

the questionnaire was left with them to complete at their convenience. Questionnaire 

data were analyzed using SPSS. 

A question was included at the end of the teacher questionnaire that asked if the 

teacher would be willing to participate in a short personal interview regarding the issue 

of L1 and TL use in their own classrooms. Five ESL teachers and five FL teachers out 
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of a total of 29 volunteered to be interviewed. Each interview was recorded using a tape 

recorder and lasted about 15 to 25 minutes. Each interview took place in the teacher’s 

classroom usually during their conference period with only the teacher and myself 

present. Data from interviews were analyzed using thematic qualitative analysis (Hayes, 

2000). Data were first partially transcribed and analyzed using the theory-led thematic 

analysis method. This means that themes that were identified in the interview transcripts 

had been previously identified either by the present study’s questionnaire results or 

results of other studies discussed in the introduction. 
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RESULTS 

Students 

First, student results regarding the demographic section of the questionnaire will 

be presented. Then I will present the results of the overall comparison in attitudes 

towards the staying-in-TL rule for the English as a second language (ESL) and foreign 

language (FL) groups. Lastly, the ESL and FL groups will be compared on individual 

questions from the questionnaire in order to look for statistical differences between ESL 

and FL students’ responses. 

One question in the demographic section of the questionnaire concerned student 

perceptions of how often they were allowed to use their first language (L1) in their 

language classrooms (See Figure 1). ESL students’ median response was in the 

category of “some” use of L1 and FL students’ median response was in the category of 

“half” use of L1. Furthermore, the variance in the ESL and FL data showed that ESL 

students perceived the time allowed for use of L1 to be less than that of FL students. 

Figure 1 shows side-by-side boxplots comparing the distribution of ESL and FL 

students’ scores on the total score of their perception of the time they are allowed to use 

their L1. Boxplots allow for quick visual inspection of differences between groups. The 

boxplots used here are also overlaid with dotcharts of the actual data distribution. The 

boxplot quickly shows the viewer 5 pieces of information: 

1. The median score of the group (the median line on these graphs is a white 
line) 

2. The range where the middle 50% of the cases lie (this is contained in the 
length of the grey box) 

3. Minimum scores 
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4. Maximum scores (the whiskers which extend out from the box extend to the 
minimum and maximum points, unless there is an outlier) 

5. Outliers (any points which are found beyond 1½ times the length of the box) 

The dotchart overlaid on this boxplot consists of the black dots, giving the actual score 

of each of the participants. It can be seen, for example, that only 3 of the ESL 

participants answered “1”, meaning that they report no use of their L1 is allowed in the 

classroom. For the ESL students, the median line is at 2. Half of the participants 

answered “2” or above, and half answered “2” or below. This means that the answer 

that best represents the midpoint of the group is that students believe they can use their 

L1 some of the time. The grey box contains the answers of at least half of the 46 

participants (because there are not many choices, the box may actually contain more 

than half of the participants but there is no place to cut the line except on the whole 

integer number). The minimum and maximum points of the ESL students are answers 

“1” and “4”. In fact, 4 participants did answer “5”, meaning that they believe they can use 

their L1 all of the time, but the boxplot shows that these answers are considered 

outliers, given the rest of the distribution of the groups. On the other hand, the FL 

students have a higher median point, that of “3”. The answer that best represents the 

midpoint of the group is that FL students are allowed to use their L1 half of the time. 

Note that there are no outliers, and no FL answered that they were not allowed to use 

their L1 at all. 

The boxplots quickly let us compare the ESL and FL groups, and see that FL on 

the whole report being able to use their L1 more often than ESL students. While using 

the L1 all of the time is not considered an extreme distribution for FL learners, it is for 

ESL learners. 
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Figure 1. Student responses to amount of time they believe they are allowed to use L1 
where 1=none, 2=some, 3=half, 4=most, and 5=all.  

 

Two other questions included in the demographic section asked students what 

language setting they believed would be best for them in their classroom, and their own 

perception of their language skills. Responses were fairly similar for ESL and FL 

students on both questions, although it is interesting to note that no ESL students 

believed that using only their L1 was the best option, while 5% of FL students chose this 

as an option. As for target language (TL) ability, the majority of ESL students believed 

they were at the intermediate level while FL students were split between beginner and 

intermediate level. See Table 3 for tabulated results to these two questions. 
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Table 3  
Student Responses to Questions Located in the Demographic Section of Survey 
regarding Language Use in Class and Personal Perspective of Language Skills 

Questions ESL (n=46) FL (n=43) Range/Key 

First choice for language 
used in class 

1=11% 
3=89% 

1=2% 
2=5% 
3=93% 

1=only TL 
2=only L1 
3=both TL/L1 

Personal opinion of 
language skills 

1=13% 
2=67% 
3=20% 

1=47% 
2=47% 
3=5% 

1=beginner 
2=intermediate 
3=advanced 

 

t-Tests 

An independent-samples t-test was conducted to compare the total perception of 

TL use for ESL and FL students. The first 15 questions on the student questionnaire a 

5-point Likert scale for their response format (See Appendix B and C). Scores from 

those 15 Likert-scale questions were totaled to produce a rating as to how much 

students valued the staying-in-TL rule in the classroom. A score of 15 would indicate a 

negative perception of a rule like the staying-in-TL rule, which would suggest the belief 

that L1 use should not be restricted. A score of 75 would indicate a positive perception 

of such a rule, which would suggest the belief that L1 use should be restricted. A near-

statistically significant difference in scores was found, ESL(M=48.41, SD=7.4) and 

FL[M=45.14, SD=5.71; t(87)=1.9, p=.056]. The effect size for the results of this t-test is 

.04. This is considered a small effect size. The effect size is similar to r squared for 

correlation. Thus, the effect size for this t-test explains four percent of the variance 

between groups. ESL students reported having a more positive perception of the rule 

than FL students. These results are similar to those results shown in Figure 1, which 

report how much time students believe they are allowed to use L1. ESL students report 
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having less time allowed for use of L1, but it does not seem to be an area they want 

changed. Figure 2 illustrates graphically the distribution of answers by each group, and 

visually demonstrates that the ESL group has a higher median, indicating a more 

positive perception of the staying-in-TL rule, than the FL group, but the difference is not 

dramatic.  Note that because this is a composite score of the 15 questions the students 

were asked (each with a value of 5 points), the range of possible scores is much more 

finely graded than was possible in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 2. Perception of students to the staying-in-TL rule (combined score where 
minimum=15 and maximum=75). Lower scores indicate negative perception of rule, 
while higher scores indicate positive perception of rule.  
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Because the t-test conducted to investigate the difference between the main 

responses of the two groups indicated the groups’ results were approaching statistical 

significance, I conducted multiple independent-samples t-tests comparing ESL and FL 

students’ responses to all 15 questions in order to look for any statistical differences 

between ESL and FL students’ responses to specific questions. See Table 4 for results 

of those questions that produced statistically different results. For the students, there 

were just 4 individual questions where responses differed statistically. The p-value for 

the student data was set to .017 as determined by multiple tests using the Benjamini-

Hochberg Method.   

Table 4  
Results of Independent-Samples t-Tests Conducted for Individual Student Questions 
(where 1=disagree completely and 5=agree completely) 

Num. Questions ESL (n=46) FL (n=43) p Value and t 
Value 

4 
Teachers use the rule 
because they want 
me to learn TL. 

M=4.38 
SD=.834 

M=3.83 
SD=1.19 

t(85)=2.49 
p=.015 

5 The rule can help me 
learn TL. 

M=4.09 
SD=.962 

M=3.12 
SD=1.03 

t(87)=4.601 
p<.0001 

12 I should be allowed to 
use L1 in group work. 

M=2.17 
SD=.996 

M=2.7 
SD=.887 

t(87)=2.613 
p=.011 

11 
I should be allowed to 
use L1 for instruction 
clarification. 

M=2.09 
SD=.874 

M=1.65 
SD=.813 

t(86)=2.43 
p=.017 

Note.  M=the measure of central tendency; SD=the measure of dispersion. 
 

Results illustrate that both ESL and FL students tend to have a positive 

perception of the staying-in-TL rule and see it as useful (see Figures 3 & 4), but that 

ESL students see questions 4 and 5, which are the questions represented in figures 3 
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and 4, from the questionnaire slightly more positively. These results correspond with the 

results of the t-test conducted on total student perception of the rule. 

ESL (n=46) FL (n=43)
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Figure 3. Student responses to question 4, “My teachers use the staying-in-TL rule 
because they want me learn TL” (where 1=disagree completely and 5=agree 
completely).  
 

These boxplots show that the median score for the ESL group was higher than 

for the FL group, and that the range of values that describes the distribution was much 

shorter as well for the ESL group than for the FL group. 
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Figure 4. Student responses to question 5, “The rule can help me learn TL” (where 
1=disagree completely and 5=agree completely). 
 

These boxplots show that the median scores for the ESL group and the FL 

group were quite similar, although the range is wider for the FL students and the 

concentration of scores in the middle 50th percentile is higher for ESL students than for 

FL students. 

Furthermore, results indicate that both ESL and FL students believe they should 

use TL while working in groups (See Figure 5). 
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Figure 5. Student responses to question 12, “I should be allowed to use my own 
language when I work with classmates that speak my language” (where 1=disagree 
completely and 5=agree completely).  
   

These boxplots show that the median score for the ESL groups was lower than 

for the FL group, and that the range of values that describes the distribution was much 

larger for the ESL group than the FL group. In fact, 67% of ESL students disagreed to 

some extent that L1 use should be permitted during group work choosing 1 or 2 on the 

5-point scale while only 37% of FL students disagreed to some extent. The results of 

this question demonstrate evidence that both FL and ESL students might feel tempted, 

so to speak, to use L1 while working in groups and they look to teachers to help them 

regulate their own language use.  
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Both groups of students disagree that L1 should be allowed for instruction 

clarification (see Figure 6). This contradicts the results of the study by Macaro (1997) 

who reported that even the group of students who believed TL should be used most of 

the class time believed it was necessary to allow L1 use for instruction clarification.  
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Figure 6. Student responses to question 11, “If the teacher gives instructions for an 
assignment and I don’t understand, I should be allowed to use my own language to ask 
questions” (where 1=disagree completely and 5=agree completely).  
 

These boxplots show that the median score for the ESL group was higher than 

for the FL group, and that the range of values that describes the distribution was larger 

for the ESL group than for the FL group. 
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Overall, both ESL and FL students appear to see the usefulness in a rule like the 

staying-in-TL rule. Over half of total student respondents agreed to some extent by 

choosing 4 or 5 on the 5-point scale that a rule like the staying-in-TL rule would help 

them remember to use TL in group work, make them try harder to understand TL, and 

make TL easier to learn. When asked directly if the staying-in-TL rule should be a rule in 

their class there was no general consensus. Percentages were evenly distributed over 

responses 1-2-3-4. No students chose 5, agree completely. However, when analyzing 

results of other questions, it does seem that students see the need for a rule like the 

staying-in-TL rule to encourage them and help them learn the TL. 

 

Teachers 

 The primary question of this study was whether there was a difference between 

ESL and FL teachers regarding their perception of how much TL and L1 should be used 

in the classroom. Fourteen ESL teachers and 15 FL teachers were given questionnaires 

in order to investigate those perceptions and the factors that affect them. Teachers were 

asked to report the amount of time they required TL use in their classes. ESL teachers 

report requiring more TL use than FL teachers in all three levels, beginner, intermediate, 

and advanced (see Table 5). The option of NA signifies that the teacher does not teach 

that level. 
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Table 5  
Percentage of Teachers Report Regarding the Amount of Time they Perceive 
Themselves to Require TL at Each Level of ESL and FL Classes (ESL n=14; FL n=15) 

 ESL Beg. FL Beg. ESL Int. FL Int. ESL Adv. FL Adv. 

NA 7% - - 27% 7% 27% 

None - - - - - - 

Some 43% 73% 14% 20%  13% 

Half 7% 13% - 20% 7% 13% 

Most 43% 13% 64% 33% 71% 27% 

All   -  14% 20% 
 

t-Tests 

The first 29 questions on the teacher questionnaire had a 5-point Likert scale 

response format (See Appendix A). Scores from all 29 Likert-scale questions were 

totaled to produce a rating as to how much teachers valued the use of the staying-in-TL 

rule in the classroom. The minimum possible score was 29 and the maximum possible 

score was 145. A score of 29 would indicate a negative perception of a rule like the 

staying-in-TL rule, which would suggest the belief that L1 should not be restricted. A 

score of 145 would indicate a positive perception of such a rule, which would suggest 

the belief that L1 should be restricted. An independent-samples t-test conducted for the 

teachers found no statistical difference in scores for teachers of ESL(M=64.73, 

SD=17.06) and FL[M=72.14, SD=12.94; t(23)=-1.24, p=.228]. The effect size for the 

results of this t-test is .05. This is considered a small effect size. The effect size is 

similar to r squared for correlation. Thus, the effect size for this t-test explains 5 % of the 

variance between groups. Figure 7 shows a boxplot of the ESL and FL teachers’ scores 

on the composite measure of their perception of the staying-in-TL rule. Although the 
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median scores are similar, the boxplot demonstrates a larger variance of scores was 

found among ESL teachers than FL teachers. Scores for ESL teachers ranged from 41 

to 94, indicating a 53-point difference and scores for FL teachers ranged from 59 to 82, 

indicating a 23-point difference. 

FL (n=15) ESL (n=14)
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Figure 7. Perception of Teachers to the staying-in-TL rule (combined score where 
minimum=29 and maximum=145). Lower scores indicate negative perception of rule 
while higher scores indicate positive perception of rule.  
 
  Because no difference was found in overall attitudes, I conducted multiple 

independent-samples t-tests comparing ESL and FL teachers’ responses to all 29 

questions in order to look for any statistical differences between ESL and FL teachers’ 

responses on specific questions. The p-value for the teacher data was set to .017 as 
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determined by multiple tests using the Benjamini-Hochberg Method. Only one question, 

number 11 on the questionnaire, which asks about the presence of TL outside of the 

classroom setting, was found to be statistically different between the groups, 

ESL(M=2.57, SD=1.16) and FL[M=3.6, SD=.737; t(21.8)=-2.83, p=.010]. These results 

indicate that even though ESL and FL teachers do not perceive the use of TL differently 

in their classrooms, they are aware of differences present in their respective 

environments. This is rather interesting given that otherwise, perceptions are not 

different. Figure 8 visually represents the difference of scores on question 11.  
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Figure 8. Response to question 11, “My students have opportunities to speak TL in 
other places besides my classroom, so I don’t think the staying-in-TL rule is necessary 
in my class” (where 1=disagree completely and 5=agree completely).  
 

These boxplots show that the median score for the ESL group was lower 

than for the FL group, and although both groups had approximately the same range, the 

ESL students were concentrated on a higher number, indicating more agreement with 

the statement that students have more opportunities to speak the TL outside the 

classroom, and so don’t need to strictly adhere to it within the classroom. 

The difference between ESL and FL teacher responses to this question was not 

what was expected, particularly for the ESL teachers. It appears that ESL teachers 
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believe their students are not exposed to English outside of the classroom, while FL 

teachers believe their students are exposed to TL outside the classroom. It is possible 

that FL teachers believe their students have opportunities to be exposed to TL outside 

of the classroom, which is Spanish in most cases, because Spanish is a common 

language in Texas. The responses by ESL teachers are a bit more confusing since 

English is the main medium of communication outside of the classroom. However, it is 

difficult to know if the ESL teachers are disagreeing with the first part or second part of 

the statement. It may be that ESL teachers are disagreeing with the second part of the 

statement. It is difficult to be certain from these results and the limited nature of the 

question. 

 

Discussion of Individual Questions 

Although no other questions produced statistically different results on t-tests, 

results from this study will be compared with previous studies in the areas of using L1 to 

save on time, using L1 for discipline, teacher guilt for using L1, and using L1 to build 

student relationships. 

Overall, when asked about the helpfulness of L1 in their classroom 97% of total 

teacher respondents agreed to some extent that it could be helpful. The majority of ESL 

teachers agreed to some extent that they let students use L1 to save on time (as 

indicated by choosing 4 or 5 on the 5-point scale), while FL teacher results indicated a 

more neutral attitude to this question (See Figure 9).  

 
.  
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 Figure 9. Teacher responses to question 4, “I let my students use their native language 
to save time” (where 1=disagree completely and 5=agree completely). 
 

These boxplots show that the median score for the ESL group was higher than 

for the FL group, and although both groups had similar ranges, the ESL students were 

concentrated on a higher number, indicating more agreement with the statement that 

they allow students use of L1 to save time. 

Sixty-nine percent of total teacher respondents agreed to some extent that L1 

use was appropriate for discipline. However, on this issue more FL teachers saw a use 

for L1 than did ESL teachers. Figure 10 demonstrates the larger variance displayed by 

ESL teacher responses than those of FL teachers. The small amount of variance for the 
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FL group is indicated by the fact that the 25th to 75th percentile of scores (the middle 

50%) is all found on the score of “2”, such that no box is even drawn for the distribution, 

and anything outside of this line is labeled an outlier. The reason for this could be that 

ESL teachers do not always speak students’ L1 so its use would not be appropriate for 

discipline. 
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Figure 10. Teacher responses to question 25, “When dealing with discipline issues I do 
not let my students use their native language” where 1=disagree completely and 
5=agree completely.  
  

Total teacher response when asked if they worry when they let their students use 

L1 indicates that teachers do not feel guilty when they allow L1 in their classroom. 
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Comparison of ESL and FL teachers demonstrated similar median scores; however, 

more variance was found for FL teacher responses, which indicates less certainty about 

the efficacy of allowing L1 use (see Figure 11).  
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Figure 11. Teacher responses to question 16, “I worry that I am not doing my best job 
as a teacher, if I let my students speak their native language” (where 1=disagree 
completely and 5=agree completely).  

 

The boxplots show that although the median points were at the same level for 

both groups, the range for the FL group is wider because it extends farther; furthermore, 

the middle 50% percentile is more concentrated for the FL group than the ESL group, 

indicating less agreement for the middle 50% percentile. 
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Over half of total teacher respondents agreed to some extent that L1 use does 

help build student-teacher relationships. However, ESL teachers provided a much more 

definitive answer of agreement than FL teachers (see Figure 12). This could be due to 

the fact that it is always the case that FL teachers speak their students’ L1. In contrast, 

ESL teachers do not always speak the L1 of their students. Thus, the use of L1 by ESL 

teachers might be seen as a special situation or extra effort by the teacher allowing 

them to make a special connection with the student and build rapport. 
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Figure 12. Teacher responses to question 24, “Letting my students use their native 
language does not help me build rapport with them” (where 1=disagree completely and 
5=agree completely). 
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These boxplots show that the median score for the ESL group was lower than for 

the FL group, and that the range of values that describes the distribution for the ESL 

group was so small that no box was drawn for the distribution. 

Question 22 on the teacher questionnaire was an open-ended question that 

asked teachers to list the activities in which they allowed students to use their L1. 

Clarification and grammar instruction topped the list for most common activities for 

which L1 was utilized. In total, 17 activities were named as activities where L1 was 

used. Table 6 includes those activities along with the raw numbers and percentages of 

each response. This was an open-ended question so respondents could write more 

than one answer, which in turn makes the percentages larger than 100%. 

Table 6  
Teacher Reported Activities where L1 is Used 

 Total Teacher 
Response % 

Total Teacher 
Response Raw 
Scores (n=29) 

Clarification 26% 16 
Grammar Activities 19.6% 12 
Instructions 11% 7 
Group Work 8% 5 
Class Process 8% 5 
Vocabulary 6.5% 4 
Discipline 3% 2 
Grading Work/Reviewing Work 1.6% 1 
Cultural Information 1.6% 1 
To Maintain Thought Process 1.6% 1 
Maintain Student Motivation 1.6% 1 
Spelling 1.6% 1 
Background Knowledge 1.6% 1 
Hands-On Activities 1.6% 1 
Casual Conversation among Friends 1.6% 1 
Figurative Speech 1.6% 1 
Phrases/Words with No Translation 1.6% 1 
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Correlation 

A Pearson product-moment correlation was conducted to determine if there was 

a relationship between total teacher perception of TL use and time spent teaching. 

Preliminary analyses were conducted to ensure no violation of the assumptions of 

normality, linearity and homoscedasticity. There was no correlation found between the 

two variables [r=.04, n=29, p=.84]. These results are similar to results of past research, 

which also found no correlation between teacher attitude regarding L1 use and time 

spent teaching (Duff & Polio, 1990; Macaro, 1997). Figure 13 shows a scatterplot of this 

data. 
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Figure 13. Results of correlation using regression line between time spent teaching and 
total teacher perception of TL rule where a lower score on the y-axis indicates a 
negative perception of the rule and a higher score indicates a positive perception of the 
rule. 
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The scatterplot graphically shows that there is no consistent relationship between 

years of teaching and perception of how valuable it is to use the TL. The regression line 

imposed on the graph shows the lack of any positive or negative slope to the line, which 

indicates there is no relationship between the variables. 

 

Teacher Interviews 

 Interviews were conducted to get an in-depth understanding of teachers’ 

perceptions of language choice within their own classroom. Various themes were 

demonstrated with the interview analysis. Themes I discovered using the theory-led 

thematic analysis method were:  

• L1 literacy is necessary for success in the second-language classroom 

• L1 should not be excluded  

• Teachers believe it is their responsibility to determine what language is used 
in the classroom  

• The creation of a risk-free environment is essential for students to feel 
comfortable using TL 

• The teachers’ use of students’ reactions to help gauge the effectiveness of TL 
use 

• Activities that teachers designated for L1 use were grammar and discipline, 
while group work tended to be a time for TL use, particularly for FL teachers 

• Middle-school FL teachers viewed the nature of their classes as limited in a 
way that did not allow them to require TL use 

• Most teachers make the decision of L1 and TL use based on their personal-
language learning experiences  

• Teacher guilt at using L1 did not seem to be a factor 

 All teachers regarded L1 literacy as necessary for success in the second 

language classroom. FL teachers stated students must do well in their English class in 
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order to be considered for FL classes. In the schools where the interviews were 

conducted, FL programs do not have an English grade requirement but it is one of the 

factors taken into account when deciding who will be in FL classes at the middle-school 

level in this school district. On the other hand, ESL teachers reported having problems 

with those students in their classroom that had not attained L1 literacy. For instance, 

one teacher discussed a boy who was in the sixth grade and had never attended 

school. She explained that with him, they were trying to teach literacy skills in his L1 first 

and that then they would begin with English. She went on to point out that right now 

they were just trying to give him some exposure to English, primarily oral for now. 

Another situation that was quite common among the stories provided by ESL teachers 

took place with students who began school in the United States and were placed in 

transitional bilingual classes where they never received the level of L1 or TL literacy 

necessary for success in English. I experienced this first-hand as an ESL teacher. It 

was quite common to have ESL students, particularly in the higher levels, that had been 

in ESL since third grade or earlier that could not seem to pass the requirements 

necessary to exit the ESL program. I believe this was a result of transitional bilingual 

programs that did not fully teach students literacy skills in their L1 or in English; 

however, this is only speculation on my part. 

Primarily, all teachers reported using some form of L1 in their classroom and 

most responded with little or no hesitation, “Absolutely”, “I certainly do”, or “Yes”. 

However, two of the ESL teachers indicated a sense of reluctance when responding, 

“Yes [L1 can be used] at appropriate times…[but] it is English time” and “Only when 

necessary…but experience has taught me that 100% English is not possible”. This 
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teacher had 30 years of experience.  This same teacher went further to point out that 

“L1 is no use if I can’t understand it”. She did, however, admit that L1 could be useful to 

students working together to prepare a presentation. A focus on the end product and 

not necessarily what students use to get there was evident in comments by an ESL 

teacher with 15 years of experience as well. Throughout this teacher’s interview she 

pointed out that as long as the lesson was “objective driven” it did not matter what tools 

or resources students used to reach that objective. In fact, she stated that L1 was a 

great resource that “should be tapped into”. This teacher believed that what language 

was used in the classroom was “a non-issue that only became an issue if it was made 

one by a rule like the staying-in-TL rule”. 

When asked about varying TL requirements according to level, most teachers 

reported allowing more L1 use at lower levels. This corresponds with Kharma and 

Hajjaj’s (1989) results, which demonstrate that teachers believed L1 was less 

appropriate for higher levels. Furthermore, most teachers reported believing it was their 

responsibility to set the tone for language use and that if they did not encourage TL use, 

students would not do it. In fact, one FL teacher felt her own confidence level affected 

her students’ motivation, “When I had the confidence to know what worked the students 

didn’t resist”. However, one ESL teacher believed TL use was the students’ 

responsibility, stating, “You don’t have to require something somebody wants to do”. 

Most teachers reported experiencing some student resistance to TL use, particularly at 

first. One ESL teacher commented that,  “At first they [ESL students] groan and say 

they can’t but with confidence it gets better. Then they become competitive, constantly 

reminding each other to speak English,” while a FL teacher commented “I always have 
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one kid who after an activity is explained they say,-“do we have to do it in Spanish?” [I 

respond] It’s Spanish class!”  

All teachers reported the importance of creating a risk-free environment for 

students to practice TL use, and many ESL teachers reported doing this by allowing for 

opportunities for role-reversal, where the students could teach their L1 to the teacher. 

Comments included: “They [ESL students] correct my Spanish and have fun with that”,  

“I try my Spanish and show them it’s not the best but they understand,” and “I let them 

teach me Spanish and that makes it a team effort. So they can see they can be 

understood even if they are not perfect.” By comparison, FL teachers reported using 

games or special activities to encourage TL use. One FL teacher told me about a 

special hat she used, “I have a sombrero. I told them [FL students] if they are caught out 

of TL they have to wear the sombrero. That was how it started, but then I realized it was 

a treat. So now I say they get to wear it [the sombrero] if they use TL”. Two FL teachers 

reported using TPRS by Blaine Ray2 to encourage TL use and make it fun. Both 

reported a change in student attitude, “Before doing TPRS, the kids would groan and 

complain that they couldn’t understand me when I gave them directions in Spanish. 

Now that we are doing TPRS, which they love, I’ve noticed they are more accepting of 

me speaking in Spanish” and “I use TPRS and students really enjoy using Spanish to 

participate”. Another FL teacher reported using acting, singing, and moving to help 

make the language fun. All teachers reported watching student reaction to determine 

how their TL use was being accepted or perceived, “I look at kids to see if they are 

shutting down…I take a step back”. 

                                        
2 TPR storytelling is a method for teaching grammar, reading, and writing in the classroom that combines 
James Asher’s TPR method and the 5 hypotheses of the natural approach. It was started by Blaine Ray 
in the early 1990s. 
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When asked about specific activities they believed required L1 use most, 

teachers reported grammar and discipline, which is consistent with both past research 

and the questionnaire results of the present study. Comments regarding grammar 

included: “I teach grammar in both L1 and L2 [second language]. I use L1 to help them 

hang L2 on”; “I never do abstract grammar, it is always from students’ writing or 

speaking. I sometimes compare English to L1”; and “I teach grammar in English (L1) 

only. I make connections.” 

Group and pair work were activities that FL teachers reported restricting L1 use 

in. Comments included: “Group work [is a time for TL], and I have to monitor [it] closely, 

because it is challenging for them,” and “I give kids a chance to practice with 

partners…to use the Spanish they are learning.” In contrast, ESL teachers reported not 

worrying so much about what language was used in group work as long as the final 

product or objective was met in English. “I let my students use L1 when preparing 

presentations,” and “It does not matter what tools students use to reach the lesson 

objective” were some of the comments made by ESL teachers. 

Another factor that became evident in the FL teacher interviews was the limited 

nature of FL classes at the middle school level. For example, one teacher commented 

on her role, “At the middle school level I view my role as preparing them for high school 

FL where TL will be used more.” This sentiment is supported by the questionnaire 

results as the mean score of the amount of time teachers perceived themselves to 

require TL use for high school teachers was higher than that of middle school teachers.  

Most teachers did not report having a specific theory they employed in their 

classroom. Some named Krashen as a person whose theory had guided them and 
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others named various workshops, such as TPRS, that had given them advice that 

worked for them. But many used what had worked for them when they were learning 

their second language. Comments included: “I learned Spanish as an adult and was 

able to share my own experience with my students,” “I learned Spanish in an immersion 

situation. I think that is necessary,” and “I went to Argentina as a kid for four months and 

it was a total immersion situation. I still remember it and it guides me in my classroom 

decisions.” 

One ESL teacher did demonstrate a sense of guilt or doubt when talking about 

the quantity of L1 she used in her classroom. “Sometimes I think they [my students] use 

Spanish more than they should because I understand” and “I think it helps that I 

understand Spanish but sometimes I think maybe I’m stalling them using English” were 

a couple of the comments that this teacher made. This teacher was the only one that 

demonstrated any sort of teacher guilt at using L1. This is in line with my questionnaire 

results. 
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CONCLUSION 

 English as a second language (ESL) and foreign language (FL) classrooms are 

different in many ways, including environment, input, teacher language, entry 

requirements, the way they are viewed by others, and the expectations placed on the 

students. With so many differences it would seem that teacher and student perceptions 

of target language (TL) and first language (L1) use would be different also. This was the 

case for the student respondents but not for the teacher respondents. 

 Student respondents in ESL and FL classes demonstrated a statistical difference 

in the total perspective of the staying-in-TL rule. ESL students showed a more positive 

perspective of the staying-in-TL rule than did FL students. In comparison to teacher 

perspectives of the staying-in-TL rule student responses to individual questions 

indicated a more positive perspective of the rule overall. This could be a result of 

student motivation to learn or student passivity as discussed by Duff and Polio (1990). 

Both ESL and FL students reported usefulness of the rule when specific questions were 

examined. This was evident in questions about using L1 for group work and instruction 

clarification, where both ESL and FL students reported a rule such as the staying-in-TL 

rule was helpful in helping them remember not to use L1. Student responses indicating 

students do not believe L1 is necessary for understanding instructions contradict 

Macaro’s (1990) results that all students felt L1 was necessary to ensure instructions 

were understood.  

When students were asked to report how often they were permitted to use L1, FL 

students reported having more time than ESL students. This is consistent with the 



 53

results from ESL and FL teachers’ self-report of how often they required TL use in their 

classes. 

 The ESL and FL teachers that participated in this study had very similar results 

when asked about their perception of the staying-in-TL rule. These results were quite 

surprising, particularly when the goals and expectations of each program are taken into 

account. However, ESL teachers did show more variance in their total perception of the 

rule, suggesting less certainty regarding the rule than FL teachers. Overall, teacher 

perception the rule was low, indicating a less extreme position taken by teachers 

regarding TL requirements and L1 restrictions. In fact, most teachers from both ESL and 

FL classrooms reported seeing some use for L1 within their classrooms. This position 

seems to be in line with past research.  

Over 90% of ESL teachers reported believing that L1 use was a natural process 

for second-language acquisition. However, analysis of teacher self-report data 

regarding how often they required TL at each level showed that ESL teachers did in fact 

report that they required TL use more than FL teachers reported. This could be a result 

of teacher language. Not all ESL teachers speak their students’ L1, which puts ESL 

teachers in a position where they must use the TL. Another explanation for the 

discrepancy between ESL teachers’ perception of the usefulness of L1 in the classroom 

and the self-report results demonstrating higher TL requirements among ESL teachers 

could be the conflict between social and academic pressures that ESL teachers face. 

Socially ESL teachers might not believe restriction of students’ L1 is the best possible 

situation; however, academically ESL teachers in Texas are faced with extreme 

pressure to prepare ESL students for standardized tests that demand they perform as 
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well as native English speakers after only three years of attending school in the U.S. 

This is not an issue for FL teachers in FL programs where the expectation for the FL 

student, particularly at the middle-school level, seems to be mere exposure to the TL 

and perhaps the ability to say a few phrases in TL.  

Comparison of the expectations for ESL and FL students in Texas makes the 

results that demonstrate similar perceptions of the rule by both ESL and FL teachers 

even more perplexing. Furthermore, the way each program is viewed in the school 

setting seems completely opposite of what is expected. An ESL class is labeled 

‘remedial’ but testing expectations are quite high. On the other hand, a FL class is 

labeled advanced but expectations are quite low, particularly expectations of students’ 

TL ability. Normally, a course with rigorous demands placed upon the students is 

labeled an advanced course. That is not the case, however, when we look at ESL and 

FL classes. Perhaps more attention and appreciation need to be given to the demands 

placed on students in ESL programs, and higher expectations should be given to 

students in FL programs, particularly at the middle school level where FL classes are 

considered advanced classes that allow students to receive high school credit.  

Some of the activities that topped the teacher list of L1 activities included 

grammar, giving instructions, clarification, group work, and discipline. However, when 

looking at the ESL and FL separately, some differences were found regarding these 

activities. First, ESL teachers reported more use of L1 to help them build relationships 

with students than FL teachers did. One explanation for this might be that generally FL 

teachers share their students’ L1 and ESL teachers usually do not. Therefore, when an 

ESL teacher allows L1 use or speaks it, it is something special that can be used to show 
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a sense of solidarity with ESL students and with their culture. Furthermore, this sort of 

activity might go against what FL teachers are trying to establish, if they are trying to set 

up a pretend situation of a foreigner unable to speak L1, as Macaro (1997) discusses.  

Two other areas where ESL and FL teachers tended to differ were using L1 for 

discipline and for saving time. These two areas were included in this study because 

they had been reported in previous studies as common occasions for use of L1. Over 

half of the total teacher respondents reported that they did use L1 to save time. 

However, there were more ESL teachers who did report using L1 to save time than 

there were FL teachers. Different results were found upon investigation of teachers’ use 

of L1 for discipline. FL teachers demonstrated much more certainty in their responses to 

this use of L1 while ESL teacher responses had more variance, which suggests less 

certainty about using L1 for discipline. The most probable explanation for the difference 

in teachers’ use of L1 for discipline is again, the fact that not all ESL teachers spoke 

their students’ L1. Thus, using L1 may not be as beneficial or efficient for ESL teachers 

as it could be for FL teachers. 

There was no correlation found between the amount of experience teachers had 

and their perspective of the staying-in-TL rule. These results are similar to past 

research, which reported no relationship between teacher experience and attitude 

regarding TL use (Macaro, 1997). 

Most teachers, both ESL and FL, did not report having one specific theory or 

method that guided them in the area of language choice. In fact, most teachers used 

instinct and their own past language-learning experiences to determine how this matter 
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was handled in their classroom. Furthermore, most teachers believed it was their 

responsibility to set the tone for language use in their classroom.  

All teachers reported that they believed L1 literacy was critical to TL success. 

This is an area in the debate that is quite clear. Consequently, it is difficult to understand 

why more consideration is not given to ESL students’ L1 level before they enter an ESL 

program at the secondary level. One possible explanation could be lack of resources in 

the public school system. It is common for ESL students at the secondary level to be 

divided either by age/grade or by ability, but they are very rarely divided by both 

age/grade and ability level. This is primarily a result of the lack of funding and teachers.  

This is obviously not the optimal learning situation for ESL students. Furthermore, since 

limited resources cause these kinds of deficiencies in ESL programs, it is easier to 

understand why little or no attention is paid to secondary ESL students’ L1, particularly 

when the primary goal of ESL programs is to teach English. However, with the 

knowledge we have in the field of Second Language Acquisition and the knowledge that 

teachers appear to have on the topic of L1 literacy, it is perplexing as to why more 

attention is not given to ESL students’ L1 literacy. This situation is more confounding 

when the entry-level requirements and expectations of ESL and FL classes are 

compared. Middle school FL teachers in Texas reported that students’ English skills 

were a factor that was considered when determining who would be in FL classes. So L1 

literacy does play an important role in FL classes from the very beginning, and not given 

just the lip service it receives in ESL programs. On the other hand, in ESL classrooms 

students’ L1 seems to be treated as a hindrance and something to be removed rather 

than the resource it can be. This situation of ignoring ESL students’ L1 literacy levels 



 57

becomes more problematic when ESL teachers and students are faced with the lofty 

expectations that are part of ESL programs. This is certainly an area that needs more 

attention in the secondary public school arena, particularly when so many educators 

and researchers believe L1 literacy is important, or even essential for success in the 

second-language learning process. Consideration of L1 literacy could be the difference 

between a successful second-language program and an unsuccessful one. 

Overall, this study demonstrates that middle-school students and teachers in the 

United States are not much different than those in Europe or those at different levels of 

education. Results regarding TL and L1 use were not that different from those reported 

in previous studies. Second-language teachers seem to recognize the need for TL use 

in their classrooms, while at the same time respecting their students’ need as second-

language learners for access to L1. However, teachers do appear to see the need for 

some restriction of L1 at times, with ESL teachers reporting more variance on this issue. 

Language choice appears to be determined by many factors, with a mixture of both TL 

and L1 being perceived as the best scenario for the majority.  

Suggestions for further research include two areas. First, a qualitative study 

designed to get more in-depth understanding of both teachers’ and students’ 

perceptions of language use over time would be useful. A study like this might offer 

greater insights into this topic, particularly in the ESL classroom, as there seems to be 

more information regarding TL and L1 perceptions from the FL classroom. Second, 

there is a certainly a great need for research that can determine first if TL and L1 use 

actually affect language learning. This type of study will be much more difficult to 

conduct because of all the factors and ethical issues involved. It might be difficult to get 
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a school district and parents to agree to allow different levels of TL use, which would be 

necessary to obtain solid results, particularly with the current pressures of standardized 

testing. However, if all parties agreed and careful consideration and planning was 

undertaken to control for all other factors outside of TL and L1 use, it could produce 

some interesting results. 
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APPENDIX A 

TEACHER QUESTIONNAIRE
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APPENDIX B 

ESL STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE
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APPENDIX C 

FL STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE
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APPENDIX D 

SPANISH STUDENT QUESTIONNAIRE
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APPENDIX D 

TEACHER INTERVIEW SCHEDULE
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Interview Schedule 

45 minutes maximum 

 

1) How long have you been teaching language?  What do you think led you to 

teach this subject? 

2) Do you allow use of the L1 in your classroom?  Does this vary with level? 

3) Do you feel it is your duty to require the use of the L2 or is it the responsibility 

of your students? 

4) If you think it is your responsibility, how do you encourage or support that?  

What kinds of activities do you plan in order to encourage use of L2? 

5) How do you think your students react or what is their opinion of your policy on 

language use?  Have you ever asked them? 

6) Do you have a specific theory, yours or someone else’s, that dictates your 

policy on language usage? 

7) How important do you believe L1 literacy is to SLA? 

8) Is there a district policy regarding the use of students’ native language?  What 

about a school policy? 
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