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AbstrACt 
While the widespread principle underlying second language (L2) teaching is to adopt a monolingual 

approach, some studies have suggested that the monolingual approach may not necessarily be the most 

appropriate, especially when the teacher and the students share the same first language (L1). The study 

outlined in this paper examined this issue from the perspective of teachers. It was conducted in a tertiary 

institute in mainland China, where the beliefs of a group of L2 teachers were canvassed through a 

questionnaire. Four teachers with different attitudes were then further investigated through a comparison 

between their teaching practices and their stated beliefs. It was found that, on the whole, the teachers had 

a neutral attitude towards the use of L1 but that individual teachers held a variety of positive to negative 

attitudes and their stated beliefs about L1 were not always reflected consistently in their teaching practices. 

Introduction

For much of the past century, l2 education has been dominated by the idea that second languages are 
best learned and taught through the language itself (Howatt 1984; richards and rodgers 2001). First 
language has been largely regarded as a negative influence and l2 is seen as the optimal medium for the 
classroom, with theorists and methodologists advising teachers to avoid or minimise the use of l1. the 
monolingual approach to l2 teaching can be traced back to the reform Movement, around the end 
of the 19th century, and since the 1980s the english-only approach has become the norm in english 
as a second language classrooms in America. Although there has always been opposition and debate 
(Phillipson 1992; Auerbach 1993), the english-only approach has also had an enormous influence in 
english as a Foreign language (eFl) classrooms worldwide. 

recently, however, researchers have begun to question the validity of the monolingual approach in 
l2 education from various perspectives. these include political discussions about the implications of l2 
dominance in supporting inequities in the social order (Phillipson 1992; Auerbach 1993) and educational 
debates over the role of l1 in l2 education. For example, cummins (1980) discusses the transfer of 
cognitive abilities across languages, with a high level of l1 proficiency promoting the acquisition of 
l2 cognitive skills. odlin (1989) examines the cross-linguistic influence in different areas of language 
learning, such as discourse, semantics, phonology and syntax, and implies both positive and negative 
transfer from l1 to l2. According to his multicompetence theory, cook (2002) argues that l2 learners 
are multicompetent because of the compound state of a mind with two languages. In the process of l2 
learning, changes have been made in l2 learners with respect to their l1 knowledge, l2 knowledge 
and their minds. the multicompetence theory has argued for the positive involvement of the l1 in l2 
learning, and the characteristics of l2 learners are said to justify the reconsideration of the role of the l1. 
cook (2002, 2005) argues for learner rights in the use of l1 in l2 learning because of the characteristics 
of l2 users who have two languages in their minds. the study outlined here examined the l1 issue in 
l2 teaching from the perspective of teachers, with a focus on how teachers themselves perceive the 
monolingual approach in their teaching. 

Empirical studies on teacher L1 use

despite the debates over the role of l1, empirical studies have suggested that it is likely to be unavoidable 
in l2 classes, especially when teachers know the l1 of their students. Although the monolingual approach 
enjoys popularity and dominance in theories of language education (Howatt 1984; richards and rodgers 
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31 2001), it seems to be only partially implemented in l2 teaching practice. Both teachers and students may 

inevitably resort to l1 and many researchers have begun to examine teacher l1 use in l2 classrooms from 
different perspectives (see turnbull and Arnett 2002 for a review of research). 

studies about how much teachers use l1 in the classroom have generated varied results. Macaro (2001), 
examining six student teachers in england, found a low percentage of l1 use in their teaching, ranging 
from 0% to 15.2%. the four teachers in the study by rolin-Ianziti and Brownlie (2002) also employed a 
low percentage of l1 in their teaching, with a cross-teacher average of 8.8%. other researchers, however, 
reported considerable variations among individual teachers in their studies. For example, duff and Polio 
(1990) illustrated that a group of 13 teachers, who taught different target languages to english-speaking 
students in an American university, differed dramatically in their use of english, ranging from 0% to 
90%. liu et al (2004) investigated 13 Korean teachers of english in high schools and found their use 
of Korean ranged from 10% to 90% of class time. Kim and elder (2005) examined seven teachers who 
taught foreign languages in new Zealand and showed that the proportion of target language use among 
these teachers varied from 23% to 88%, indicating a high level of variation in the use of student l1. the 
diversity concerning the quantification of teachers’ use of l1 may result from the different contexts and 
different approaches involved in these studies. while it is impossible to generalise, it seems reasonable to 
conclude that teachers can hardly avoid the use of l1 when they share it with their students, no matter in 
what contexts they teach. 

Apart from quantitative methods, many studies adopt functional approaches to analyse the role of 
teacher l1 use. For example, cook (2001) identifies three main areas where l1 may be used positively in 
the classroom.

1  teachers can use l1 to convey meaning, for example, checking the meaning of words or sentences or 
explaining grammar. 

2  teachers can use l1 for classroom organisation purposes such as organising tasks, maintaining 
discipline or communicating with individual students. 

3  students can use l1 in their group work or pair work learning activities to provide scaffolding for 
each other. 

Atkinson (1987) lists the ways in which he has exploited l1 use in his own l2 teaching: eliciting 
language, checking comprehension, giving instructions and promoting cooperation among learners. liu 
et al (2004) group the uses of l1 into a number of categories, such as explaining difficult vocabulary 
and grammar, giving background information, overcoming communicative difficulties and saving time. 
Kim and elder (2005) employ a more complicated system of analysis, categorising teaching acts into 
dozens of pedagogic functions, and examine how language choices relate to different teaching functions. 
However, they have not found a systematic relationship between teachers’ language choices and particular 
functions. they employ a more complicated system of analysis and reveal how language choices relate to 
different areas of teaching. while most of these studies focus on the functions for which teachers use l1, 
few have investigated how teachers perceive l1 in their language teaching. this study explored teachers’ 
personal views on the use of l1 in a chinese context because, as edstrom (2006: 289) suggests, l1 use is a 
‘subjective issue’. 

The research context

english teaching at tertiary level in china usually takes two forms: teaching to english majors (eMs) and 
teaching to non-english majors (neMs) through two different systems. english teaching to eMs extends 
over four years of study at tertiary institutes, during which the students take various courses in reading, 
writing, speaking, listening, translation, literature and so on. In contrast, neM students only take one 
english course during their four-year study. the course is offered in the first two years and involves the 
teaching of the basic skills of reading, writing, speaking, listening and translation. Generally speaking, eM 
students outperform neM students in their overall abilities in english. 

this study was conducted in a tertiary institution in china, where there were 61 eFl teachers. 
the teachers were non-native speakers of english and shared the same mother tongue, chinese, with 
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32 their students. of these teachers, 21 taught eMs and 40 taught neMs. the study sought to answer the 

following questions.

1		 What	are	the	teachers’	beliefs	about	the	use	of	L1	in	their	L2	teaching?

2   do teachers of eMs differ from teachers of neMs in terms of their attitudes towards l1 in the 
classroom?

3		 Are	teachers’	beliefs	about	L1	consistent	with	their	teaching	practices	in	the	L2	classroom?

Data collection

the study involved a survey of 61 teachers in a single university. consequently, it makes only tentative 
claims on the basis of the findings, shedding some light on teacher perceptions of the role of l1 in l2 
teaching but making no generalisations about teacher beliefs. the purposes of the questionnaire were to 
investigate the general attitudes of this particular group of teachers and to select some research participants 
for further analysis. the questionnaire comprised 30 l1-related statements on a five-point likert scale. 
the 30 items were grouped into the following five thematic categories, with teachers asked to show their 
attitudes towards each of the categories, ranging from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 (strongly disagree): 

•	 general	attitude	–	general	attitudes	towards	L1	as	the	medium	of	instruction

•	 grammar	–	attitudes	towards	the	use	of	L1	in	grammar	teaching	and	learning	

•	 vocabulary	–	attitudes	towards	the	use	of	L1	in	vocabulary	teaching	and	learning	

•	 translation	–	attitudes	towards	translation	as	a	strategy	in	L2	teaching	and	learning	

•	 effects	on	learners	–	attitudes	towards	the	effects	of	L1	use	on	learners.	

the questionnaire data were analysed in sPss 10 (an analytical software package), with mean, minimum, 
maximum and standard deviation calculated. Based on the results, four teachers with different attitudes 
towards the use of l1 were selected and their l1 use in class was quantified. 

each of the four teachers was observed throughout a whole unit of teaching. each unit contained six 
lessons and each lesson lasted about 45 minutes. teacher use of l1 in the classroom was quantified across 
the units within the lessons. 

there are various ways to quantify teacher language use in classrooms, including word counting, 
function analysis and sampling. In this study, the use of l1 and l2 by teachers was quantified through 
the method of sampling, as in duff and Polio (1990). this method of sampling teacher talk was thought 
efficient enough to provide general information about how frequently the four teachers used l1 and l2 
in class. It was also the least time-consuming of the three methods. teachers’ utterances across a whole 
unit of teaching were coded every 15 seconds and categorised according to a coding system adapted from 
duff and Polio (1990), as seen in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 1: Coding system of language use in class (adapted from Duff and Polio 1990)

a l1  utterance is completely in l1

b l1c  utterance is in l1 with one word or phrase in target language 

c Mix  utterance is approximately an equal mixture of l1 and target language

d l2c  utterance is in target language with one word or phrase in l1

e l2  utterance is completely in target language

f Pause  no speech

g	 ?			 utterance	not	clear	enough	to	be	coded
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33 the quantification of l1 use was compared with teacher beliefs, as revealed in the questionnaire, to see to 

what extent the beliefs were consistent with teaching behaviours. 

Results

General attitudes

As seen in Figure 2, this group of teachers did not show strong disagreement about the use of l1 (mean 
=	3.12).	Although	there	was	a	tendency	to	disagree	with	L1	use,	this	tendency	towards	disagreement	was	
not high because the mean 3.12 was close to the neutral point 3. As a whole, the teachers seemed to hold 
neutral attitudes towards using l1 in their l2 teaching. this suggested that the teachers did not consider 
l1 to be a completely impeding factor, as the monolingual approach implies. 

 
Figure 2: Teachers’ overall attitudes towards the L1

N	=	61
Mean	=	3.12
Minimum	=	2.07
Maximum	=	4.00
Standard	deviation	=	0.40

2.00	–	2.49

pe
r	

ce
nt

2.50	–	2.99 3.00	–	3.49 3.50	–	3.99 4.00	–	4.49

The	individual	teachers	differed	in	their	attitudes	towards	the	use	of	L1	from	agreement	(minimum	=	
2.07)	to	disagreement	(maximum	=	4.00).	This	indicated	that	teachers	at	one	end	of	the	scale	were	likely	
to hold positive attitudes towards the use of the l1 (referred to as pro-L1), while teachers at the other 
end might have negative attitudes towards the use of the l1 (referred to as anti-L1). the varied attitudes 
towards the use of l1 implied that the monolingual approach might not be the single principle guiding 
teacher attitudes. the rationale underlying positive attitudes towards l1 must be different from those 
underlying negative attitudes.

teachers’ beliefs about the use of l1, as shown in Figure 2, formed a contrast to the theories about l1 
in language pedagogy. As suggested before, the monolingual approach to l2 teaching is so dominant in 
language pedagogy that it has become an underlying assumption that l1 should be avoided. However, this 
is only a theoretical proposition, which does not really reflect what language teachers do in their teaching 
practices. no matter how influential the monolingual approach is, the group of teachers examined in 
the study did not show strong disagreement with l1 use, although individual teachers differed in their 
attitudes. 

All teacher attitudes towards the use of l1 need to be interpreted with the assumption that l2 is the 
major medium in l2 teaching. since the target of language learning is l2, it is assumed that no one 
teaches l2 entirely through l1. two items in the questionnaire illustrate and support these assumptions 
regarding teacher attitudes towards the use of l1. First, the statement, The learners’ L1 should be the medium 
of instruction in the L2 classes, was concerned with whether l1 should be the medium in l2 teaching. For 
the teacher responses, the mean was 4.15, which indicated that the group of teachers disagreed with the 
general notion of l1 being the medium in l2 teaching. However, when it came to whether l1 should be 
avoided completely, teachers had different views. the mean of the statement, The use of the L1 is inevitable 
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34 when teachers are teaching the L2, was 2.10, which suggested that the group of teachers agreed about the 

inevitability of l1 use in their l2 teaching. Although the group of teachers thought that l2 should be 
the major medium, they also seemed to believe that l1 could not be avoided completely. the two items 
illustrated the underlying assumptions that teachers held; that is, teachers in general would not accept l1 
as the major medium in l2 teaching, but they nevertheless agreed that l1 could play a supplementary 
part in the l2 classroom. 

the label pro-L1, as employed in this study, does not mean, as its name suggests, that teachers supported 
the idea of teaching l2 mainly through l1. Instead, it indicates that teachers might favour the use of l1 as 
a supplementary medium, when l2 was taught mainly through the l2 itself. similarly, the anti-L1 teachers 
showed general disapproval of l1 use or a belief in limiting its use, even though they accepted that it was 
impossible to avoid making some use of l1. As shown in Figure 2, attitudes were not widely distributed 
on the scale, with no teacher demonstrating strong pro-L1 or strong anti-L1 attitudes. therefore, the 
teachers agreed or disagreed with the use of l1 as a supplementary medium in l2 teaching to certain 
degrees.

the teachers’ attitudes towards the use of l1 across different areas of l2 teaching were also 
investigated, as shown in table 1. Across the five areas, teachers revealed a slight acceptance of the use 
of	L1	in	grammar	teaching	and	learning	(m	=	2.66).	Although	the	teachers	were	fairly	neutral	(with	
a mild tendency to the negative) about l1 use in general, when specifically referring to vocabulary 
and	translation,	they	were	rather	more	negative	about	the	effect	of	L1	use	on	learners	(mean	=	3.70).	
It is interesting to see that while the majority of teachers thought l1 use could have negative effects 
on learners, they were relatively accepting of l1 use in grammar teaching and learning. this could be 
explained by teachers accepting the notion that l1 could play a supplementary role in l2 teaching. 

Table 1: Teacher attitudes towards the L1 across the five areas

Mean Minimum Maximum Range Standard 
deviation

General	attitudes 3.06 1.80 4.60 2.80 0.60

Grammar 2.66 1.63 3.63 2.00 0.45

Vocabulary 3.14 2.00 4.75 2.75 0.63

Translation	as	a	strategy 3.05 1.00 4.50 3.50 0.69

Effects	on	learners 3.70 2.43 5.00 2.57 0.58

It can be seen from table 1 that differences existed across the areas. teacher attitudes towards the use of l1 
ranged from agreement to disagreement (range ≥ 2 in each area), although differences were less obvious 
in the area of grammar. 
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35 Comparison of EM and NEM teacher attitudes 

In addition to exploring general attitudes towards the use of l1, the study originally intended to compare 
the attitudes of teachers of eMs and teachers of neMs. these two groups of teachers teach english to 
students with different language competence and different learning targets. due to the different levels 
of students, the original study hypothesised that teachers of eMs and teachers of neMs might hold 
different attitudes towards the use of l1 in l2 teaching. to compare the attitudes of these teachers, an 
independent-samples t-test was used. the t-test compared the means of the two groups in terms of their 
attitudes towards the use of l1 and the results suggested that there was no significant difference between 
the	teachers	of	EMs	and	teachers	of	NEMs	(t	=	0.79,	p	>	0.05).	The	group	statistics	of	number,	mean	and	
standard deviation are shown in table 2.

 
Table 2: Group statistics in T-tests

Number Mean Standard deviation

Teachers	of	EMs 21 3.20 0.42

Teachers	of	NEMs 40 3.15 0.37

the means across the five different areas were also compared. As shown in table 3, there was no 
significant difference between teachers of eMs and teachers of neMs in their attitudes across the five 
areas. 

Table 3: Mean and standard deviation (SD) across the five areas

Teachers	of	EMs	(N	=	21) Teachers	of	NEMs	(N	=	40)

Mean SD Mean SD

General	attitudes 0.552	(p	>	0.05) 3.13 0.65 3.03 0.60

Grammar 0	.438	(p	>	0.05) 2.70 0.56 2.64 0.39

Vocabulary 1.015	(p	>	0.05) 3.26 0.67 3.08 0.61

Translation	as	 
a	strategy

0.509	(p	>	0.05) 3.11 0.63 3.02 0.72

Effects	on	learners 0.491	(p	>	0.05) 3.74 0.55 3.67 0.59

the results of the t-test disproved the original hypothesis. Although the two groups of teachers taught 
students at different levels of english competence, teachers of eMs and teachers of neMs did not appear 
to differ significantly in their attitudes towards the use of l1. this might imply that the level of students 
is probably not a factor that influences teacher attitudes. It seemed that these teachers, all of whom shared 
the l1 of their students, used l1 inevitably in their l2 teaching, regardless of the level of their students. 
when teachers and students share the same l1, it appears that teachers treat l1 as a resource to which 
they inevitably resort in their teaching practices. It was therefore assumed that there must be other factors 
that played a decisive role in the attitudes towards the use of l1. 
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36 Distribution of L1 and L2 use in observed lessons

It was acknowledged that qualitative analysis of classroom interaction would present a richer description 
of consistency or inconsistency between stated beliefs and actual practice. due to the limited scope, 
however, this paper does not present the details of interviews with teachers and classroom observations, 
but instead focuses on the analysis from a quantitative perspective. Four teachers with contrasting beliefs 
were selected, as presented in table 4. the main criterion for selecting these teachers was attitudes towards 
the use of l1, as reflected in the questionnaires. two teachers were selected from the pro-l1 teachers and 
two were chosen from the anti-l1 teachers. 

Table 4: Profile of four teachers in the case study

Name Attitude Mean Age Gender Position Students

Alice Pro-L1 2.57 36 F Associate	professor NEMs

Peter Pro-L1 2.61 31 M Lecturer EMs

Vivian Anti-L1 3.71 24 F Teaching	assistant NEMs

Mandy Anti-L1 3.82 29 F Lecturer NEMs

the four teachers were observed over a unit of teaching (six lessons). table 5 shows the distribution of 
l1 and l2 use across the unit. the coding as outlined in Figure 1 was used to categorise the utterances. 
l1c refers to an utterance that is in l1 but with one word or phrase in l2. In the analysis of teacher talk, 
l1c was treated the same as l1, in accordance with duff and Polio (1990). therefore, l1 and l1c were 
considered to represent utterances in l1. In the same way, l2 and l2c were treated as referring to teacher 
talk in l2. the percentages of l1 and l2 talk by each of the four teachers are listed in table 5.

Table 5: Percentage of teacher talk

L1 L1c Mix L2c L2

Alice 28.8	+ 3.4 =	32.2 15.9 49.1	+ 2.7 =	51.8

Peter 9.7	+ 0.8 =	10.5 3.2 84.7	+ 1.6 =	86.3

Vivian 16.9	+ 3.4 =	20.3 7.9 70.5	+ 1.3 =	71.8

Mandy 13.6	+ 7.9 =	21.5 19.6 51.9	+ 7.1 =	59.0

All the teachers, despite their contrasting beliefs, used a certain amount of l1 in their l2 teaching. this 
was consistent with the beliefs inferred from the questionnaire that the use of l1 was unavoidable in l2 
teaching. the percentages of l1 use, excluding the mix category, ranged from 10.5% to 32.2%, while the 
percentages of l2 use ranged from 51.8% to 86.3%. Generally speaking, l2 was the major medium in all 
classrooms, but l1 still played a role in each classroom. 

In the questionnaire, Alice demonstrated positive attitudes towards the use of l1 and she used it most 
in class. It seemed that her stated beliefs were consistent with her teaching behaviours. Peter held similar 
beliefs about the use of l1 to Alice, but he used l1 the least. this did not necessarily mean inconsistency 
on the part of Peter, as he used l1 more than 10.5% in class. Probably because his english major students 
were more competent in l2, Peter did not have to resort to l1 as much as the teachers of neMs. the 
students’ ability in l2 might have an effect on the l1-related behaviours of teachers. However, student 
ability did not play a decisive role in teacher attitudes. For example, Peter, although teaching eMs who 
had a comparatively higher level of the l2, still held pro-l1 attitudes. student l2 ability was shown to be 
a factor that influenced the amount of l1 the teachers used and the way they used it, but not whether 
they would use it or not.  

Vivian and Mandy held comparatively negative attitudes towards the use of l1, which suggested that 
they might disagree with l1 use in l2 teaching. However, analysis of their teaching practices indicated 
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37 that l1 occupied more than 20% of class time: 20.3% for Vivian and 21.5% for Mandy. In fact, Vivian 

spoke l1 less than Mandy, and her discourse in mixed medium was only 7.9%, while Mandy’s was 19.6%. 
Vivian used l2 more than Mandy. In terms of the utterances, Vivian employed l2 in 71.8% of the class 
time, compared with Mandy’s 59%. the observed lessons illustrated that the most l1 use by Vivian 
occurred when she was dealing with exercises provided in the textbook. Vivian resorted very infrequently 
to l1 in her teaching of text and vocabulary. It appeared that Vivian’s stated beliefs were consistent with 
her behaviours in teaching text and vocabulary, but were not reflected in her teaching of exercises. In 
contrast, Mandy demonstrated no great difference in her l1 use across the different teaching areas. she 
used l1 in teaching vocabulary and texts, as well as the exercises. the analysis of her l1 use revealed a 
possible inconsistency with her stated beliefs, as outlined in the questionnaire. Based on the quantification 
of l1 use, it seemed that there was both consistency and inconsistency between the stated beliefs of the 
teachers and their teaching practices. 

Discussion

this study has shed light on our understanding of teacher beliefs about the use of l1 from several aspects.

1	 	The	group	of	teachers,	as	a	whole,	showed	a	slight	tendency	to	disagree	with	the	use	of	L1	(m	=	
3.12). However, this tendency was so slight that the whole group of teachers could be considered to 
hold almost neutral attitudes. this means that the whole group of teachers did not see l1 as merely a 
negative influence in l2 learning and teaching. Instead, they appeared to recognise both positive and 
negative effects of l1. As individuals, these teachers differed in their attitudes, ranging from pro-l1 
to anti-l1. this diversity of attitudes implied different rationales underlying their attitudes. Both the 
almost neutral attitudes of the whole group and the differing attitudes among individual teachers 
suggest that the monolingual approach, though powerful and influential in theory, does not seem to 
function as the main principle in language teaching. It seems that this group of teachers may consider 
the l1 issue from different perspectives, instead of blindly espousing the theoretical proposition of the 
monolingual approach.

2  the study suggests that there is no significant difference between the teachers of eM students and 
the teachers of neM students in terms of their attitudes towards the use of l1. student levels of l2 
proficiency appear not to be a decisive factor influencing whether the teachers used l1 or not in 
class, especially as both teachers and students shared the same l1. Usually teachers resort to l1 when 
they worry about student understanding. However, this study reveals that l1 may also be inevitable 
in the l2 class, even when students have no difficulty in understanding. In the context of china, 
l1 is a resource that both teachers and students share in common, so teachers may actively employ 
l1 as a tool to facilitate l2 teaching and learning. this study has indicated that one direction for 
future research into the use of l1 could focus on exploring the various ways to take advantage of l1 
positively in the l2 classroom.

3  the consistency and inconsistency between the stated beliefs of the teachers and their teaching 
practices provided more insights. the inconsistency implied that stated attitudes may not represent 
the whole picture of teacher beliefs. As Pajares (1992: 314) has pointed out, ‘beliefs cannot be directly 
observed or measured but must be inferred from what people say, intend and do’. teachers’ beliefs 
about the use of l1 have to be examined within teaching contexts, with a focus on how contextual 
factors influence beliefs and behaviours. Furthermore, consistency does not necessarily mean a 
direct correlated relationship between stated beliefs and behaviours. For example, when a pro-l1 
teacher uses a considerable amount of l1 in class, we do not know whether all l1 uses are due to 
pro-l1 attitudes. It is reasonable to assume that sometimes the teacher may resort to l1 because of 
contextual constraints or other considerations. 
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38 Conclusion

this small study cannot reveal how teacher beliefs are presented in teaching practices and their use of l1 
in classroom. Further studies may provide better understandings by examining other aspects of this issue 
from a qualitative perspective. All the findings of this study have to be understood within the limitations 
of sample size and the research context. Although no generalisations could be made from this single 
study, it does reveal the variety of teachers’ beliefs about the use of l1. the complexity of the l1 issue 
has illustrated the value and importance of investigating the issues, and more qualitative and quantitative 
studies need to be undertaken to deepen our understanding of teacher beliefs about the use of l1 in 
language teaching. 
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