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Abstract

The implementation of the L1 in EFL classes has been a topic of debate among educators and
researchers. While some argue for an English-only approach, others recognize the potential
benefits of using the L1 strategically. This case study investigates the strategic use of the first
language (L1), Spanish, in a second language beginner-level (L2) English classroom in Mexico.
The principal aim of this research is to explore the beliefs of beginner students about the
implementation of the L1 in their English lessons. Data was collected through classroom
observations, semi-structured interviews, and questionnaires over a period of one semester. The
findings suggest that the use of L1 is of much help, such as clarifying complex concepts, providing
instructions, and creating a more comfortable learning environment. This study reveals that most
students perceived the use of L1 beneficial, especially in understanding instructions and in
situations where they felt anxious about their English language abilities. This study considers the
importance of a balance between L1 and L2 use in the classroom.

Keywords: L1 use, L2 classroom, code-switching, affective filter, English language teaching,
teaching learning process.

1. Introduction

The use of the L1 in a L2 classroom has been debated by language teaching
professionals and researchers for years. Some academics argue that the use of L1 may disrupt L2
learning (Brown, 1994; Pacek, 2003; Wharton, 2004), while opponents claim that the use of L1
can facilitate the acquisition of L2 (Auerbach, 1993; Schweers, 1999; Hidayati, 2012). Research
aids to understand the potential benefits of L1 incorporation to uncover strategies that can
optimize language acquisition and create more valuable learning environments.

Finding a proper balance is crucial. Not relying excessively on L1 is important, as it
could restrict exposure to L2 and slow down the acquisition process. Considering the lack of
knowledge beginners’ students have on the L2, instructors must make careful decisions regarding
how much or how little they want to incorporate the Li. A wise use of the L1 does not reduce
students’ exposure to the L2 but instead can support in the teaching and learning process
(Machaal, 2012).

The purpose of this case study is to examine the experiences and beliefs of beginner
English students during the usage of the L1 in the classroom with the aim to understand the
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emotions and perceptions they have. This contributes to the search for beneficial approaches and
better practices that can be implemented in this beginner teaching context to cultivate greater
efficacy in the learning process. This paper will analyze the major perspectives of students on L1
use in this specific teaching context of the L2 beginner classroom that took place at the University
of Guanajuato.

2. Methodology
2.1 The study

One of my principal objectives as a teacher and for this research is to comprehend my
students to the highest degree possible during lessons to make necessary adjustments going in
future classes. The research question is the following: How do beginner-level EFL students
perceive the use of their first language (L.1) in an (EFL) classroom? This research has qualitative
nature since it has the purpose to understand a social circumstance while exploring the different
and unique experiences of the participants and analyze repeated patterns in this specific group.
Yin (2003) defines case study as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary
phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when the boundaries and contexts are not
clearly evident” (p. 13). This method allows the researcher to take a complex and broad topic, or
phenomenon, and narrow it down into a manageable research question. The use of a case study
for my research is essential because it seeks to understand a problem in a group of people who
share common characteristics.

2.2 Context and participants

This research was developed at the University of Guanajuato, in the language
department with beginner English students. These students take classes at the University
Language Center where the data was collected. The participants are two men and two women
between the ages of 21 to 23 years old. All participants’ first language is Spanish. They participate
in the same workshop where the main focus of their classes to be able to carry out this study are
speaking and listening skills. Students have had contact with English before but have very little
knowledge of it. They have mentioned that they are not very used to putting their English into
practice in their other English classes. As well, students have had contact with English before but
have very little knowledge of it. Each participant was assigned a number to mention specific
information regarding their opinions. Before the interview and data collection, the participant was
shown the confidentiality letter and the reasons for carrying out this research were explained.

2.3 Instruments

Semi-structured interviews are used to analyze from the different perspectives of the
interviewees their own experiences and see if there is a common factor in their perspectives.
Implementing semi-structured interviews for this research made the collecting of data richer than
just asking straightforward question. This instrument allowed me to ask for more information if
needed. As Jamshed (2014: 88) states, “allowing flexibility in the conduct of the interview makes
it possible to adapt the questions where necessary, clarify doubt and ensure that the responses are
properly and clearly understood by repeating or rephrasing the questions.”

As well, the usage of questionnaires facilitated the comparison of the responses of the
participants. Questionnaires are not time-consuming and can be quite clear and concise. I wanted
to have very specific answers with not too much openness to achieve clearer ideas during the
investigation.
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Before starting with the case study, the participants were informed that they would be
observed and analyzed for the purpose of the investigation. However, this was not constantly
emphasized, allowing the participants to focus on their class without feeling they were being
constantly evaluated. After several sessions, the participants were notified that they would be
asked to complete a questionnaire and participate in an interview to gather additional data to
complete the research findings. The questionnaires were applied first, this to introduce what the
semi-structured interviews were going to be about and for the participant to start reflecting on
their answers. Following the semi-structured interviews, an initial set of essential questions was
prepared in advance. However, as each interview progressed, me as the researcher added more
questions based on the participant’s responses and the flow of the conversation. I took notes,
writing down key words and phrases related to both the questions asked and the answers provided
to analyze them later. This flexible approach allowed for a more organic and personalized
interview experience, while still ensuring that the main topics were addressed.

2.4 Data processing and organization

Braun and Clarke (2017) defined thematic analysis as “A method for identifying,
analyzing, and interpreting patterns of meaning (‘themes’) within qualitative data” (p. 1).
Similarly, they explain that thematic analysis provides a procedural system to generate codes and
themes from qualitative data. A thematic analysis was conducted for this research to review the
data with the use of interview transcripts and questionnaires. As well, the data was examined
through codes and applied to identify common themes. The process of how the experiment was
conducted was the same for each of the participants. A micro and macro level analysis were carried
out.

Analyzing the data on a micro level, it is important to examine individually the
experiences of the chosen background. Focusing on their roles and own perspectives to have a
distinct result that will be as well analyzed on a macro-level basis. On a macro level, with all the
information that was collected through the data, like notes, summaries, important topics that were
taken into consideration during the interviews, and so on must be coded. The macro level analysis
looks at the bigger picture environment and does not focus on specific information. It looks for a
generalization of the data instead of just focusing on details alone. It helps to understand how the
case is presented with no specific information about it. As well, it explains how the case is part of
a larger system.

3. Literature review
3.1 Second language learning

The study of how second language learning works has been ongoing for several years.
It is an immensely rich and varied field that has had the purpose to look for innovative ways to
improve learning and teaching. Second language learning is described as the process of learning a
new language other than the first language (Lightbown & Spada, 2013). Littlewood (2004) refers
toit as “anylanguage that is learnt when the first language system is already in place, no distinction
is made between the “second,” “third,” or even “fourth” (etc.) language that a person learns” (p.
502). Second language learning requires explicit study or exposure, past the critical period when
first language acquisition occurs naturally.

Having discussed the process of learning a second language, it is equally important to
define the concept of first language acquisition. The first language, also abbreviated as L1, is the
language a person acquires from birth in which the person is most fluent in and the one they learn
to think and communicate in. It is also defined by Saville-Troike (2012: 4) as “languages which are
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acquired during early childhood and that they are learned as part of growing up among people
who speak them.”

Spanish is the student’s first language since they come from México. In México,
English is taught as a second language in schools. It is not officially considered as a secondary
language since it has not been culturally integrated and an urgent need to nationally learn it has
not arisen. As a result, the participants often struggle to practice the language skills they learn in
class into their everyday lives and real-world interactions.

Referring to this, Lightbown and Spada (2013) state the following:

A foreign language is one not widely used in the learners’ immediate social context
which might be used for future travel or other cross-cultural communication
situations or studied as a curricular requirement or elective in school, but with no
immediate or necessary practical application (p. 36)

Even if there are differences between learning an L1 and an L2, in both cases, plenty
of interaction is needed to start producing any language.

3.2 Factors influencing L1 and L2 use

Numerous aspects can influence how the L1 is used in EFL classes; it is not a random
choice, but is a decision influenced by a complex interaction of elements. These aspects include
students’ proficiency level, as well affective factors such as student anxiety and motivation.
Additionally, the role of L1 in EFL classes also depends on cultural factors such as how the target
language is perceived in the community. Learning a second language, being influenced by so many
factors, it is necessary to break them down and carefully examine the specific context in which our
class is situated.

3.2.1 Language proficiency

Language proficiency is defined as “one’s competence in speaking a particular
language” (Indeed Editorial Team, n.d.). It is the ability to communicate effectively and use a
language accurately. Beginner students lack language and learning strategies, this is why starting
learning a new language is a complex task that requires patience and can generate frustration and
confusion. For this reason, it is useful to use the first language for beginner-level proficiency
students, to reduce stress and continue with this process in a more relaxing way. As the student
begins to acquire new knowledge in their target language, they start to feel more comfortable
communicating in it without the need to depend on their first language. A study in a Japanese
University conducted by Norman (2008) found out that beginner students prefer more use of the
L1 while advanced level students prefer less L1. Even beginner students mentioned that they
preferred that the teacher know their L1, while many among the advanced students preferred that
the instructor does not know the L1 at all, this to experience an all-English environment. In this
way we can see that progress can be made little by little so that students feel comfortable achieving
their goals.

3.2.2 Affective factors

In addition to language proficiency levels, affective factors also play a crucial role in
determining the appropriate use of the L1 in EFL classes. Affective factors are defined as “aspects
of emotion, feeling, mood or attitude with condition of behavior” (Arnold & Brown, 1999: p.1).
These are the emotional aspects and attitudes that influence the language learning process. Nation
(2003) suggests that using the L2 can be a source of anxiety to shy learners who feel they are not
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very proficient in the L2. “It has been observed that L1 use can create a more cohesive and relaxed
classroom environment” (Alshehri, 2017: 21).

Using the first language of the students help increase motivation, reduce anxiety, and
build a supportive classroom environment. Meyer (2008) states the following “the absence of the
student’s first language when explaining the unfamiliar can raise the level of anxiety the students
feel” (p. 151). Indeed, according to Brown (2000), language anxiety has a strong affective influence
on second language acquisition.

3.2.3 Cultural factors

The English language is considered as a global language. Nowadays, being fluent in
English is even considered a basic skill, it seems like it is not learned as a preference anymore but
as a necessity. In Mexico even if English is considered as a foreign language, it is still important
due to the closeness and relationship that Mexico has with the United States. The perceptions
Mexicans have towards the English language is quite divided. Despagne (2010) stated that English
can be considered as a path for a better way of life, or it can be the living image of invasion and
imperialism. The perception may depend on many factors like the social class to which one
belongs, beliefs or personal experiences.

Some positive perceptions are caused by the benefits that learning English can give us.
For example, better job opportunities with better incomes, communication with other parts of the
world, access to different media and information, the possibility of study abroad and more.
Despagne (2010) mentions a survey that was conducted in May 2008, based on an online
questionnaire where 300 UPAEP (Universidad Popular Autonoma del Estado de Puebla) students
participated. In which mentions “90% of UPAEP learners know that English is extremely
important, and almost 99% of them think that it will help them in their professional growth” (p.
65).

As well, there exist negative perceptions that usually refer to the influence that the
United States has over México. As Chasan and Ryan (1995) mentions the impact that the US has
politically, culturally and economically in México has increased immigration, racism and has
imposed the roles of the dominant and dominated. This is why some people do not feel
comfortable learning the language of a country which maintains an unequal relationship with
México.

3.3 Code switching

A code has many ways to describe it depending on the context. In communications, a
code is “a rule for converting a piece of information (e.g., a letter, a word or phrase) into another
form or representation not necessarily of the same sort” (Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary,
2010: 273). Code switching is used when there are of two or more languages varying in the same
conversation. According to Myers-Scotton (1993: 47) code switching refers to the “use of two or
more languages in the same conversation, usually within the same conversational turn, or even
within the same sentence of that turn.” However, excessive and indiscriminate code-switching in
class should be avoided to maximize target language exposure.

4. Analysis of the results

In this section, the results of the investigation will be discussed. The main themes that
were taken into consideration for the study were the following: Strategies for the effective use of
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the L1, Factors that influence the use of the L1, only one language in classroom and English as an
imposition.

4.1 Strategies for the effective use of the L1

Using strategies implementing the Li can help students to comprehend
instructions, explain the meaning of words or to clear complex concepts (Tang, 2010). Code
switching can be an effective strategy for communication by changing the languages for a better
comprehension of the message than by keeping the statement totally in the same language.
Applying this to lessons, code switching mostly can be used during instructions to facilitate
communication.

Regarding the question: “When do you think it is necessary to use Spanish in your
English class?” The answers of the students were the following:

Participant No. 3 mentioned the following: “When they (teachers) see that we are
unable to understand the instructions and we look very lost, I think it's a good idea,
as a last resort, to explain them in Spanish.”

Participant No. 4 stated: “When there are very complicated things or words that I
have never heard before or that I do not understand the context they are in, well,
there's no other choice but to resort to Spanish. Because in English, I just couldn’t
understand.”

The use of L1 can help reduce students’ anxiety and frustration because if they do not
understand the instructions, they will not know how to proceed with the activities. Harbord (1992)
states that teachers giving instruction in the L1 can facilitate the comprehension and will be easier
for the objectives of the activities to be met specially to beginners.

In summary, the students agreed that in certain situations, the use of English and code
switching is necessary, mostly when giving overly complex concepts or long instructions. However,
this should only be done when the teacher has already attempted other alternatives that have
proven unsuccessful. Both comments suggest that code-switching should be used as a strategic
resource, not as the first option.

4.2 Factors that influence the use of the L1

Lowering anxiety and increasing motivation are crucial factors to take into
consideration when deciding how the target language is going to be used in class. It is important
to reflect on which type of environment we want to create as teachers. Creating a low-anxiety
environment where learners are comfortable using their first language can as a tool for
understanding and acquiring the second language.

This time, the question was: Why do you think the use of Spanish in your class can be
useful? This question was asked to see if the students really can see a benefit on how they feel when
English can be switched if they really have the necessity. Because when English is the only
language in which they can express themselves, it often happens that students prefer not to speak
at all to avoid making mistakes in the target language.

Participant No.4: “To create a comfortable environment, it’s fine (the use of
Spanish). If you make a mistake, it's okay, and we’re here in a trusted environment
because I think learning a new language is intimidating.”

Participant No. 2: “Well, since we are beginners, I think it is much more complicated
to always use English. That’s why it is necessary (to use Spanish); otherwise, it would
be too difficult, and I don’t think I would participate.”
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It can be observed that, in the case of both participants, they consider that the use of
their first language makes them feel more secure and supported in their learning. As the
Participant No. 2 points out, for beginners, constantly using English can be complicated and
challenging, they do not yet have vast knowledge; they are just beginning to build it and may feel
frustrated in the process. The use of Spanish can make the learning process more manageable and
less daunting for students who are just starting to learn English

Stephen Krashen (1982) mentions that factors such as anxiety, self-confidence, and
motivation can impact language acquisition. By decreasing anxiety, students become more
motivated and will participate more in class. Allowing the use of the L1, participation will be
encouraged instead of having students who will feel hesitant to engage in class.

If the student is aware that it is okay not to have much experience with the language,
and the teacher assures them that they will accompany them in their development, the student
will have a more pleasant experience.

4.3 Only one language in classroom

For several years of study, total immersion in the target language has been considered
to benefit the students. It was believed that the use of the native language in a second language
acquisition classroom could be counterproductive. This is why it is not helpful as well not using
the target language constantly. This is especially true because, in Mexico, outside of school hours,
it is not common to practice English due to the country’s context. So reducing interaction with this
language is counterproductive. During school hours, they should practice it as much as possible,
while gradually adding new information.

The participants were asked if they would like their classes to be taught in Spanish. In
this case, the answer of the participant No. 1 was the following: “Not at all, on the contrary, I like
having to make an effort to speak English because that's what it’s about; if the class were in
Spanish, then I wouldn’t be learning.”

This extract is important since it expresses what all the participants think about this
topic. Students are aware of the benefits of immersion in the target language, if all the class was in
Spanish, it would be challenging to acquire new vocabulary or for students to put their grammar
into practice, especially when speaking. Speaking skills are among the more challenging abilities
for students, given that they occur immediately. Learning a new language is challenging, not
something that can be achieved immediately, and requires improvement in many aspects.

If the student does not seek that improvement and the teacher does not challenge the
students, there would not be any input from where to learn. Miles (2004) suggests that if learners
know that their teacher always relies on the L1, students may stop from attempting to use the L2
in situations where their level is pressed and communication becomes difficult, thus negatively
impacting the learners’ opportunities to challenge themselves.

4.4 English as an imposition

As Tian and Macaro (2012) stated, the sociocultural perspective is particularly
important in the context that, with English being seen as a global language, the notion arises that
by excluding students’ L1, English is being imposed, and this within the classroom approaches
linguistic imperialism.

Not always there will be a good relationship with a language if the student feels that
this subject does not benefit them and only takes away their time. This is one of the main reasons
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why a student may feel that English is being imposed on them rather than learning it out of
enjoyment.

As well, the participants answered the following regarding if they felt that learning
English was an imposition:

Participant No. 1: “Yes, actually, yes. I think during the first years, I always took
English at school, so for the first years, it felt like an imposition to me, but now that
I know it is necessary, I study it more willingly.”

Participant 2: Oh, no, I think I like it. Personally, I believe that nowadays it is
necessary because we are a globalized world. I think it is a matter of preference
because I want to do it.

It can be observed that the participants have similar opinions. Although Participant
No. 1 felt it was an imposition at first, over the years, like Participant No. 2, they understood that
learning this language would benefit them in the future. All participants’ opinions converge on the
same point. As university students, they understand the importance of this language in the
workplace. None of them show any reluctance to learn English.

As teachers, we must consider the context in which our students find themselves. It is
crucial to take into account that beginner students have never had prior contact with English, and
it is very uncommon for them to be immersed in the language outside the classroom. For this
reason, it is important that the learning of a second language (1.2) takes place with patience and a
lot of support from the teacher. Perceiving English as an imposition can decrease the student's
motivation, as this language may be associated with negative emotions that do not foster a
comprehensive and relaxed environment.

5. Conclusion

In summary, the study found some of the benefits of the usage of the L1 in L2 classes.
First, it was discovered that moderate and strategic use of L1, especially at the initial levels, can
facilitate understanding. The usage of the L1 could be beneficial to adapt to the rhythm of the class,
especially during instructions. Second, there is an immense benefit in applying code switching in
the education field. Code switching helps to facilitate comprehension during communication
because alternating between the native language and the target language helps students better
acquire complex concepts, It helps providing students with some familiar words from their first
language while encountering new and unfamiliar concepts in the second language (L2). . Third,
another often overlooked benefit is the preservation of students’ cultural identity. By nurturing
something as significant as part of their human formation and culture since, the use of the L1 can
positively impact their sense of belonging. Fourth, the restriction of the L1 causes the anxiety of
students. Students feel more at ease when they can communicate and relay a little in their L1. Not
having enough knowledge in the L2 will be an obstacle and cause frustration to the learners.

Some practical implications about the findings to develop L2 classes in beginners’ level
is to adapt both languages in the class with a moderate usage of the Li1. For example, avoiding
direct translation during the lessons. The reason for this is that the student will be constantly
thinking in their L1 and translating all the phrases they want to express into their target language,
which will affect their production process, making it slower.

A route to implement the previous findings is to design and adapt activities that can
mediate the usage of both languages. For example, after a lesson or activity in L2, allowing
students to summarize what they have learned in their native language ensures that they have
understood correctly. Another method that I tend to use personally as a teacher, is providing
instructions first in L2 and then repeating them in L1 to guarantee comprehension before starting
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the activity. It is also important that before participating in front of the class, which can be the
most anxiety-inducing for students, they engage in small group discussions. This allows students
to discuss and process information in their L1 within small groups before sharing in L2 with the
entire class.

Some of the limitations that this study had was a limited number of participants since
it is needed to have a greater number of people so that the study can have a main response that
truly reflects more in the results. On the other hand, with only 5 participants, their answers are
similar, it is needed to take into consideration more points of view to have more variation in the
responses. For further research, it is recommended to constantly monitor the advance of the
student and analyze how much the usage of their first language should be reduced depending on
their growth. As well, the implementation of scaffolding strategies can facilitate complex tasks
managing it into easy steps to guide students while slowly removing the assistance to develop
independency. The activities provided in scaffolding that can help with instructions can be visual
aids, cues, step-by-step instructions, and more.

Finally, as teachers, it is important to maintain constant and effective communication
with our students so that they can feel comfortable approaching us. This allows us to understand
what strategies we can implement in our class to make it more enjoyable and beneficial for our
students, ultimately leading to better learning outcomes. As well, during this research it was found
that even if the use of L1 provides comprehensible input and lowers anxiety, the L2 should still be
the predominant language for the students to develop competence.
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