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TABOOS IN EFL

by José Manuel da Silva

I. Introduction
Maybe “taboo” is not the most appropriate word to describe certain aspects of EFL which have, during these past years, been either neglected, or misinterpreted, or overemphasized, or even, surprisingly as it may be, feared. I stand by the term, however, inasmuch as it definitely draws attention to those aspects, and, truth be told, it is not altogether that absurd since some of these aspects have become anathema in EFL; the mere mention of them causes shrills of repulsion, thus deeming the professional outdated and anachronic.

This work aims at bringing those aspects to light, in order to determine their proper value, hopefully providing teachers with a new, distinct, more mature view of relevant issues in EFL. At the turn of the century, living in a globalized society, we cannot downplay new discoveries and theories, nor underrate the importance of old ideas, which, after some necessary adjustment, still hold true and effective. Unfortunately, we embrace new principles so thoroughly and symbiotically that we do away, at once and without a second thought, with everything that we used to believe in.

We shall try to readdress issues such as theory and practice, teacher control, research, structuralism, authentic language, creation and creativity, teaching materials, non-native teachers, and the use of learners’ native language in class. The discussions will not be final or exhaustive, serving the sole purpose of showing teachers the implications of old and new interpretations of these topics,  as they relate to the EFL teaching and learning processes.

II. Theory and Practice
Many teachers shun theory, some allegedly due to lack of time to keep up with the latest findings in the various areas of research, others because they really believe that practical guidebooks are more in keeping with “modern” teaching. I have observed that in universities, in seminars, everywhere teachers nowadays seem to privilege the more “practical” courses, thus hoping to acquire a handful of new strategies and techniques to use with their students in class. What these teachers fail to see is that theory would enable them to devise their own personalized strategies and techniques on the spot.

This is not to say that all there is is a group of amateur, lay teachers with a poor academic background; neither does it mean that manuals and guidebooks are worthless and should be avoided. What I am trying to say is that on the one hand teachers should not only and always depend on such books to prepare their classes; they would profit immensely more from deeper investigations into the several areas of research in existence today. On the other hand, manuals are tools to enhance and/or complement the class, not essential material to become the center of the teaching/learning process, especially because such books are final products, therefore superficial in terms of the underlying theory that led to them. This tendency of searching for the “practical” instead of the “theoretical” becomes actually a vicious circle: the teacher avoids theory and looks for practical manuals which present no theory, rending the teacher more dependent on them since he/she does not develop his/her critical sense and intellectual abilities, through the exercise of analyzing and discussing theory; knowing less, he/she will avoid theory even more, and so on.

It is understandable that our computerized society, our learners included, places more importance on short-term objectives and products offered already in their final version, hence some teachers’ justification for being more practice-oriented, and hence the parade of tantalizing pieces of multicolored paper coupled with thrilling, dance-like activities. Notwithstanding, it must be clear that I am referring to theory as far as the teacher is concerned, not the learner; the short-term objectives, the final products, the myriad of papers and activities are all valid, but it is important that the teacher knows exactly where they come from, so that he/she knows exactly why they are being used.

I have developed this subject elsewhere (da Silva, 1994; see Appendix A), but what needs to be stressed here is the fact that theory precedes practice, no matter what area of study is under scrutiny. No carpenter can make a simple table if he/she does not have at least a faint image in his/her mind of what a table essentially is; by the same token, a teacher reproducing strategies and techniques gathered from teaching cookbooks may be making tables at which nobody will be able to sit safely.

EFL teachers are specialists, just like in any other professional area, and as such we must be constantly familiarized with what is happening in the field, so that we may constantly streamline our teaching materials and techniques, a view also highlighted by Widdowson: “I would argue that teachers who reject theory as being irrelevant to practice not only misunderstand the nature of their work, but at the same time undermine the profession.” (1991:xi) This view is shared and further expanded by Medgyes: “it is not a luxury for teachers to pursue learning, but an absolute necessity. If they are not prepared to make such efforts, no teachers should be allowed into the classroom. And doomed is the country which does not give enough leeway for its teachers to learn.” (1994:83)

III. Teacher Control
Student-centered methodologies have come, apparently, to stay. We cannot deny the efficacy of this approach, if compared to what was in evidence before its appearance, that is, teacher-centered methodologies. Placing more emphasis on the student clearly facilitates the learning process, given the higher degree of student-student interaction in a context where the teacher works as a facilitator, not anymore as a demanding, authoritarian leader who established draconian rules to be followed by the students. (I shall discuss some problems involving these two notions, “teacher-centeredness” and “student-centeredness,” further on in this section.)

Nevertheless, as is most always the case, teachers and educators have overgeneralized these principles to such an extent that nowadays expressions like “teacher-centered,” “teacher control,” and by extension “control,” “guidance” and “authority” are banned from pedagogic “educated, updated” speech. As Biao puts it: “in the domain of second language teaching, the word ‘control’ has a somewhat negative implication and often has been associated with classroom activities considered as old-fashioned, teacher-centered or non-communicative. (...) Many teachers are confused with the concept and hesitate to act. Some of them attack ‘control’ only verbally while continuing to put it into practice.” (1996:4)

The whole idea of teaching, though, presupposes some control, otherwise total chaos settles; the mere existence of a teacher presupposes guidance, reflected in the careful preparation of classes. According to Widdowson, we must not overlook  “the need for preconceived ideas as a condition for effective language teaching and learning. Teaching and learning: the order is significant. For the preconceived ideas are used by the teacher to control the learning process. They define pedagogic principles. This view is not, I know, a popular one. The notion of teacher control is anathema in many quarters. It sounds illiberal.” (1991:xii) Widdowson’s opinions, concerning the necessity of a certain control in the teaching process, are reverberated in different parts of the world: “whatever activity is to be executed, it must have a goal to attain, a form of organisation to take on, a group of students to participate and a series of actions to carry out.” (Biao, 1996:7)

A parallel emerges at this point between what Widdowson mentions concerning “teaching and learning, in this order,” reproduced above, and what has been discussed in Section II above, theory and practice, also in this order: teaching requires theory (for the teacher), whereas learning is essentially practice (for the students). Although this conclusion is just a rough sketch of how these factors interact, we might attempt the following diagram (Figure 1), just for the sake of illustration. (The crossed interrupted lines are just a reminder of the importance of theory for the learners, and of practice for the teachers, in the correct proportion.)
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FIGURE 1
All in all, education as a whole presupposes a lot of preconceived ideas: a curriculum, a syllabus, a textbook, extra materials, a class plan, and a guiding line which leads the class through its connecting parts. Control, in such a context, emerges solely as a means to curb unexpected problems: “proper control involves restrictions, but it does so only when undesirable behaviors appear.” (Biao, 1996:5) Therefore, to avoid the reality of teacher control is to get rid once and for all of the idea of teaching, and of the figure of the teacher. Widdowson explains: “there must always be some points of reference to give direction to the process and it is the teachers’ task to provide them. The idea that learners will learn efficiently for themselves if they are left alone is, I believe, misconceived. If natural learning was so effective there would be no need for education at all.” (1991:xiii) Learner-centeredness, albeit essential to more intense foreign language acquisition, should not be viewed so radically as, so to speak, teacher-centeredness once was: “if we, in our zeal to be ‘humanistic,’ become too ‘learner-centered’ with regard to ‘control,’ we undermine the learner’s most basic need, which is for security.” (E. W. Stevick. Teaching Languages: A Way and Ways. Newbury House, 1980:33. Quoted in Medgyes, 1994:21)

The issue, then, is not to deny or refuse teacher control in the EFL class; it is in fact a concrete and inescapable reality. The secret is to achieve the correct ratio between “teacher control,” and, let us put it this way, “student freedom,” so that the relation teaching/learning is maximized to the point where the teacher begins to set the stage for the learner to be more self-sufficient and more responsible for his/her own progress, or as Maslow acknowledges: “a great dilemma for almost everyone, including teachers, is how to strike the right balance between being the ‘therapist’ and the ‘policeman’ at appropriate times.” (A. H. Maslow. Toward a Psychology of Being. D. van Nostrand Company Inc., 1968. Quoted in Medgyes, 1994:21). In fact, the notions of “control” and “freedom” are relative, especially when considered from another perspective: “ ‘control and freedom’ are two related notions, but they are not necessarily opposites. ‘Control’ can mean the simultaneous gaining and losing of ‘freedom,’ the gaining of freedom within a limit and the losing of freedom beyond that limit.” (Biao, 1996:5) Widdowson complements the idea: “pedagogy presupposes control and control presupposes preconceived ideas. The central question is how this control is to be exercised tactically, tightened or relaxed so as to facilitate the learning process: how preconceived ideas are to be evaluated and modified to accommodate unpredictable developments in the classroom.” (1991:xiii)

Since this work is intended at the discussion of aspects of ELT which have suffered some kind of distortion or misunderstanding, thus becoming “taboos,” I shall briefly mention two more. The first is the exaggerated interdependence between “communication” and “lack of control.” It is assumed by a great number of teachers that the less control a teacher exerts on the class, the more communicative it will be; these two parameters, however, are independent, as Biao explains: “experience has shown, according to my observation, that a properly controlled lesson can be very communicative, and a communicative method can fail in an uncontrolled or badly-controlled lesson.” (1996:6) Actually, one of the drawbacks of the communicative approach lies in a, so to speak, laissez-faire attitude towards errors and mistakes, due to an erroneous interpretation of the recommended, advocated prevalence of “communication” over “form.”

The second aspect to be considered regards the dichotomy “teacher-centeredness/learner-centeredness.” These two terms have unfortunately been made mutually exclusive, to the detriment of ELT, whereas an ideal, logical, more encompassing methodology should aim at a balance of both. To simplify the discussion, I reproduce below a passage taken from Biao (1996), which objectively elucidates the matter:


From the interdependence of “control” and “freedom,” we can infer that the distinction or opposition between “teacher-centredness” and “learner-centredness” is inaccurate and misleading, because both labels can mean the two related sides of the same thing: the central role of the teacher in teaching and the central role of the student in learning. The so-called teacher centredness does not necessarily lead to the loss of the learners’ focussing on the use of the language in the classroom as on their own initiative. On the contrary, it is precisely the teacher’s direct control of the classroom activities that guarantees the full play of the students’ potentials and initiative. The teacher can be allowed, as Stevick (1980) suggests, [E. Stevick. Teaching Languages: A way and ways. Newbury House, 1980.] “to keep nearly 100 percent of control while at the same time the learner is exercising nearly 100 percent of the initiative.” (1996:5)

IV. Research
It follows from our discussion in Section II above that teachers must be in close and constant contact with new trends in EFL, so that they can streamline their teaching strategies and techniques, in accordance with the latest findings in EFL research. However, this is a very delicate area, and teachers must be wary not to be prompted to jump to hasty conclusions. Any research is undoubtedly well-intentioned, and researchers surely have well-defined goals when conducting specific studies, but the results, no matter how trustworthy, precise and reliable, not always apply to a given context. “Research: apply with caution.” (Widdowson, 1991:26) Therefore, if on the one hand it is part of a teacher’s updating methods to be in contact with what is being developed in the field, on the other hand it is recommended that teachers critically, deeply analyze new principles, theories, techniques, or empirical results of a research before applying them to his/her particular setting. “Research from outside, whether descriptive, experimental or speculative, cannot therefore be directly transposed to the classroom context.” (Widdowson, 1991:3) The reason behind this caveat is somewhat obvious: whenever some research is conducted, there is a very specific corpus of data, as well as a very specific set of variables at play; all this conditions the results of the research to those variables, and although findings may be manipulated and/or adapted to different situations, this process of adjustment must be carried out with due attention to all the necessary modifications implied. (These ideas are further developed in Section VIII.)

This preoccupation is not new. Jokobovits, back in 1969, discussed the validity and hazards of applying research conclusions indiscriminately to classroom practices, without proper adjustments: “this tendency consists of an attempt to justify teaching practices of a particular kind by appealing to experimental findings in the laboratory that deal with materials of an entirely different order of complexity than the learning task in question.” (1969:58) This is not supposed to mean that research conducted in a certain area (psychology, sociology) cannot be useful ( and used ( in language teaching, nor that conclusions obtained from one specific teaching/learning context cannot be extended to another ( the key word again is caution or adaptation: “extrapolation from laboratory experiments to real life learning situations is not a scientifically rigorous process. Nevertheless, it is possible to be systematic without at the same time being rigid about the manner in which additions to knowledge are made.” (Jakobovits, 1969:55)

“Principles are abstractions. They have to be actualized as techniques in the particular circumstances of different classrooms. (...) A technique may be consistent with a principle but ineffective for a particular group of learners. This may be a case of inadequate actualization, and this would call for a change of technique. On the other hand, of course, it may be that the principle itself needs to be questioned.” (Widdowson, 1991:3) It is very common to see teachers, after they participate in lectures, seminars, or workshops, desperately trying to use in their classes every new activity they have just learned: at times it may work out satisfactorily, but this is not always the case.

The comments above may seem slightly paradoxical, in relation to the encouragement I forwarded towards the need to be constantly in touch with new findings and materials in EFL (Section II). Not so. Only through the constant intellectual exercise which takes place when examining, analyzing and discussing different academic points of view can professionals develop the necessary critical sense to (1) decide what is relevant and what is not to his/her particular needs at the time, and (2) promote all the necessary adaptations, so that principles and materials may be used appropriately.

To sum up, “the pedagogic relevance of research outside the classroom can only be realized by research inside the classroom. This is not to diminish the importance of controlled empirical study and the value of its findings, but to suggest that the extent of its usefulness can only be established by continuing enquiry and experimentation in the classroom. This too is research, even though we may not honour it with the name.” (Widdowson, 1991:26)

V. Structuralism
Whenever a new orientation emerges, and this can be said of any science, unfortunately it is common practice to criticize, ostracize, or even denigrate what was being done before. However, despite all the hard times, some theories, or parts of them, officially or unofficially resist and survive severe academic battles. Finocchiaro, in similar vein, states that “many theories and methods favored at the turn of the century are still in use in classes today in many parts of the world. Moreover, and this is another truth about language teaching and learning, few theories and methods practiced in the past have disappeared completely. (...) We improve them, discard the nonproductive features in them, but much remains, which is then integrated into a succeeding approach.” (1989:6) Structuralism has gone through the same process, and although essentially structuralist, Finocchiaro provides us with a very clear, open-minded view of this issue, focusing precisely on the most common arguments against structuralism:

To take a fairly recent example, we still utilize some facets of the audio-lingual method with its emphasis on structural linguistics and behaviorist psychology. We have not done away with dialogues, but those found in texts today are shorter and more lifelike. Moreover, we now make certain that learners comprehend the meaning of all utterances through pictures, gestures, dramatization, or native language equivalents (in classes where all the learners understand the same language). We enable learners to remember dialogue utterances through role playing and other forms of dramatization but never through brute memorization. We still make time, where necessary, to engage in pattern drills, but utterances today are usually contextualized, leading to ease in habit formation and, therefore, to fluency. We still believe ( and recent research does not disprove this ( that a student response which is rewarded by the teacher is reinforced and learned, while negative, insensitive teacher reaction of feedback can be detrimental to learning since the affective filter will be raised and will thus reject the material. (1989:6)

After behaviorism, and structuralism with it, lost its privileged position among EFL academicians, criticisms abounded, and the word today evokes everything that EFL should not aspire to be. More communicative approaches have been perfected and made available to the new generations of teachers, but at least a few of the structuralist tenets which had their heyday some decades ago are still in use by respectable teachers throughout the world. It is, therefore, valid to consider a couple of the strongest criticisms against this particular methodology.

We have been exhaustively told that the main difference between the communicative approach and structuralism is that the former gives more importance to meaning than to form, and that the latter did not consider meaning at all, the importance being given completely to form. Let us consider typically structuralist samples such as:


(1) This is a book.


(2) I’m walking to the door.


(3) This is a man. He’s sitting on a chair.

It is easy to see that they are simplistic in meaning, obvious, repetitive, but they do have meaning attached to form. The teacher, under structuralist guidelines, needed to devise a context (simple, it is true, but still a context) where these sentences would make sense; moreover, substitution drills [in (1) notebook, pen, pencil, in place of book, and in (2) He’s, She’s, They’re, in place of I’m], although mechanical and maybe monotonous, provide variations of meaning, whenever form is changed. Sentence (3) is not the best example of complementation of context, but it is indeed meaningful. Anyway, not as meaningful as (4) below:


(4) I’m walking to the door. I need another bottle.

Structuralists did not find a more effective way to focus on meaning, so form received more attention, but to say that they did not focus on meaning is untrue. Communicative approaches have negotiated the problem more efficiently.

Another strong criticism against structuralism is the heavy amount of repetition, in those famous repetition drills and minimal-pair exercises. We condemn the practice very comfortably today, but we must acknowledge that children learn through repetition. Because of this, perhaps the problem is not the repetition itself, but the excess of the practice. As for the substitutions and transformations (those who taught audio-lingual methods can very well relate to this), to a certain extent they break the routine, offer some model patterns for the learners, and provide a reasonable amount of language play. From a different perspective, it is also important to take into consideration what the learners themselves rate as effective and ineffective techniques. Several studies have been devoted to the subject, and the results are significant: “research on successful language learners (Rubin, 1975, and Stern, 1980) point to two characteristics which support the inclusion of structural exercises among teaching activities: (a) learners want to practice, to repeat; and (b) learners look for patterns and regularities.” (Grannier-Rodrigues & Lombello, 1997:43-44) [Translation mine.]

Therefore, “total rejection of behaviourist theory is not more reasonable than total acceptance. For when one considers the matter, it is clear that there must be some aspects of language learning which have to do with habit formation. Effective communication depends on the immediate and automatic access to linguistic forms so that the mind can consciously engage in the more creative business of negotiating meaning.” (Widdowson, 1991:11) This discussion is not directed at promoting a revival of structuralist practices in EFL, but simply to stress the fact that some of those practices are not “evil,” and may be used to supplement more modern materials; if the methodology itself did not prove to be as effective as more recent ones, that does not mean total rejection of some interesting aspects of behaviorist-based practices and materials. As a matter of fact, “whatever the methodology chosen, one must acknowledge, then, that structural practices are in keeping with learners’ natural needs” (Grannier-Rodrigues & Lombello, 1997:44) [translation mine]; this should not be interpreted as an inalienable truth, but merely as one more factor to be considered in ELT.

In conclusion, from a pragmatic point of view, we might say (and this is stated deliberately as an overgeneralization) that structuralists taught language by stating the obvious, not by providing contexts which could be filled with language. On the other hand, I do not know of any better activity to practice pronunciation, difficult words, or complicated grammar topics, than a good old short drill...

NOTE: Most of what was discussed in this Section, including the examples, was taken from a lecture by Dr. H. G. Widdowson, “Context, community, and authentic language,” given at the 32nd TESOL Seminar, Seattle, 1998.

VI. Authentic Language
The expression “authentic language” has become a key word in EFL, with respect to textbooks and materials. It has been used somewhat indiscriminately, and has become slightly misleading in its interpretation: to some teachers, “authentic material” means material “used in the original language, in English”; to others, “authentic material” not only means material “used in the original language, in English,” but also material which depicts “contextualized situations and specific language found in English-speaking countries.” The former interpretation is obvious, inasmuch as it is expected that most of, if not all, the material used in an EFL class appears in English (for one of the exceptions, see Section X). The latter, however, presents some problems because of the increasing tendency to use any material whatsoever, the choice resting solely on its potential appeal to students; be it a text, a video or a newspaper headline, the bottom line is that it must illustrate a story, a scene, or news from an English-speaking country, as long as it is “interesting” for the learners and adds to their general culture concerning that one national context.

The first inconvenience is related to language. On several occasions, with the exception of textbooks, which are usually prepared by specialists, extra materials do not have the language appropriate to the level of a group of learners; it is very difficult to find “authentic” materials whose language is appropriate to beginners, for instance. This happens most frequently to videos, where there is a wide range of dialects and vocabulary which foreign learners fail to recognize. Some more recently published materials have been developed by companies assisted by EFL specialists; this has minimized the language problem, but the inadequacies still persist. The common argument which states that exposing learners to a wide variety of chunks of language is profitable in the long run does not apply because, as it is demonstrated by recent research, students learn when they are exposed to meaningful language; the mere fact that they are exposed to a large amount of chunks of language does not imply that they will retain those chunks, unless language is presented within the scope of an effective set of pre- and post-learning activities.

Recent psychological research has found out that we remember things by resorting to links previously created in our brains, associating facts, images, opinions, names, or any other, so to speak, “source of meaning.” A good example is that of two people being introduced by a third person: let us consider that Joan introduces Kathy to Scott, by saying: “Scott, this is Kathy, a friend of mine.” Conversation develops, and a little later the three depart. One day, Scott meets Kathy again, and there is little chance that he will remember her name. If Joan had introduced them by means of “Scott, this is Kathy, she works with me at Company X; actually, she is my boss, and we have gone to the same college in California,” and even if they had shortly afterwards departed, when Scott meets Kathy again, it is more probable that he will remember her name. The reason is simple: in the first case, Scott has fewer links in his mind ( a name, a body, and the fact that Kathy and Joan are friends; in the second case, Scott has more links on which to depend, so as to reconstruct the original contextual meaning ( a name, a body, the fact that Kathy and Joan are friends, the fact that both work at Company X, the fact that Kathy is Joan’s boss, the fact that Kathy and Joan went to college together, and the fact that this college was in California. The same principle applies to an EFL class, where the teacher should provide the learners with links, so that they may form associations which will eventually help them “make out” the meaning of words, for example, storing these words and meanings for future use, be it passive or productive ( the more links the better. It is easy to conclude, then, that mere exposition to language is not enough to help learners retain this language. Further discussions on the need to contextualize language can be found in Nation (1990), and in da Silva (1995). (For the latter, see Appendix B.)

The most serious inconvenience is related to context. Whenever a text is produced (text in this paragraph is understood as any linguistic instance, be it a written piece, a video segment, a listening exercise or any other sample of language), it is directed to a specific audience, within a clearly-defined cultural context. If that context is changed, theoretically the text will be invalidated, or at least have its impact affected, since the original audience is no longer there. Reality does not travel with context. As for the modern campaign for authentic language in the classroom, it is impossible to have real language in the classroom; learners are outsiders to that real community authentic to native speakers. What makes the text real is that it has been produced to a certain local context. If this context does not exist, the text is destroyed. (Widdowson, Seattle, 1998) The most common criterion to determine the choice of “authentic material” for use in an EFL program is appeal or cultural interest to learners, but again here the issue is misunderstood. Not all learners are interested in the same cultural aspects, even in the same foreign community, especially because it is just that: foreign. Considering Brazilian learners and American “authentic material,” just as an illustration, Fourth of July celebrations, James Dean, Halloween, a typical American Christmas party (with turkey, a Christmas tree, and snow), the American government, civil rights or environmentalism ( present in several different textbooks (, are not a sure bet in terms of appeal or cultural interest, let alone other more intrinsic features of American life and culture.

According to Widdowson, “authenticity of language in the classroom is bound to be, to some extent, an illusion. (...) The language presented to [language learners] may be a genuine record of native speaker behaviour, genuine, that is to say, as textual data, but to the extent that it does not engage native speaker response it cannot be realized as authentic discourse.” (1991:44-45) Unfortunately, the notion of “authenticity” has been widespread and misused, without the necessary reference to pragmatism and contextualization; pragmatic meaning in context does not require the importation of authentic language in the classroom since the classroom cannot replicate the original context. Language must be a reality for learners. Real language does not necessarily help; it provides artifices. (Widdowson, Seattle, 1998) Without proper adaptations, it must not be assumed that authentic materials will work as imagined; at times, adaptations may be made directly in the material, but most of the times, in order to turn the material into a more meaningful piece of language, it is necessary to devise accompanying activities which will address the incoherences and inadequacies of the original. Language for use in an EFL class must be primarily appropriate, not authentic. Appropriate language for learners is language that can be appropriated for learning. (Widdowson, Seattle, 1998)

It is true that some more recent material, as pointed out earlier, is being created with the assistance of EFL specialists, but the results are still dim, and, more importantly, most of this material, as is also the case with textbooks, is developed based on ESL research, not totally applicable to EFL situations. (This will be more detailed in Section VIII.) At any rate, there must be a way of coming to terms with the real text and EFL learners’ reality. (Widdowson, Seattle, 1998)

NOTE:  As in Section V above, most of what was discussed here was based on a lecture by Dr. H. G. Widdowson, “Context, community, and authentic language,” given at the 32nd TESOL Seminar, Seattle, 1998.

VII. Creation X Creativity
The concept of “creativity” has recently been associated with the way a teacher performs in class, that is to say, if a teacher is dynamic and charismatic, if he/she motivates the students and brings “appealing” material to class, he/she will be considered “creative.” (We have seen in the previous Section that the notion of “appealing” or “interesting” may be relative, concerning EFL materials.) However, a deeper analysis of the aforementioned features will disclose their superficiality, in the sense that they are external features, as far as an EFL class goes, although extremely necessary for a teacher, who, in possession of those features, will no doubt teach a very smooth and attractive class. It is not uncommon to find teachers who perform very well in class, but do not pass a more rigorous observation test, and even though students usually like them, the students themselves recognize that “there is something missing.” 

In terms of “creativity,” there is something more profound, which touches on the real effectiveness of a class, in other words, the involvement with, the internalization and retention of the material being taught. To facilitate the discussion, I shall distinguish between “creativity,” or the more superficial form of creativity, and “creation,” or the more profound form of creativity. A teacher who is in possession of the former shall be called, under this new terminology, “creative,” and a teacher who exhibits traits of the latter shall be called “inventive.” The creative teacher, then, performs excellently, and deals very easily with the adaptations of old materials, or new forms of presenting them; he/she also has a good ability to improvise. This teacher intuits very quickly what is necessary to cope with an unexpected situation, and usually this is a teacher who favors more practical aspects of language teaching; on the other hand, he/she will be always more dependent on existing materials with which to work. The inventive teacher, conversely, has all the characteristics of the creative teacher, plus the capacity to devise new materials himself or herself. This teacher also molds old materials according to his/her emerging needs, but he/she is able to create completely new materials if he/she does not find anything that suffices. He or she will therefore be less dependent on existing materials, besides prioritizing theoretical study, which will provide him or her with the necessary skill to transform and invent.

I have already developed these ideas in another article (da Silva, 1996; see Appendix C), from which I extracted the following diagram (Figure 2):
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FIGURE 2
If we take into account what was discussed in Section II and the conclusions from Section III, we could modify the diagram in Section III (Figure 1) as follows, summarizing what has been said so far (Figure 3):

	THEORY

INVENTIVE

TEACHER


	(

	(

	PRACTICE

CREATIVE

TEACHER


	(
	
	
	(

	TEACHING

	(

	(

	LEARNING


	
	
	
	

	(TEACHER)
	
	
	(LEARNER)


FIGURE 3
It is interesting to notice that Widdowson also mentions the same distinction, although in other terms: “the principles of pedagogy have to do with the craft of teaching. They cannot account for the artistry of the individual practitioner. On the other hand, individual artistry is likely to be enhanced by an increased consciousness of craft.” (Widdowson, 1991:61) My “creation” and “creativity” clearly refer, respectively, to his “craft” and “artistry.” The curiosity, it must be pointed out, is that both articles were written on different occasions, and without any reference to one another, bringing to light the fact that this is a problem felt in different parts of the EFL world, like many others. This also shows that language teaching has not reached a final, definite stage, leaving room for a lot of improvement, as acknowledged by Finocchiaro: “with only slight variations because of factors which may prevail in a local situation, teachers voice similar doubts and hopes.” (1989:vii)

One final consideration, also stressed by Widdowson in the quotation above, is that creation/craft may complement creativity/artistry, but not the other way around. It follows that, in my jargon, the “inventive” teacher is, by definition, also “creative,” his/her “creation” complementing and perfecting his/her “creativity,” but a “creative” teacher is not necessarily an “inventive” one. Nomenclature aside, it is pertinent to distinguish between these two kinds of professionals, so that teacher-training programs may assess more specific aspects of the teaching/learning process.

VIII. Teaching Materials
It is not very offensive to say that usually materials are “imposed” on teachers if we consider that teachers work for institutions that have, most of the times, a previously-designed syllabus, according to which textbooks are selected, without any consultation with the teachers; these teachers many times work on a come-and-go basis. Anyway, these teachers will be the ones to use those textbooks. The practice cannot be questioned since it is inherent in the employer/employee system. Nevertheless, it is advisable to be alert to the natural implications of the procedure.

The fact that we have to work with some material previously selected does not mean that we must agree with the rationale behind its selection, nor with the underlying theory that generated such material. Footballers may root for a team and play for another. It follows from Sections II, IV and VII above that teachers must develop a critical sense to come to terms with materials that are not necessarily totally appropriate to that one class, providing for its adaptation and complementation. The ideal methodology, as well as the ideal textbook, does not exist, that is for sure; therefore, even when we have a very good material in our hands, it will need some adjustment. This approach to the subject is spoused by authors of different orientations; Widdowson, for one: “which kind of syllabus a teacher has to work with is relatively unimportant. This is fortunate since she very often has no choice in the matter anyway. What is important is that teachers should understand the principles underlying the characterization of content in a particular syllabus so that they might adopt or adapt these effectively in the area where they do have room for independent action, namely in the mediating activities of classroom methodology.” (1991:138) Finocchiaro is another example: “moving to textbooks, we must accept the fact that the perfect textbook will never be written, especially for our learners in difficult situations. It is the teacher’s responsibility to add dialogues and relevant lexical items, to change the order of exercises or of sentences within the exercises, and to modify or delete sections that might be particularly counterproductive.” (1989:50) From Sections IV and VI above, it is clear that on the one hand research is conducted with one specific corpus in mind, and that textbooks, for example, are designed to a certain audience and its linguistic context, in other words, to learners within a very specific range of response and behavior. The teacher, using his/her expertise, will be the bridge to convey the original “message” to the target audience, generally very different from the one on which research was based to create the material being used. “Teaching materials usually provide very little in the way of explicit rationale which would enable teachers to modify them in a principled way with reference to the ideas which inform them. They are designed not for experimentation but for implementation. The teacher acts as a medium.” (Widdowson, 1991:30)

Concerning Brazil, a crucial problem is that we have a striking majority of EFL students, and practically most of the materials at our disposal come from ESL environments. This may seem irrelevant, but the sad news is that it is ever more difficult to keep learners motivated with the series available. Part of this difficulty emerges from the ESL origin of these materials, and part from an inadequacy of appropriate context, as discussed in Section VI above, “Authentic language.” The more a teacher is knowledgeable about what is going on in EFL research, the more malleable he/she will be, in order to work under any degree of adverse teaching conditions, firstly because he/she will be familiar with the theory that led to the material in use, and secondly because he/she will be familiar with the theory that is demanded to carry out the appropriate modifications, which leads us back to what was discussed in Sections II and IV above.

Let us take a closer look at how a typical research is conducted. The following diagram (Figure 4) is an over-simplification of what really happens, but will hopefully serve our illustrative purposes.




                                                                                                                   Usually different






FIGURE 4

Usually we depart from an assumption or proposition, which may be a principle already established, or a new idea; in both cases the researcher will try to confirm or deny the original assumption. What I have termed as “lab” is the body on which the steps of the research will be tested: it may be teachers, students, different kinds of material, a text, or any other substance under scrutiny, within a clearly-defined limit of observation. This lab will provide the corpus, that is, the actual data being analyzed, all the information obtained during the different phases of the research. The lab then becomes inalienably a very specific context on which all conclusions will be based. This context is necessarily composed of a set of complementary fragments which interrelate, e.g., age, location, level, nationality, or any other aspect relevant to the research. All the conclusions put forward after the research is completed will generate principles that will in turn give birth to methodologies, textbooks, materials, strategies, techniques, activities, among many other forms of teaching aids, which will surely, in one way or another, be applied to classes throughout the world, via seminars, workshops, publishing houses, or even the Internet. The crucial implication of any research, then, is that from the moment we modify one or more of the constituting elements of the original context, conclusions theoretically cease to be reliable. All materials originally developed, as a consequence, may need a varying degree of adaptations, or may not be applicable at all. 

Concerning the creation of textbooks adequate to different groups of learners, different approaches, techniques or activities must be taken into consideration. Medgyes warns:


While emphasizing the importance of needs analysis in ELT, for example, [proponents of learner-centredness] should not ignore students’ frequent objections to pairwork, groupwork, games, roleplays, simulations, projects and other trendy activities. Simultaneously, pleas for more grammar, more L1 explanations, more drills, more translation exercises and more error-correction should be taken seriously. (1994:21)

As we said before, several popular textbooks used in Brazil are produced in the context of ESL research, which present two basic and significant traits: (1) longer classes coupled with more classes per week, and (2) higher degrees of student motivation since students depend on the language being learned to survive. Other textbooks are indeed developed in the context of EFL research, but in different countries with different cultural, social, religious, and linguistic realities or needs. Ringbom addresses the same preoccupation: “the distinction between second language and foreign language is seen as an important one.” (1987:26) A suggestion is that textbooks and materials in general should be produced, taking into account the particular characteristics of the community or country where they are going to be eventually employed. To exemplify, topics which are appealing to Japanese learners may not be effective with Brazilians, in the same way that pairwork may prove extremely productive among, say, Mexican learners, whereas it may be an activity that will not have a good impact among Norwegians.

Medgyes courageously summarizes the factors underying the production of teaching materials nowadays:


Today ELT should not be regarded primarily as an educational mission ( it is a huge industry regulated by strict laws of market economy.


No wonder that ELT specialists working in, or sent by the Centre [that is core-English countries where English is the indigenous native language], treat the English language as their exclusive prerogative. Some of them reject the contribution of L1 out of hand, others reluctantly acknowledge its limited scope.


In all fairness, I do not blame them for this attitude. After all, publishing houses in the Centre cannot possibly cater for the specific needs of each periphery-country where English is being taught. Similarly, teacher trainers working in the Centre are unable to attend to individual demands within multilingual groups representing diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds. Nor is it feasible to devise examinations with international currency which take into account the peculiarities of all the candidates.


As the Centre cannot be expected to cope with this issue, ELT experts in the periphery countries should take steps. (1994:68)

It is therefore the teacher’s job to provide the connection between the “original context” that served to create the material, and the “actual context“ where this material is really being used, in the form of modifications, adaptations, complementation, or deletions of the whole or parts of the material at hand. The central idea then is not to criticize or rebel, but merely to develop the means to change inappropriate material into feasible possibilities, many times without having to stray away from established guidelines.

IX. The Non-Native Teacher
Believe it or not, non-native teachers have been, and still are discriminated in most parts. Several arguments have been used to defend the preference for native teachers. Some of these arguments are valid in terms of knowledge of or proficiency in the English language, but they do not validate the widespread potential superiority of NESTs (native-speaking teachers of English) over non-NESTs (non-native-speaking teachers of English), in Medgyes’s terminology. (Medgyes, 1994:ix)

In fact, this search for native speakers of English has its roots in the old days of foreign language teaching, reaching its peak with structuralism and the emphasis on perfect, close to native oral production. However, even in those days, some authors criticized this view: “unable to become a native speaker of the target language, which is what he [the native teacher] is really if illogically blamed for, he may be considered a faulty and inadequate substitute, even a tolerated necessary evil.” (Bedford, 1969:19)

Much of the “preference” for NESTs stems from the rejection of the use of learners’ native language in class, already spotted 30 years ago, still prevalent today: “admittedly, [the NEST’s] ability to explain in [learners’] native language is often regarded as something less than an asset abroad, where earlier and now outdated proscriptions against use of [learners’] native language in pursuit of the target language are still rigidly upheld.” (Bedford, 1969:20) Unfortunately, those proscriptions were not outdated, as Bedford claimed then; if they were, they have sometime made a comeback, for they are still alive.

A common argument in favor of NESTs is the fact that they, supposedly, speak a “more correct English.” This is already a debatable opinion because the English language itself nowadays is subjected to a wide diversity of dialects: “people living in different parts of the world speak English in their own ways, displaying linguistic features which reveal their roots. Thus British speakers can immediately be distinguished from American speakers, who can, in turn, be distinguished from Indian speakers of English. Similarly, a German accent is easily identified, and so is a Persian or Japanese accent. Furthermore, within each country, English speakers represent different dialects.” (Medgyes, 1994:4)

Lewis confirms the tendency: “indeed, there are so many ‘Englishes’ in the world that some researchers predict that English will fall into separate languages one day, due to mutual unintelligibility.” (L. W. Lewis. “The American and British Accents of English.” English Language Teaching Journal, vol. 25/3, 1971. Quoted in Medgyes, 1994:4) The same considerations apply to the discussion centered on what “standard English” really is: “although the battle between liberals and purists is camouflaged in linguistic or pseudo-linguistic arguments, it is often motivated by ideological and socio-political interests.” (Medgyes, 1994:5) Consequently, the variety of English one speaks should not have significant weight in rating teachers as good or bad, given the difficulty in establishing which variety is more appropriate.

Furthermore, a native speaker of English born in the U. S. usually understands a native speaker of English born in India or Jamaica and vice-versa ( even considering the different dialects used; likewise, the same native speaker born in the U. S. usually understands non-native speakers born in India or Jamaica and vice-versa provided that the latter are well-trained enough in the language, as proven by the ever-growing globalization which involves professionally so diverse areas as commerce, tourism, computing, arts or any other form of social interaction that uses English as a medium of expression. Whenever communication is broken between a native and a non-native speaker of English, or between two non-native speakers of English, it is due to insufficient training on the part of one (or the two) of them. This is not so surprising when we consider that at times two native speakers of the same language born in the same country do not understand each other fully if they are born in different regions, given dialectical variations in vocabulary, pronunciation, syntax, tempo or any other linguistic feature.

Maybe the demand for “native teachers” has its origins in the audiolingual approach: “introduction of the new approach [aural-oral] has greatly increased the demand for foreign teachers.” (Bedford, 1969:19) [NOTE: For Medgyes (1994), “native teacher,” or NEST, means “a teacher who is a native speaker of English” whereas “non-native teacher,” or non-NEST, means “a teacher who is a native speaker of another language.” For Bedford (1969), “native teacher” means “a teacher who is a native speaker of the learners’ native language” whereas “non-native teacher” means “a teacher who is a native speaker of English.” Both authors refer to the same concepts through two opposite approaches.] Bedford is even more emphatic in tracing back the search for native speakers of English: “the aural-oral approach may quite readily be seen as a threat, since it makes demands for aural-oral fluency which many teachers not only do not have but have no way to acquire.” (1969:18)

Next on the list is the argument according to which “native speakers” are better teachers. The fallacy is that the term “native speaker” itself offers strong difficulties in its definition. Medgyes (1994) compiled a set of oft-quoted definitions for what people consider a true “native speaker,” and found inconsistencies in all of them; for lack of space, I cannot reproduce all his argumentation, but Figure 5 summarizes the most important comments.

	Oft-quoted definitions of a “native speaker”
	Counterarguments

	1. Was born in an English-speaking country; and/or
	1. Many young children move with their family to a non-English-speaking country. Which countries count as “English-speaking countries”?

	2. acquired English during childhood in an English-speaking family or environment;
	2. What is the range of childhood? In the case of bilinguals and trilinguals, what is the dominant language: the home languages or the language of the community?

	3. speaks English as his/her first language;
	3. Confusion in defining native language in relation to mother tongue, first language, L1, home language, second language, foreign language, or dominant language.

	4. has a native-like command of English;
	4. Messy use of concepts such as command of English, knowledge of English, competence in English, or proficiency in English. There are many and different ways of measuring language proficiency.

	5. has the capacity to produce fluent, spontaneous discourse in English;
	5. The degree of native versus non-native fluency and spontaneity is not easy to be identified.

	6. uses the English language creatively;
	6. Consider the creative genius of famous non-native writers: Conrad, Nabokov, Soyinka.

	7. has reliable intuitions to distinguish right and wrong forms in English.
	7. Who is more reliable: the “linguistically naive,” or the “refined” native speaker? Intuitions and judgments supplied by even the most educated native speakers are not always reliable.


Figure 5
At this point, it is relevant to touch upon a commonly misunderstood relationship between “proficient speakers” and “successful learners.” Medgyes discards the relationship from the start: “not all successful language learners are proficient language users.” (1994:51) The term “proficient speaker” also poses definition inaccuracies, in the sense that essentially its definition becomes subjective: “the concept of ‘the proficient speaker’ is an abstraction. In the absence of reliable measurement tools, it is left to our discretion to consider one teacher to be more proficient than another. The trouble is that our subjective judgment may occasionally mislead us.” (Medgyes, 1994:51)

Another tricky relationship is the one involving “successful learners” and “successful teachers.” “Do you have to be a successful learner in order to become a successful teacher? My answer is yes. I believe that a successful teacher is, by definition, a successful learner of English: poor learners do not make good teachers.” (Medgyes, 1994:53) The above statement has two very serious implications for our discussion: (1) not all successful learners become successful teachers; and (2) if on the one hand successful teachers have been successful learners, it does not follow that only NESTs stand the chance of being successful learners.

Another typical argument favoring NESTs is their natural ability to provide learners with a perfect “language model.” Unfortunately, this expression is also unclear: the fact that a NEST speaks “native,” “authentic” English in itself does not qualify him/her to be a “model” carrier of language, principally because in this case all native speakers would be one. The notion of “language model” becomes even more emptied if contrasted with a “learner model”: a non-NEST may not be a native speaker of English, but in a sense he/she learned English under the same circumstances as his/her students. “A non-NEST can set two models before her students: a language model and a learner model. As a language model, she is a deficient one insofar as she is a learner of English just like her students, albeit at a higher level. The closer she is to native-speaker proficiency, the better a language model she is. But non-NESTs by definition cannot be ‘perfect’ language models. On the other hand, a non-NEST can aspire to be a ‘perfect’ learner model.” (Medgyes, 1994:54)

Still concerning the idea of “model,” so-called native speakers are not 100 % reliable, as far as foreign language acquisition goes. Medgyes offers a reasonable explanation on this aspect:


The message I want to get across is this: only those non-NESTs should be set as models who are successful learners of English themselves. Anything less is a compromise.


On the other hand, NESTs cannot be imitated as learners, because they are not learners of English. Since they have acquired English as their mother tongue, just as we non-NESTs have acquired an L1, they can give us little advice about the basic process of language learning. In compensation, as it were, they can obviously claim to be far better language models. (1994:55)

Linguistically speaking, there is no doubt that non-NESTs are handicapped in relation to NESTs. “We are poorer listeners, speakers, readers and writers.” (Medgyes, 1994:33) Furthermore, it is a hopeless wish for a non-NEST to achieve native-like proficiency in the language. Nevertheless, the linguistic gap between NESTs and non-NESTs can surely be narrowed, through “stays in English-speaking countries, hard work and dedication,” (Medgyes, 1994:33) to name just a few of the possibilities for language improvement. Non-NESTs’ potential linguistic handicap loses a little of its significance when confronted with the advantages that non-NESTs have over NESTs. Medgyes approaches the subject more deeply:


Non-NESTs sharing the learners’ mother tongue are in a particularly favourable position. Since we have jumped off the same springboard as our students, both in a linguistic and cultural sense, we are intrinsically more sensitive to their difficulties than NESTs. Discovering trouble spots requires little energy and time; messages can be exchanged merely by winking an eye. (1994:61)


(...)


Namely, we are more able to provide our learners with a good learner model for imitation to teach them effective language learning strategies, to supply them with information about the English language, to anticipate and prevent their language difficulties, to show empathy, and finally to benefit from the shared mother tongue. (1994: 69)

This view is also shared by Bedford: “perhaps the most important function of the native speaker is to serve as a living example of the possibility of learning English.” (1969:24)

All this leads us to believe that non-NESTs do have a serious handicap, of a linguistic sort, but which can undoubtedly be reduced; besides, this handicap must be interpreted against the background of all the positive aspects which non-NESTs bear in relation, e.g., to foreign language acquisition, strategies and techniques, and anticipation and prevention of language difficulties. The question Who is worth more: the NEST or the non-NEST? is then void if we consider the positive and negative features of each one. The best solution, probably, is not to discard one or the other, but to find the correct means of reducing the impact of the deficiencies of both.


NESTs and non-NESTs teach differently in several respects. I firmly believe that the non-NEST is (more or less) handicapped in terms of a command of English. Paradoxically, this shortcoming is her most valuable asset, quite capable of offsetting the odds of limited proficiency. It is precisely this deficit that helps her develop capacities that a NEST can never aspire to acquire. I contend that NESTs and non-NESTs are potentially equally effective teachers, because in the final analysis their respective strengths and weaknesses balance each other out. Different does not imply better or worse! (Medgyes, 1994:76)

Medgyes (1994) defends the cooperation between NEST and non-NEST, in a constant exchange of experiences, each providing his or her learners with what he or she is best endowed. Bedford has a similar proposal, as illustrated in the passages below [as pointed out earlier, Bedford’s “native teacher” is Medgyes’ “non-NEST”; conversely, Bedford’s “foreign teacher” is Medgyes’ “NEST.”]:


As a start, we suggest instead of merely trying to do what his foreign colleague is equipped to do much better, the native teacher can accept and advocate the need for a reasonable division of labor. (1969:20)


(...)


Thus, by accepting a division of labor based on his strength, the native teacher can be suitably employed where he can best utilize his fluency while avoiding disastrous competition in areas where the foreigner has natural superiority. The too common lack of confidence and sheer frustration of the native teacher can be eliminated if he will recognize and accept full responsibility for those functions for which he is best equipped. (1969:25)

As a conclusion, recent ELT research has proven that the “truism” that a NEST is unquestionably better than a non-NEST is false; the issue is far more complex. However, the following statement is undisputed: “despite their linguistic handicap, non-NESTs have an equal chance of success.” (Medgyes, 1994:103) One final remark: it is not a matter of reversing the status quo; I do not want to convey the idea that a non-NEST is better than a NEST. In this respect, I share Medgyes’s opinion that NESTs can profit from non-NESTs, and vice-versa: “at fortunate institutions with a mixture of NESTs and non-NESTs, the mutual benefits are patently visible.” (Medgyes, 1994:80)

X. Use of Native Language
This is maybe the most controversial and trickiest subject among EFL teachers, at least in this country (Brazil), one which entails heated debate whenever it is brought up. For many years, the use of Portuguese in an EFL class has been considered a sin; teachers have avoided it on different grounds: it might destroy the “English environment” built up to facilitate learning; it might obstruct students’ learning of the foreign language; it was against the most solid principles of structuralist and later communicative methodology; it might promote uncontrolable, harmful and undesirable conversation in the learners’ native language; it might become a good motive to fire teachers (sic), among other reasons, some stemming from theoretical studies, others derived from an unjustifiable “that’s-no-good,” “it-just-doesn’t-feel-right” attitude. Therefore, teachers have become afraid of using students’ native language in class, and learners in turn have become suspicious of teachers who use their native language in class, in a counter-productive EFL vicious circle. There seems to be a similar concern in other countries as well, as expressed by Finocchiaro: “the use of the pupils’ native tongue is a controversial issue” (1989:90); Medgyes: “ ‘to use or not to use the mother tongue?’ ( this has been one of the greatest dilemmas in the foreign-language class for nearly a century” (1994:65); Skela (1998): “the teaching of non-native languages has been too ready to dismiss traditional techniques without assessing their merits or their potential for adaptation. (...) Although the total banishment of the native language is no longer fashionable today, its potential for use in the classroom is still consistently undervalued and clearly needs further exploration” (1998); Malmkj(r: “the issue of the use of translation in language teaching is one on which most language teachers have a view, and fairly often that view is not favourable” (1995/6:56); Harbord: “teachers and trainers who work with non-native-speaker colleagues will be aware of frequent differences of opinion over the question of whether or not to use the students’ mother tongue in the classroom” (1992:350); Ringbom: “among the large number of unsolved problems in applied linguistics the role of L1 in L2-learning occupies a central place” (1987:1); Whitman & Jackson: “ever since contrastive analysis became part of the arsenal of the applied linguist, it has been the focus of controversy,” (1972:29) to mention only a few examples.

All things considered, native language has never left the EFL class, for one reason or another; it has been used overtly or covertly. It is time to re-evaluate its use, its validity, and the situations when it is advisable or not profitable to use it, in this order. In other words, it is necessary to demystify and undemonize the potential “shortcomings” of the use of learners’ native language in class, as well as reassess how learners’ native language can be used more adequately and professionally, as a tool to improve the learning of a foreign language.

Sensitive authors have stood up against certain methodological constraints, among them the use of learners’ native language in class: “Our methodology must be flexible and eclectic, not dogmatic or prescriptive. Language teaching has been set back fifty years and student motivation stifled by adherence to such statements as Reading must be deferred for X number of years or Dialogues must be memorized or Translation must be banned, or We must never talk about the language ( with little consideration given to such important factors as the age and affective needs of the learners and the objectives of the program.” (Finocchiaro, 1989:43) The issue must be really touchy, for respected authors have defended the use, as long as judicious, of native language in class here and there, but the uncomfortableness and insecurity persist. If not for any other reason, the use of L1 is justified because “the meaning of everything the learner hears and says must be made crystal clear to him or her through pictures or other aids and through use of the native language in situations where this is feasible. The native language should be used without hesitation in the classroom where comprehension fails and when the learners are frustrated or are merely repeating in rote fashion.” (Finocchiaro, 1989:44) This does not mean using L1 throughout; advocating its indiscriminate use is as pernicious as advocating its abolition, or, as Bedford enunciates it: “of course, this is not to say that students should be encouraged to believe that language learning is a process of finding exact equivalents.” (1969:20) Finocchiaro also favors the use of L1 in class although advocating its gradual reduction, due to the increase in the learners’ competence in English: “of course, there should be a gradual phasing out of the learners’ native tongue as soon as their competence in English increases.” (1989:44) As a matter of fact, this “phasing out,” in my opinion, should never entail a categorical end to the use of learners’ native language; it may be used in all levels of competence in the target language.

In fact, the use of L1 in an EFL class may be more complex than it seems. To understand its complexity, we must delve a little into the history of EFL methodology:


‘To use or not to use the mother tongue?’ ( this has been one of the greatest dilemmas in the foreign-language class for nearly a century. Prior to that, the Grammar-Translation Method did not only allow the use of L1, but made it an integral part of the teaching/learning process. On the one hand, it was one of its main goals to teach the subtle uses of the mother tongue, inasmuch as the learner was expected to translate literary texts from and into the mother tongue. On the other hand, L1 was an indispensable teaching device for explaining structures and vocabulary, giving instructions, doing various kinds of exercises, and so on.


It was around the turn of the century that a monolingual approach spread in language pedagogy, as a result of the Reform Movement led by such eminent scholars as Sweet, Jespersen, Palmer and others. Essentially, their message was that the target language should be the sole medium of communication, with the underlying rationale that a focus on L2 would maximize the effectiveness of learning. ‘The more you use the target language, the better you will master it’ ( this tenet sounded so obvious that it did not demand empirical evidence. And indeed, its protagonists were not able to offer any.


(...)


However, the concipients of the monolingual principle were always aware of the role L1 played in foreign language learning. (Medgyes, 1994:65-66)

The above quotation points to the “direct methot” as the origin of a stronger restriction to the use of L1 in EFL, which seems to be a view largely accepted, as expressed by Harbord: “the idea of avoiding the mother tongue in language teaching dates from around the turn of the century, with the appearance of the direct method,” (1992:350) and more clearly by Malmkj(r:


Arguments against using translation in language teaching were initially raised in the 19th century by members of the early reform movement, and were largely reiterated in the 1960s and 70s by people who believed in the direct, natural, and/or communicative methods of language teaching. The method they were objecting to was the so-called ‘grammar-translation’ method, which had been devised as a way of teaching modern languages in secondary schools in Prussia at the end of the 18th century on the basis of the so-called scholastic method tradidionally used by individuals studying the written form of a language independently, and also for teaching Latin and Greek in grammar schools. (1995/6:57)
As far as nomenclature is concerned, several terms have been employed to refer to native language influence in foreign language acquisition although “the term most frequently used to indicate the learner’s reliance on L1 is ‘transfer,’ and during the last decade investigations of this phenomenon have been proliferating all over the world.” (Ringbom, 1987:1) Strictly speaking, the term “transfer” originally identified a concept that may be applied to any kind of learning process, not only language learning:


Transfer is perhaps the single most important concept in the theory and practice of education. In its most general form, the principle of transfer refers to the hypothesis that the learning of task A will affect the subsequent learning of task B and it is this expectation that justifies educational training in schools as a form of preparation for the subsequent demands that society will impose upon the individual. (Jakobovits, 1969:55)

Later the concept was, so to speak, “appropriated” by language teaching, more specifically by foreign and second language teaching, when it became the basis for deeper studies of language acquisition, conjugated with findings in the area of contrastive analysis: “the interest in transfer in second language learning has been most explicit in attempts at specifying interference effects through contrastive analyses between the second language (L2) and the first (L1).” (Jakobovits, 1969:56) Transfer, understood more strictly as the transference of aspects ( later words ( of one language into aspects of another through contrastive comparisons, then became associated with “translation” of words or expressions, from the target language into the mother tongue or vice-versa. Finally, “translation,” as well as “transfer,” started to convey more broadly the idea of “exchanges in the learners’ mother tongue,” not only one-by-one equivalence of terms in the two languages.

In the particular context of EFL, specifically when students and teachers most of the times speak the same language, “to refer only to pedagogical qualms, how can teachers and students be expected to use English exclusively, when both of them are non-native speakers of English and share the same mother tongue? How can anyone be forced to engage in a pretentious game where the number one rule is: ‘Behave like someone you are not’?” (Medgyes, 1994:66)

It is a wonder this subject is not comprehensively discussed during seminars or in teacher-training manuals since it is of crucial importance, at least for EFL instructors: “Monolingualism is obviously past its prime. Nevertheless, while granting the restricted use of L1, standard training manuals make but a few passing remarks on this complex issue, with no attempt to determine the desirable extent of L1 use, to specify the pedagogical situations which call for it, or to suggest activities which draw upon the learners’ L1 command; nor do syllabuses and teaching materials like to dwell upon this issue.” (Medgyes, 1994:67) In other words, as Skela (1998) points out: “one is puzzled at how little has been written on the use of the native language. Most articles touch on this topic at best while treating various aspects of translation and voicing conflicting opinions about its applicability.” From another perspective ( non-native teachers of English (, Skela (1998) further mentions that “even though non-natives constitute the vast majority of language teachers (, these courses either ignore the role of the native language or else warn against its overuse.”
It is therefore foolish to imagine that teachers, whatever the methodology used, never resort to students’ native language; it is, by the same token, unrealistic to try to “force” teachers and learners to speak only English in class all the time. Usually, it just happens: consciously or unconsciously, upon the teacher’s initiative or the learner’s request, the native language will come up. Intuitively, every teacher knows when to use or allow the use of students’ native language effectively ( and this has never harmed any part of the teaching/learning process. To sum up, “if all pupils speak the same native language, if you know the language, and if it will save time and lift morale, no harm will come to the students if the native language is used occasionally and judiciously.” (Finocchiaro, 1989:90) Some authors even go as far as to recommend as a rule that teachers know their learners’ mother tongue(s): “we know that a school cannot hire only teachers who speak several languages, but, when the school has a great number of its students belonging to a certain linguistic group, we find it indispensable that its teachers know the learners’ native language, so as to help them with vocabulary and, mainly, with idiomatic expressions; structural differences are also important.” (Kunzendorff, 1997:29-30) [Translation mine.]

Fortunately, although not broadly included in teacher-training programs, nor openly discussed, and in spite of all the rejection, the use of learners’ mother tongue seems to be gaining ground with the appearance of a larger number of defenders. According to Malmkj(r, “there are also signs that translation is beginning to regain reapectability among language teaching professionals ( even within the EFL community where it has preciously been particularly strongly vilified.” (1995/6:56) Arguments such as It is a ‘learner-preferred strategy,’ To let students use their mother tongue is a humanistic approach in that it permits them to say what they want, or L1 strategies are efficient in terms of time spent explaining (Harbord, 1992:350) reflect a positive change of attitude towards the use of L1 in class. Harbord goes as far as to organize mother tongue strategies into three groups, namely those which (1) facilitate teacher-student communication, (2) facilitate teacher-student rapport, and (3) facilitate learning. (1992:352)

Acceptance of L1 influence has rapidly evolved, as illustrated by the degree of sophistication contained in statements made in these past two decades. Observations such as “the most important single factor influencing learning is what the learner already knows” (D. P. Ausubel. Educational Psychology: A Cognitive View. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1968. Quoted in Ringbom, 1987:42) have led to more detailed ones, as is the case of “the fact that learning is essentially facilitated if the learner is able to relate a new item or task to existing previous knowledge,” (Ringbom, 1987:33) and “the question now has for a long time been not whether transfer exists, but in what circumstances L2-learners transfer what; how much is transferred, and why.” (Ringbom: 1987:2)

An even clearer demonstration of the recent acceptance of L1 in EFL settings is the emergence of textbooks which encourage teachers to explore the learners’ native language. The series “American Hotline,” written by Tom Hutchinson, is a good example. In describing Hotline’s chief activity, “project work,” Hutchinson acknowledges that “it is likely that most students will speak in their native language while they are working on their projects. However, rather than seeing this as a problem, we should consider its merits.” (1996:xiii) The reason is very simple, and consolidates the latest findings in ELT research: “it is a natural way of working. It is a mistake to think of L1 and L2 as two completely separate domains. Learners in fact operate in both domains, constantly switching from one to the other, so it is perfectly natural for students to use L1 while working on an L2 product. As long as the final product is in English, it doesn’t matter if the work is done in L1.” (Hutchinson, 1996:xiii)

X.1) Using L1
When teachers resort to learners’ native language, consciously or unconsciously they do it with a specific purpose in mind. To simplify this discussion, the categories below contemplate almost all the possible uses of L1 mentioned by teachers in the literature all over the world.

X.1.1) For Cultural Reasons
At times, the only alternative to convey the meaning of a culture-bound word or expression is through the use of the learner’s native language, on any level of proficiency. The procedure may involve a direct translation, a paraphrase, or even a discussion/exemplification of the term. These situations in one way or another reflect some kind of translation, which will be touched further on in this work, but some authors defend the use of L1 as a means to integrate the learner in the foreign language context, (1) without having to lose his/her cultural identity, and (2) using his/her cultural expertise in his/her native language to acquire cultural information in the target language. On the one hand, ideally, “[teachers should] help and indeed encourage our students to talk in English about their native culture. Such a procedure is psychologically sound and conducive to high motivation.” (Finocchiaro, 1989:51) On the other hand, “at beginning levels in EFL or ESL situations, students should be encouraged to talk about their cultural heritage, values, and customs in their native tongue.” (Finocchiaro, 1989:76)

X.1.2) To Contrast Structures
Learners’ native language may also become a very effective way to clarify the meaning and exemplify the use of complex structures in the foreign language: “(...) [a conscious awareness of how language works] would enable [learners] to make comparisons between the language they are learning and their own language (...)” (Widdowson, 1991:97) These comparisons between languages may be nebulous with respect to the process that take place inside the brain, but essentially the learner’s “previous linguistic knowledge consists of what he already knows about the target language (which at the early stages of learning is not very much) and of his knowledge of L1 and possible other languages” (Ringbom, 1987: 33); it is therefore “natural to assume that analysis of two languages may give a better perspective on the phenomenon of language than analysis of only one language.” (Ringbom, 1987:47) By comparing the structures of the native language and of the foreign language, learners then perceive similarities and differences; this will enable them to store information related to both languages, on which to base their guesses when producing in the foreign language. “Contrastive Analysis has three fundamental and applied objectives: (a) providing insights into similarities and differences between languages; (b) explaining and predicting problems in learning foreign languages; and (c) developing course materials for language teaching.” (T. Van Els et al. “Applied Linguistics and the Learning and Teaching of Foreign Languages.” London: Edward Arnold, 1984. Quoted in Skela, [1998].) Obviously, structures may be compared with regard to different aspects of language, not only in writing; pronunciation is one of them: “after identifying the sounds which cause the most difficulty to your students, you might use several techniques or a combination of techniques to teach them: (...) a comparison with the nearest sound in the students’ native language (if you know the language). If a similar sound exists in the pupil’s native tongue which is not similar to its position in English, you may make the students aware of the fact that they do know and use the sound. You will help them isolate, extract, and use it in its new English position.” (Finocchiaro, 1989:91)

The theme of comparing structures of two languages itself has been subjected to criticism, from different angles, as to its validity or effectiveness in foreign- or second-language learning. The discussion dates from as far back as the 1960’s, when authors, still under the influence of structuralist-based methodologies, tried to maximize the use of contrastive analysis. Some of these disputes may even generate relevant questions, the answers to which will irrevocably provide our present-day scholars with better ways to handle old problems, especially in these times of methodological tolerance, freedom and eclecticism. The first consideration involves a potential drawback of contrastive analysis:


Most contrastive analyses, for example, are designed to reveal different surface contrasts between the first language and the second language and most methodology is designed to drill the correct surface representations of the second language. (...) However, the highly structured materials of many current courses deliberately leave little or no scope for creativity in the early stages and are often quite inexplicit in the later stages as to the extent to which analogy and generalization offer appropriate means for productivity. (Wardhaugh, 1967:23-24)

Although essentially structuralist, but clearly already under the influence of Chomsky’s ideas, Wardhaugh goes on to warn against privileging the surface structure over the deep structure of a language:


In order to understand a sentence in any language a listener must not only recognize the surface characteristics of that sentence but he must also assign that sentence a deep structure.


(...)


However, an analysis concerned entirely with surface representations will not explain the ambiguities and, therefore, cannot hope to explain the native speaker’s reaction, when pressed, that these are indeed ambiguous utterances. (1967:24)

Wardhaugh’s preoccupation derives from the assumption that “similarities between two languages in terms of their surface features are more relevant to the operation of transfer effects than deep structure relations” (Jakobovits, 1969:55); this view does not account for the role of the deep structure, as appropriately noted by Wardhaugh in the previous passage.

These concerns find justification in the undeniable fact that the so-called notion of contrastive analysis currently is restricted to a mere presentation of equivalent forms in the two languages involved, without any further exploitation of its benefits to the learner.

Another consideration has to do with the slight but crucial distinction between “parallel structures” and “contrasting structures.” Parallel structures follow basically the same pattern in the two languages [e.g., French Donne-moi versus English Give me] whereas contrasting structures present pattern alterations from one language to the other [e.g., French Ne me donne pas versus English Don’t give me]. (Politzer, 1968:35) Both aspects are influential in the teaching of a second or foreign language, but unfortunately only the contrasting variable has survived in modern methodologies.


In foreign language pedagogy it is generally assumed that constructions which parallel those found in the native language are easy to learn, while those which contrast with native constructions are difficult.


(...)


The approach through parallel construction is based primarily on the contention that initial easy learning will give the student satisfaction and self confidence. The “contrasting construction first” argument emphasizes that interference and confusion resulting from the pupil’s native language habits can, in fact, be aggravated by using parallel constructions first. (Politzer, 1968:35-36)

Politzer conducted an experiment with English-speaking learners of French and Spanish (which for reasons of space I shall not detail here), so as to try to determine the importance of the parallel and contrasting factors in foreign-language learning. His conclusions are at least provoking: (1) the sequence CP (Contrasting Structure before Parallel Structure) will result in better learning than the reverse sequence; (2) contrasting structures are more difficult to learn than parallel structures; (3) students who received treatment PC (Parallel Structures before Contrasting Structures) will perform better in the use of the contrastive structure than students who received treatment CP; on the other hand, students who received treatment CP will perform better in the use of the parallel structure than students who received treatment PC. (Politzer, 1968)

Connected with the analysis of parallel and contrasting structures is the importance of both similarities and differences between the native and the target languages: “most psychologists and language teachers make the point that the most important and most economical approach in teaching a foreign language is to understand fully the similarities and differences between the native and target language, and then to try to overcome the language interference or conflicts between them.” (Tiee, 1969:12)

The idea of contrastive analysis nowadays is mainly associated only with contrasting structures found in the native and target languages, as well as with the differences between them, with almost total disregard for their similarities. This must be due to the fact that a typical learner “tends to transfer his native language patterns onto the target language, aware to some extent of similarities, but ignoring differences.” (Kessler, 1969:100) Notwithstanding, similarities between both languages play an important role, especially in the teaching of interface languages (languages which are very similar to the learner’s native language); the interface language learner “can never be considered a beginner, inasmuch as there is a similarity between both linguistic systems, and, since his first contacts with the target language, he can understand and be understood; it does not happen, on the other hand, to foreign language learners because the structural and lexical differences are much bigger.” (Silveira, 1998:11) [Translation mine.]

Contrastive analysis was also used as a tool to predict errors, (Kessler, 1969:100) principally in its early days. Research has not, however, confirmed this potential, as shown in an experiment involving Japanese learners of English: “none of the analyses demonstrated an adequate capacity to make such predictions.” (Whitman & Jackson, 1972:30) Furthermore, contrastive analysis seems to have a different orientation in our days: “recently, contrastive analysis is not accepted in its more traditional use of predicting learners’ errors as a consequence of native language transfer, but we find that it is relevant to observe these errors, compare them, and make the learners aware of the differences between the two linguistic systems.” (Ferreira, 1997:142) [Translation mine.]

Comparing structures in the native language and in the target language seems to be regaining importance in different parts of the world, not only with respect to EFL, but also to the teaching of other languages, for instance Portuguese as a foreign language: authors acknowledge “the need to compare the Portuguese language to the learner’s mother tongue, explaining things in the latter whenever possible, for a better understanding of a given language item (e.g. possessive pronouns, which in Portuguese agree with the object possessed, thus causing trouble to speakers of English and Japanese).” (Celia, 1997:107) [Translation mine.]

Even the fear that the native language might interfere with the learning of the target language (issue academically debatable) may itself be twisted to the learner’s advantage: “a great deal of experimentation is being conducted at the present time to determine whether it is solely interference between the first language and the target language that causes students to make errors ( in other words, whether the interference is interlinguistic. If the conflict is between L1 and L2, contrastive analyses of the native language and English would be effective in explaining and in determining priorities and emphases.” (Finocchiaro, 1989:50)

X.1.3) To Reduce Anxiety

Learners may be extremely tense when they do not understand the explanation of a grammatical rule, the meaning of a word, or the instructions of an exercise or task; to continue the class from this point on is to risk the occurrence of misunderstandings or no learning at all since students become so nervous, frustrated or disappointed that they will block any input: “(...) the presence of the first language is likely to allay anxiety, increase the sense of security and generally dispose learners to lower their affective filter. At the same time, of course, it assures them of comprehensible input.” (Widdowson, 1991:24)
Countless parallels have been established between the learning of a foreign language and the learning of a native language, trying to link both kinds of language acquisition. “Because native language learning is so successful for the vast majority, theoreticians have often attempted to deduce how it resembles, or differs from, foreign language learning.” (Skella, 1998) No doubt, as research has clearly demonstrated, some conditions are similar in both situations; on the other hand, contrary to what has erroneously been disseminated, native language learning cannot be duplicated in totum in a foreign language learning environment: “there is a tendency these days, and in some places, to suppose that systemic knowledge will be acquired as a natural corollary to communicative activities. This supposition is, I think, based on the simplistic idea that the natural conditions of language learning (...) in a first language setting and in naturalistic contexts for second language acquisition can be directly replicated in foreign language classrooms.” (Widdowson, 1991:112) There is reason enough, therefore, to state that L1 use may be profitable in an EFL setting: “learners already know how to use language to mediate meaning. They can draw on their own experience and employ the same sort of procedures to achieve meaning in the new language as those they use to achieve meaning in the mother tongue.” (Widdowson, 1991:121) If we consider that the use of L1 in an EFL class is in itself a teaching technique, or at least an element of one, Medgyes has a point when he affirms that “[learners] are likely to achieve better results if they trust the teaching method with which they are taught. In any case, knowledge about the psychological processes that take place during language learning is so scanty that the confident assertion that any technique should be banned as ‘wrong’ is, to say the least, unwise.” (1994:67)

X.1.4) As Translation
The most common situation when students’ native language is used is simple and direct translation of words or expressions. Authors are aware of this use of learners’ native language in EFL environments: “we now make certain that learners comprehend the meaning of all utterances through pictures, gestures, dramatization, or native language equivalents (in classes where all the learners understand the same language).” (Finocchiaro, 1989:6) Actually, translation seems to be, to some extent, inherent in the learning of a foreign language: “learners will attend to form and make use of translation anyway because the learning process requires them to do so. A pedagogy which denies this perversely creates difficulties which hamper the learner in this task.” (Widdowson, 1991:46) As a consequence, “if learners like translation, there is no point in depriving them of this learning tool.” (Medgyes, 1994:67)

In fact, as the last three sections of this work (X.1.1, X.1.2, X.1.3) have shown, in most cases, whatever the purpose, direct or indirect translation is involved as the practical realization of the learner’s mother tongue. Generally, authors have for a long time employed the term “translation” as equal to “the use of L1,” but I shall make a very important distinction at this point: in this work, I refer to translation, indicating that an L1 word or expression is provided as equivalent to the English term, whereas paraphrases, explanations, or discussions conducted in L1 are considered either indirect translation, in opposition to direct translation, or merely translation, as defined above; the term L1 use, or similar, is more generical, and may refer to both situations. This differentiation is relevant, inasmuch as what I am calling translation involves just a short interruption of the class; in other words, the flow, the rhythm of the class, or, if one prefers, the sequence of utterances is not significantly broken. Actually, I have noticed that if the level of students’ motivation is high, if a strong integration teacher/students exists, the translation of a word or expression is barely, if at all, perceived by the students as such, in similar fashion to the use of a foreign phrase in normal native speakers’ discourse, e.g., en passant, grosso modo, bravo. Conversely, what I have termed indirect translation implies a longer rupture of the EFL class, in order to discuss a grammar topic, explain a word, elaborate on the plot of a movie, or even engage in a cultural exchange, rarely a “translation” of anything. This will make more sense when analyzing teachers’ responses to my survey, related in Section XI.

Different authors have defended translation in EFL classes. Finocchiaro, for instance:


I should like to mention two facts about translation because both seem to cause misunderstanding. First, it is perfectly normal for learners above the age of about five to think of the equivalent of a term or a structure in their native language as they hear the term in English. (...) Second, although I do not advocate a return to the traditional grammar-translation method, I do think it is desirable at early levels to ask students ( after they have carried out all other appropriate oral drills ( to give native language equivalents of limited structural items from the target language, and vice-versa. I realize that this is not possible in classes where learners have different language backgrounds. Where possible, however, at intermediate and advanced levels, equivalents of expressions, sentences, and even paragraphs may be extremely useful. Such practice could well lead to a saleable skill that we should help our students acquire. A total ban on translation ( that is, giving equivalent expressions in the native language ( is not realistic, particularly in countries where translation is feasible and is required on final examinations. (1989:49-50)

The passage below summarizes what has been said so far, in the form of a succinct compilation ( if highly technical ( of the most recent conclusions in EFL research concerning this subject:


In natural first language acquisition, the child, growing up through involvement in naturally recurrent events, learns about the world through language and concomitantly learns language through an engagement with the world. (...) This systemic and schematic knowledge develop concurrently, each supportive of the other. This experience cannot be replicated in second language acquisition. Here learners have already been socialized into the schematic knowledge associated with their mother tongue: they are initiated into their culture in the very process of language learning. When they confront uses of the foreign language they are learning, their natural inclination is to interpret them in reference to this established association, and rely on the foreign language as sparingly as possible. They will invoke as much systemic knowledge of this language as is indexically necessary and no more, using both their first language and the foreign language tactically as a source of clues to meaning, while taking bearings, as usual, on their schematic knowledge. (Widdowson, 1991:110)

X.1.5) Other Uses
As I have shown in this work, although not studied in detail ( and not given its due importance in    ELT (, several authors not only mention, but also advocate the use of learners’ native language in an EFL class. Additionally, teachers all over the world have overtly or covertly, consciously or unconsciously found their own ways of coming to terms with the use of their students’ mother tongue in class. To corroborate this conclusion, the survey further described in Section XI is of great value. As an illustration of the numerous instances of L1 use, I shall briefly summarize two experiments carried out by two EFL teachers in Brazil. 

In the first one, Luis Augusto V. P. Reis, in trying to answer such questions as What is the role of L1 (Portuguese) in EFL teaching?, How can we use L1 in a productive manner?, and Do beginners need L1 in their classes?, decided to heed his students’ strong complaints about his speaking only in English from the start of their contact. Reis acknowledges the academic disputes with respect to certain ELT issues, the use of L1 among them: “as TESOL theory evolves, views concerning the use of L1 in EFL classes have changed considerably. Dialectically, each successive trend in EFL seems to reject previous practices.” (1996:61) He admits that he “had always been rather proud of limiting the classroom language to English only, since teaching English through English was/is one of the foundations of [his] TEFL belief system,” (Reis, 1996:61) but decided to be more realistic about his students’ needs, thus privileging “systematic and open-ended inquiry and research,” over “preconceived ideas.” (Reis, 1996:61)

At first, Reis planned a discussion ( in Portuguese ( with his students about the use of English in class. After 20 minutes, a 13-year-old girl “suggested that they should have the right to speak Portuguese at least half of the class time. Her point was that since they were beginners, it would not be fair to impose such a ‘restriction upon communication freedom.’ ” (Reis, 1996:61) They reached an agreement, under which Reis allowed five minutes for Portuguese at the end of each class, PB, or “the Portuguese Break,” as they called it. Eventually, PB took place at different moments of the class, according to their needs. The topics covered in the PBs were various: students talked about their performance, asked questions about communication problems, monitored their development. Later, Reis introduced topics more directly related to the teaching/learning process: the steps of each lesson plan, what teachers expect their pupils to do in each stage of the class, how teachers correct students’ mistakes, to name just a few. He describes the results of his experiment:


Once [the students] had a better understanding of the learning/teaching process, they began to see how each simple class exercise or homework assignment was important for their improvement. They became much more responsible and critical about our (teacher’s and students’) performances. Their values changed a lot, too. They could feel a useful activity from one that was not. Since they were more aware of the challenges of learning a new language, they could understand their friends’ difficulties more easily and thus show more willingness to help one another. They built a respectful classroom atmosphere in which peer correction and self-evaluation were much more than fashionable theoretical concepts. (Reis, 1996:62)

Reis’s group showed extremely positive results with the practice: things looked simpler and easier; classes became more lively and humanizing; students became more disciplined, competent, and responsible learners; students developed their critical thinking and socializing skills. Moreover, two factors stood out: (1) students became less dependent on translation, and (2) surprisingly, students started placing more value on the importance of speaking English in class. This last consideration confirms Widdowson’s views on how learners use the knowledge of their native language to shape their acquisition and consolidation of English: “with some learners a conscious awareness of how language works and the subjection of their experience to analysis would suit their cognitive style, increase motivation by giving added point to their activities, and so enhance learning. It would enable them to make comparisons between the language they are learning and their own language, and engage in the kind of rational enquiry which is encouraged in other subjects on the curriculum. In this way the language to be learned could be associated with a wider experience of language and education.” (Widdowson, 1991:97) Furthermore, in technical jargon, “there seems to be no obvious reason why [graded negotiating tasks] should not also allow learners to refer to the systemic and schematic knowledge of their own language and culture.” (Widdowson, 1991:114)

In the second experiment, Maria Aparecida G. de Castro devised an oral activity to make students “aware of some similarities and differences in the two languages [English and Portuguese].” (1992:35) She acknowledges that “the use of the students’ native language in English classes has been a controversial subject. Some who write on this subject encourage English teachers to use the L1 in class to facilitate their students’ understanding and learning. Others forbid the use of the students’ native language under any circumstances.” (de Castro, 1992:35) This is an echo of what I have been discussing in this work, namely the pros and cons of L1 use in EFL classes, advanced respectively by its proponents and its detractors. Still reflecting some views put forward above in this work, de Castro states that “reality shows us that experienced teachers rely on their common sense to decide whether or not to use the students’ L1 in their English classes.” (1992:35)

De Castro bases her assumptions on the fact that learners, mostly at beginning and intermediate levels, “do not think directly in the foreign language; they have to translate sentences ‘mentally’ in order to understand what is being communicated. Thus, before these students can fully grasp a meaning, an intermediate process between the assimilation of the concept and the way it is expressed in the target language takes place.” (1992:35) She is clearly referring to the concept of “interlanguage,”  briefly described by Skela, (1998): “a version of the foreign language system developed by the learner upon the basis of the native language.” De Castro firmly believes that “most language-learning difficulties are revealed through a comparison of the target language and the students’ native language,” (1992:35) a view shared by other authors, some of them previously quoted in this work. De Castro herself describes her oral activity:


I asked for volunteers and chose the best three among them to act as the interpreter, the tourist, and the person interviewed.


They were asked to sit in front of the class, facing their classmates. The students themselves determined which role they would perform. The “interpreter” was told to sit between the other two. The instructions were given: the tourist uses only English (L2); the person interviewed uses only Portuguese (L1), and the interpreter uses both languages.


The procedure is as follows: The ‘tourist’ asks a question in English (L2). The question is translated into L1. The interviewee answers the question in L1 and then the answer is translated into L2. (de Castro, 1992:35)

De Castro named the activity “Tourists Interview Brazilians.” The results were very rewarding, and the L1 apparently caused no trouble in the methodology. She claims that hers is a “motivating communicative activity that provides students with opportunities to communicate and reevaluate the grammatical, lexical, and social rules of language.” (de Castro, 1992:35) In this activity, she uses direct translation, and allows other students (the “audience”) to participate, helping the three learners in evidence. During the activity, she calls attention to the similarities and differences between the two languages, as well as to the cultural aspects involved, in this case related to the USA and Brazil. In doing this, she hopes to lead the learners “to understand that we translate ideas and not words.” (de Castro, 1992:35)

Finally, one may be enthusiastic or skeptical about the two experiments described, or their underlying methodology, but both definitely exemplify two of the many possibilities for the use of learners’ native language in class. At any rate, the core of the matter seems to be not the use or non-use of L1, but how and when to use it. In Reis’s words: “now I am convinced that the crucial issue is not the amount of L1 that is used in an EFL class, but the purpose for using it.” (Reis, 1996:62)

X.1.6) Pros and Cons
At this point it is important to analyze the most frequently cited arguments in favor of or against the use of learners’ native language in class. As I have suggested in the previous sections, the subject may become highly controversial among scholars although the tendency today seems to be to tolerate and encourage the practice, if and only if under specific conditions. For lack of space, I will merely reproduce below Skela’s collage (1998) of the most common pros and cons (Figures 6-A and 6-B):

	Advantages of Using L1

	1. The teacher can use the native language to expound the aims of the lesson.

	2. Giving instructions and assigning homework are facilitated.

	3. Grammatical explanations and discussion of classroom methodology can already be performed in early stages.

	4. Explanations can be given for particular vocabulary items.

	5. Differences between similar words can be easily given.

	6. Other categories can be treated beside the nouns, adjectives, and verbs suitable for representing with pictures and objects.

	7. Teachers who are native speakers of English can practice using the learners’ native language.

	8. Rapport can be built up between teacher and learners.

	9. The learners’ confidence and motivation are enhanced.

	10. Learners can be sure of conveying what they really want to say.

	11. Learners who are anxious to understand everything feel reassured.

	12. The learners’ comprehension can be immediately checked.

	13. Grammatical explanations are assisted by the learners’ understanding of grammar in their native language.

	14. The spontaneous foreign-language learning strategies preferred by most learners in most places do enlist their native language.

	15. Learners who enter the course late can more readily catch up with the others, especially in vocabulary and grammar.

	16. Slower learners are better able to keep up with the others.

	17. Recurrent mistakes can be highlighted by means of translation.


Figure 6-A
	Disadvantages of Using L1

	1. Doing so is not natural (in the sense of the Direct Method).

	2. Ability in English is not being promoted.

	3. Confusion results if the native language becomes too obtrusive.

	4. The class often talks about English and not in English.

	5. Pupils who realise that the teacher is willing to give explanations in the native language may expect them all the time.

	6. Learners don’t really listen to the English explanation because a translation is expected.

	7. Learners speak to the teacher in the native language as a matter of course, even when they are quite capable of expressing what they mean in English.

	8. Learners fail to realise the crucial need to use only English during many classroom activities.

	9. Time is used up which could better be spent in speaking English, the more so if the EFL class is the learners’ sole opportunity to speak it within a protected environment.

	10. The meanings of English words are spoon-fed to the learners.

	11. There are usually inexact correspondences between one language and another, and none at all for some words.

	12. Learners may understand a word in isolation but be unable to use it in context.

	13. If a word is not translated but explained to the learners in English, albeit in a long and tortuous manner, the learners work harder but their satisfaction will be all the greater.

	14. Learners may feel discouraged and frustrated at hearing their native language spoken when they urgently want practice in understanding and speaking English.

	15. Learners may become involved in too much contrastive analysis.

	16. A target-language atmosphere in the classroom, achieved through hard work, might be disrupted.

	17. Only highly experienced teachers can select the right moment for judicious use of the native language.

	18. Teachers may be encouraged to prepare for class by making sure they can translate every word and structure if necessary.

	19. Even bilingual children do not translate, and they keep the two languages quite separate.


Figure 6-B
Opposite ideas will always have defenders well prepared with arguments to validate their propositions. For one side to prevail over another, then, it is a matter of using arguments which are more convincing, sounder than the ones used by the opponents. Concerning the use of L1 in ELT, the matter becomes slightly different: because this practice has been regarded with a high degree of negativism, although mentioned by authors here and there, and because, as a consequence, it has been treated “undercover,” all the arguments used to condemn the use of L1 do not resist more recent research conclusions; they are arguments based on prejudices and on principles which have already been destroyed, modified, or revised in ELT. Unfortunately, I cannot, for reasons of space, prolong this discussion, but, to sum up, none of the arguments listed in Figure 6-B can wish to be remotely backed by recent ELT research.

As has been pointed out throughout this work, explicitly or implicitly, the teacher himself/herself should have the final say in the matter, considering his/her own specific needs at the moment, dictated only by his/her students’ needs: “obviously, teachers should weigh these disadvantages and advantages, just as they would weigh the pros and cons in any approach or method.” (Skela, 1998) The potential danger of using L1 apparently is not the use itself, but its excess: “the disadvantages only become acute from excessive dependency on the native language.” (Skela, 1998) As for the debate on whether or not to use L1, exemplified in the pros and cons listed in Figures 6-A and 6-B, probably the most important underlying reason for such radical opinions is a mere consequence of the little study devoted to this aspect of language teaching: “in the future, better guidance should be provided by further exploration and in research in regard to learning foreign or second languages, e.g., to test claims about the spontaneous strategies of bilingual children or foreign-language learners.” (Skela, 1998)
Whatever the purpose, the main use of learners’ native language has been restricted to translation, as an aid in different situations, or to comparisons between structures of the native and the foreign languages. Sensible advice comes from Skela (1998): “if Swan is right in asserting that the communicative approach needs considerable reassessment, then I would contend that one major aspect of methodology that should be included in this reassessment is the role (if any) of the learners’ native language in the classroom.” The native language has not yet been considered as one more, independent, dynamic, useful tool in EFL. Malmkj(r condenses what has been said so far concerning the use of L1 in an EFL class, foreshadowing what is to come in the next sections of this work: “all of this is not intended as an argument that all foreign-language teaching be carried out through translation. It is intended only as an argument that translation might profitably be used as one among several methods of actually teaching language, rather than as mere preparation for an examination.” (1995/6:61)

X.1.7) Other Variables
It is not within the scope of this study to analyse in detail all the variables inherent in the influence of L1 in the learning of other foreign languages. However, it is important at least to scratch the surface of the most relevant factors related to this issue.

It is hard to deny the influence ( and the importance ( of L1 in foreign language learning:


The learner of a closely related L2 knows a great deal about the language even before he has started learning it: he knows the linguistic categories and their functions, and the beginner’s potential L2-vocabulary is quite extensive, although it may be rather vague and will not reach the high native-like levels of vocabulary knowledge until an advance stage of learning. (...) The learner of another language which is closely related to his L1 can bring much more relevant knowledge to the learning task: he has less to learn. (Ringbom, 1987:53)

Similarly, it is safe to assume that, theoretically, the more languages one learns, the easier it becomes to learn another, given the more encompassing and stronger linguistic support at the learner’s disposal:


Generally speaking, L3-learners have more relevant experience than L2-learners, and in this sense it should therefore be easier to learn, especially to comprehend, a third than a second language, since the L3-learner can make use of many more cues than the L2-learner.


(...)


A bilingual has a wider perspective on language than a monolingual: he has a greater awareness of language variation and the possibilities of expressing the same idea by different linguistic means. (Ringbom, 1987:112)

Learners’ proficiency level seems to determine the degree of dependence on the native language. Although research in this area is still incipient, studies so far point to a greater dependence on L1 in the early stages of learning a foreign language: “the role of L1 in L2 learning is clearly most important at the early stages of learning and then decreases as learning progresses.” (Ringbom, 1987:63)

This view is confirmed by Jakobovits, with respect to the phonological component: “phonological interference effects due to dissimilarity between L1 and L2 are known to be particularly strong during the early stages of second language learning and diminish with time and practice.” (1969:70) However, the reverse happens with the phenomenon of “backlash interference” [when the learning of a second language may come to have interference effects on the mother tongue]: it “is expected to be strongest at later stages of L2 learning and to be minimal at the beginning.” (Jakobovits, 1969:70)

Age and learning environment also play a part in the greater or lesser need of the native language in the learning of another language. Research is not concluding here either, but apparently adults make more use of L1 than children, given the same conditions, and transfer in a foreign language situation seems to be more evident than in a second language context. (Ringbom, 1987:64)

It must be noted that transfer is said to have positive and negative effects. Section X.1.6 above listed the most common arguments in favor and against the use of L1 in an EFL class. From a broader perspective ( the learning of a foreign language in general (, Ringbom reviews the issue, undermining the traditional, prejudiced notion of “negative influence,” in favor of a more impartial approach:


Positive L1-transfer was taken to mean that the first language had a facilitating effect on L2-learning, whereas negative transfer, or interference, caused errors in the learner’s production.


(...)


The value of this distinction has been questioned.


(...)


According to the critics, the two distinct types of transfer apply only at the product level, whereas the distinction is not seen as relevant to what these linguists are primarily concerned with in their research; that is, the underlying processes of L2-learning. (Ringbom, 1987:58)
Finally, similarity between the language to be learned and the learner’s native language is the first factor resorted to in the acquisition of the foreign or second language; whenever there is no similarity, a probable next step is to lean on whatever other languages the learner is proficient. Ringbom offers a reasonable explanation of this process:


Prior knowledge of L1 and other languages provides one basis for the learner’s forming and testing his hypotheses about the target language. Hypotheses can be based on formal cross-linguistic similarities between individual items (borrowing) or they can reveal more complex linguistic processes as when semantic properties or grammatical rules are transferred from one language to another.


When the learner’s L1 is unrelated to the target language this usually means that he cannot rely on formal cross-linguistic (L1-L2) similarities between individual items, although he may still make much use of other hypotheses based on his L1. He may try to compensate for the lack of cross-linguistic L1-L2 similarities by making use of his knowledge of languages related to the target language, above all where he can notice formal resemblances between individual lexical items. (1987:126)

XI. Native Language Project
In order to investigate more profoundly the reasons why the use of learners’ native language in class has been so strongly condemned, and in order to find out which specifically are the implications of such a practice, I laid the foundations of a project that I believe will shed some light on an obscure and discriminated topic in EFL ( at least in this country. However, such an idea can only be developed if other teachers engage in a similar project. My research is in its initial phase, and the rest of this work is consecrated to relay the conclusions I reached so far.

XI.1 Fundamentals
The main reasons that led to this study have already been mentioned: the use of native language in class has become very controversial, a myth among teachers ( some are in favor of the practice, some against it; furthermore, while some institutions tolerate (but do not agree with) the practice, others totally ban it. I never could understand such heated debate over the subject, the desecration or the fear involved, especially because I have always used Portuguese in my classes whenever I felt it was necessary although I still live by the maxim “in English, please.” As years go by, I have become even more surprised because I have on several occasions purposely devised activities that use Portuguese in one way or another, and students’ reactions have been rewardingly positive; besides, these activities have never proved harmful to the learning of the foreign language.

Two propositions, then, have emerged in order to guide the project: (i) to prove that the use of learners’ native language in an EFL class, if under specific planning and subjected to clear objectives, does not hinder learning of the foreign language; (ii) to create activities that may eventually be used in class, in case (i) is true. The second proposition derived from the fact that, so as to prove proposition (i), I chose the following steps: (1) to create activities in Portuguese; (2) to apply them in different EFL classes; (3) to identify, analyze and evaluate the results of the procedure in terms of the amount and quality of the English learned, as well as the teacher’s/learners’ reactions to the fact that the activities are in their native language. The last step theoretically will produce two kinds of data: (a) the degree to which the use of students’ native language affects learning (positively and negatively), and (b) the emotional and psychological response to the practice, taking into consideration all these years during which teachers and students alike have avoided the use of Portuguese in an English class in Brazil.

It must be stressed that the object of my study is exclusively English classes given in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, to Brazilians whose native language is Portuguese, that is, a typical and wholesome EFL environment. This is very significant because it is my firm belief that the practical aspects discussed hereafter are drawn from and can only be reproduced in a true EFL class, where the teacher speaks the learners’ language, and where all learners speak the same language. The conclusions outlined below might in theory be applied to ESL, or even ESP, but only a multilingual teacher and/or a linguistically homogeneous class would provide the appropriate setting to test those conclusions.

XI.2 Teachers Have a Say
To try to obtain a reasonable profile of  opinions concerning the issue, a number of teachers were asked a general and slightly superficial question: “what is your opinion, as a teacher, on the use of students’ native language in an EFL classroom?” The answers to this question were analyzed in different ways. Firstly, they were grouped simply into two categories: in favor of and against the use of students’ native language in class, as illustrated in the graph below (Figure 7):

	RESPONSE TO QUESTION (I)
	
	

	Nº OF TEACHERS IN FAVOR/AGAINST THE USE OF LEARNERS’ NATIVE LANGUAGE IN CLASS
	
	

	In favor of the use of students' native language in class
	35
	87,50%

	Against the use of students' native language in class
	5
	12,50%

	TOTAL
	40
	100%


                              


FIGURE 7

The question was purposely generic, merely to find out how teachers view the use of learners’ native language in class. The striking majority, as shown in the figure above, favors the practice, in one way or another, demonstrating that the teachers surveyed do not oppose it in principle; this is, to a certain extent, extremely significant, for it proves that these teachers have overcome whatever negative feelings they had in the past towards the use of their students’ native language. For the sake of information, it must be mentioned here that the answers were completely anonymous, which probably left the teachers more at ease to express themselves. Although the question was very simple, all the teachers involved took their time to elaborate on the subject, and, since there was no predetermined line of thought to follow, the comments were very frank, touching on several different methodological topics.

Next, the comments were all grouped according to the specific details brought up by the teachers. Some of the more pertinent are listed in the table below (Figure 8), moving from total approval to partial rejection of the use of learners’ native language in class.

	RESPONSE TO QUESTION (II)

	

	TEACHERS’ OPINIONS

	1) “It plays an important role in the students’ learning process.”

	2) “It’s a very valuable tool in an EFL classroom.”

	3) “Sometimes the use of Portuguese is more effective in reaching a goal or solving a problem, so why not use it?”

	4) “Students will use it anyway.”

	5) “When students resort to their native language to understand or clarify something that is being taught, I now respect this need. I didn’t use to, but nowadays I can see that it is sometimes beneficial to them.”

	6) “The use of English in class cannot be a straightjacket.”

	7) “At times, teachers force students to speak English all the time, even in beginning levels, to express feelings, and ask complex questions: they also expect students to understand everything they say. This can’t work!”

	8) “Occasionally, the exclusive use of the foreign language in the classroom may be unproductive, especially in lower levels, when the student’s command of this language is still very limited.”

	9) “Many students need the support of the native language, so that they feel more confident with what they are learning. Others do not have enough knowledge to take notes or write explanations in English. And still others cannot avoid it at all, for it is a feature of their learning style, just like visualizing is for their classmates.”

	10) “How much Portuguese should we use? Are we using it as a resource such as miming, drawing, etc.? Or is it a crutch on which we’re leaning, so that we won’t have too much work to do?”

	11) “The use of native language in EFL is indispensable, as long as it is done in small doses, wisely and timely.”

	12) “It’s a tool, not a method.”

	13) “This does not mean using the native language to give an English lesson, but rather using the native language as a last resort in such circumstances as are deemed suitable.”

	14) “As a last resort, when all attempts to communicate entirely in the target language fail, the use of the students’ native language could be more of an advantage rather than a drawback, enabling students and teachers to achieve their goals, thus avoiding a serious consequence: misunderstanding or no understanding at all.”

	15) “The teacher must be well trained and experienced to use it appropriately.”

	16) “Unfortunately, some teachers are not yet prepared; they overuse students’ native language, not allowing them to be exposed to English.”

	17) “But the greatest disadvantage of students’ native language is that students may become too lazy to think and understand things in English.”

	18) “On the other hand, we should be attentive not to get used to resorting to our native language whenever a word or expression comes up.”

	19) “After all, the student is in class to learn a foreign language, and not to practice his or her own.”


FIGURE 8

A quick analysis of the statements above reveals the teachers’ main concerns about the subject, especially if we consider the fact that these statements were repeated several times by different teachers; additionally, they constitute just a sample of innumerable other considerations which the teachers surveyed pointed out. Let us briefly discuss some of the conclusions obtained from these opinions:


( Teachers acknowledge that the use of learners’ native language is beneficial ( items 1, 2, 3 and 5 (, and some of them even admit that learners rely on their native language on several occasions ( item 4.


( Teachers show flexibility in alternating the use of the foreign language being taught and the learners’ native language, as long as it helps the learners at the moment ( items 6, 7, 8 and 9.


( One of the main concerns is the amount and frequency of the use of the learners’ native language in class: some of the teachers interviewed advocate its use “in small doses, wisely and timely” ( item 11; others, fearing the overuse of the practice, recommend its use sparingly, “as a last resort” ( items 12, 13 and 14.


( Some teachers are worried about the teacher being well trained to detect the appropriate situations when the native language may be used (items 15 and 16) while others mention potential hazards caused by the use of the learners’ native language ( items 17, 18 and 19.

For reasons of space, it is obviously impossible to list all the opinions collected, but it is important to notice that the few listed above and the ones left out of this work reflect very precisely how teachers see the use of their learners’ native language in class, each teacher focusing on a different preoccupation. The somewhat neutral comment (10) in Figure 8 above sums up the nuclear problem concerning the subject: it is agreed that using learners’ native language in the EFL class may be appropriate and useful, but how much of that language is the ideal amount, so that teacher and student profit from the practice as a tool, without harming the teaching/learning process, remains to be decided; speak of crutch, “the use of the native language should not be allowed to become a permanent crutch.” (Finocchiaro, 1989:90)

Most teachers, as illustrated above, declared themselves in favor of using the students’ native language in class; however, it is relevant at this point to analyze some of the arguments used to defend the practice, or better yet, the reasons why teachers think that the native language should be used in an EFL class, as well as the few arguments against the practice. The table that follows (Figure 9) presents the most cited of these reasons. The numbers between parentheses are not statistically significant, for they were not considered against the universe of the teachers interviewed, nor the total number of occurrences; they merely indicate the number of occurrences for that particular reason or argument ( at times counted more than once in the same answer (, serving only to provide an overall, a numerical, absolute idea of how important each argument was for the teachers. To reach a more reliable set of figures, the universe of teachers must be enlarged, but it must be remembered that this is still the initial phase of the research.

	RESPONSE TO QUESTION (III)

	

	Arguments in favor of the use of students’ native language in class 

(in order of recurrence)

	1) To teach vocabulary/ meaning of words (24)

	2) Main use for beginners (14)

	3) To teach grammar (words/structures) (17)

	4) To contrast/compare structures in the native language and foreign language (16)

	5) To reduce anxiety (11)

	6) To save time during the class (13)

	7) For clarification of words/structures (12)

	8) Translation of words/structures (7)

	9) Instructions to tasks/exercises (4)

	10) As a last resort, when students do not understand explanations in the foreign language (3)

	11) Teacher must use common sense in order to apply students’ native language in class (3)

	12) To teach culture-bound terms (2)


	

	Arguments against the use of students’ native language in class 

(in order of recurrence)

	1) Danger of overuse: the teacher should avoid the habit of using students’ native language whenever a

	    problem arises (4)

	2) It is a bad habit (1)

	3) Students may become lazy (1)

	4) Students will not learn (1)

	5) Students pay to learn and speak English (1)

	6) Students will stop communicating in English (1)

	7) Translation is dangerous (1)

	8) Danger of overuse: some teachers are unprepared to judge the correct amount of students’ use of their

	    native language in class (1)


FIGURE 9

With respect to the arguments in favor of the use of learners’ native language in class, as the teachers themselves phrased their answers, the contexts underlying the items in the table above (Figure 9) can be grouped into two broad categories;


( Group A: Translation (TOTAL: 106 references)

( Items 1, 3, 7 and 12, as the teachers put them, within the context of their answers (it is not my own interpretation), involve translation on one level, that is, direct translation of words or expressions.


( Items 5, 6 and 10 are an extension of the subgroup above, still involving translation of words or expressions on a slightly different level, that is, translation with a clear-cut objective (reduce anxiety, save time, or other); as the teachers themselves phrased their answers, they really mean translation, only rarely paraphrases. Item 6 above is in keeping with Medgyes: “perhaps more importantly, moderate use of the mother tongue in certain situations can save a lot of class time.” (1994:67) Using L1 to save time during the class is not unanimously favored among authors, even those who are enthusiasts of the practice. According to Harbord:


Perhaps the most important point to be made in the discussion on the rights and wrongs of using the mother tongue in the classroom is that translation, and indeed use of the mother tongue generally, is not a device to be used to save time for ‘more useful’ activities, nor to make life easier for the teacher or the students. Instead, as Duff says, it should be used to provoke discussion and speculation, to develop clarity and flexibility of thinking, and to help us increase our own and our students’ awareness of the inevitable interaction between the mother tongue and the target language that occurs during any type of language acquisition. (1992:355)

The passage transcribed above serves as an illustration of how heated is the issue of L1 in an EFL class. My experience, however, has convinced me that using L1 to save time, as for any other purpose, does not harm the process of acquiring the foreign language in any possible way.


( Item 8: here the teachers explicitly mentioned translation, which did not occur in the two preceding subgroups.


( In items 2 and 11, teachers still referred, indirectly, to translation of words and expressions. The reason why they constitute independent items is simply because they touch on distinct, specific aspects of teaching.


( Group B: Other uses (TOTAL: 20 references)

( In item 4, there is clear reference to the use of native language with the aim of contrasting structures of both languages, so that learners may apply the knowledge of their mother tongue to better internalize the new structures of the foreign language.


( Item 9: the explanation of instructions to tasks and exercises does not mean necessarily translating words; it may be viewed as a preparation to the activity.

The arguments against the use of native language are very few, some of them appearing in Figure 9, merely as an illustration, deserving no further emphasis here. Figure 10 compiles graphically the use of learners’ native language in class, viewed by the teachers in the research as direct or indirect translation, contrasted with its use with any other purpose.

	RESPONSE TO QUESTION (IV)


	ARGUMENTS IN FAVOR OF THE USE OF STUDENTS' NATIVE LANGUAGE IN CLASS
	

	Direct or indirect mention to translation
	106
	84,13%

	Different uses, other than translation
	20
	15,87%

	TOTAL
	126
	100%





FIGURE 10

Figure 11 lists, merely as an illustration, the main opinions elicited from the teachers, concerning the use of L1 in class. Again, the numbers between parentheses do not have any statistical significance; they only reflect the number of times the teachers (occasionally, the same teacher mentioned the same viewpoint more than once) mentioned a specific topic.

	RESPONSE TO QUESTION (V)

	

	More recurrent opinions

(sometimes there was more than one reference in the same text)

	OPINIONS

	1) Students’ native language should be used only when it is absolutely necessary (14)

	2) Importance should be given primarily to the use of English in class (12)

	3) Students’ native language should be used as little as possible (7)

	4) The classroom is the only/best/ideal place where students can practice English (7)

	5) The teacher makes it clear that he/she tries to use English in class all the time (6)

	6) Overuse may be a problem (5)

	7) The teacher should avoid the habit of using students’ native language whenever a problem arises (4)

	8) Students pay/want to speak English in class (3)

	9) Students have little contact with English outside the classroom (2)

	10) It is not profitable for the students to speak their native language in class (1)


Figure 11
It is important to notice that all these comments portray at least one restriction to, a word of caution or a negative feeling towards the use of L1 in class. However, these are the very same teachers who overwhelmingly favored the practice (87,5 % ( Figure 7). The explanation is two-fold: (1) these were the most recurring opinions, but other comments were made totally in favor of using learners’ native language; (2) this practice, albeit favored by most of the teachers, is still surrounded by a dark aura of prohibition, which manifests itself in the formulation of opinions and in the use of unfavorable words.

Although this study does not wish to develop any psychological interpretation of the opinions expressed by the teachers interviewed, some words used called my attention, not only because they were repeated several times, but also because they all belonged, in one way or another, to semantic areas that encircled such notions as “avoidance,” “fear,” and “prohibition.” The curious fact is that these words appeared in sentences containing both favorable and unfavorable impressions of the use of L1 in class. Some of the most recurring words are listed in Figure 12, along with the contexts within which they were mentioned. (The figures are once again merely illustrative, not statistically relevant.)

	RESPONSE TO QUESTION (VI)


	More recurrent words/expressions

	WORDS/EXPRESSIONS
	context

	1) difficult
	difficult words must be translated (7)

	2) avoid
	the teacher should avoid students’ native language in class (6)

	3) overuse/harmful
	overusing the students’ native language in class may be harmful (5)

	4) rarely
	the teacher should rarely use students’ native language in class (4)

	5) complex
	complex words/structures must be translated (4)

	6) abstract
	abstract words/structures must be translated (4)

	7) once in a while
	students’ native language should be used in class once in a while (4)

	8) harm
	there is no harm in using students’ native language in class (2)

	9) taboo
	this whole issue is taboo (2)

	10) reprimand/punish
	students’ native language may be used to reprimand/punish students (2)

	11) controversial
	this whole issue is controversial (2)

	12) problem
	there is no problem with the use of students’ native language in class (2)

	13) sin/dangerous/control/

      forbidden/restrain/

      permission/straightjacket
	always related to the use of students’ native language in class, be it in favor of or against the practice (1 each)


Figure 12

The only explanation I can propose, at this stage of the research, for the occurrence of the words in Figure 12 is that the use of L1 has been subjected to overt prejudice and neglect for many years among teachers (although covertly a common but dosed practice); the fact that authors have many times approached the issue (as has been shown in the previous sections of this work) is not so relevant here, inasmuch as (1) it has been done en passant, subreptitiously, in articles or books which do not revolve around this specific topic, and this has contributed to their reduced repercussion among teachers, (2) only recently have we had access to titles more directly referring to the subject, and (3) only recently has EFL become more “permissive,” so as to allow open discussions on such “taboo” topics as this one. Nevertheless, I must stress that I have in mind exclusively the Brazilian reality, which does not imply the same conclusions to other parts of the EFL world.

XI.3) The Activities
As pointed out earlier, the core of the project consisted of planning activities in Portuguese, whose objective was exclusively the learning of English as a foreign language. The idea was to monitor these activities, considering the reaction of the teachers, the reaction of the learners, and the effect they had on the teaching/learning process.

So far, a number of different activities has been tested in several classes varying in level, age and number of students. Concerning the mechanics employed, some considerations are of special relevance:

( All the activities were devised having in mind the objectives of the textbook unit to be presented in class, with relation to grammar, vocabulary, or any other aspect of the English language to be covered.

( Consequently, the “text” presented (it might theoretically take whatever form, but here only the written form was used) was in Portuguese, but the objective was the learning of English.

( The idea and the material were passed on to the teacher, but the actual realization of the activity was left to his/her discretion, so as to allow for methodological adjustments, only possible if regulated by each particular setting.

( After each class, the teacher was totally free to make any comments about any aspect of the presentation of the activity; all of them were taken into account. Students’ observations were also considered.

( The students were not informed that the activities were part of a higher plan; this decision was made in order not to influence them, positively or negatively, as to a procedure that we [the teachers and I] knew was not that common, if at all.

Below is a brief history of some of the activities tested so far, along with their modus operandi, as well as some partial conclusions. Figure 13 bears all the necessary information about the groups where the activities described took place; for simplicity of interpretation of the conclusions, the column “code” will identify each class. In this part of the work, “T” stands for “teacher,” “S” for “student,” and “Ss” for “students.”

	GROUPS INFORMATION

	LEVEL
	TIME
	Nº OF STUDENTS
	AVERAGE AGE
	FREQUENCY*
	CODE

	Beginner
	12:00 p.m.
	16
	26
	2 X 1 h 15 min
	B1

	Intermediate
	08:00 a.m.
	07
	31
	3 X 50 min
	I1

	Intermediate
	03:00 p.m.
	12
	16
	3 X 50 min
	I2

	Intermediate
	04:00 p.m.
	07
	16
	3 X 50 min
	I3

	Advanced
	08:00 a.m.
	15
	20
	2 X 1 h 15 min
	A1

	Advanced
	06:30 p.m.
	18
	18
	2 X 1 h 15 min
	A2


*per week

Figure 13

XI.3.1) Beginner Levels (Houses/Apartments) ( [Activity I]
( Setting: Group B1.

( Textbook: Interchange Intro A (1994) ( Unit 7.

( Unit Objectives: Parts of the house.

( Activity Objectives: To review vocabulary used for houses/apartments.

( Material Used: Classified ads (newspaper cut-outs) ( houses/apartments for sale. Purposely, the ads portray houses/apartments of different sizes (variable number of rooms and bathrooms, presence or absence of porches, garages, swimming pools, etc.), located on different areas of Rio de Janeiro. All ads are in Portuguese.

( Procedure: (a) T hands out newpaper cut-outs (Figure 14a); (b) T starts asking questions, in English, about the houses/apartments featured in the ads ( the ads may appear isolated or grouped on a sheet of paper; (c) T conducts the discussion about the ads, based on what is required by the textbook unit to be taught; (d) T hands out sheet with questions (Figure 14b); (e) Ss answer the questions, individually or in groups, in English ( there may be more than one correct answer to the same question; (f) T elaborates on the answers; (g) T moves on to textbook.

( Students’ Response: Very good. There were no comments on the Portuguese used in the ads.

( Teacher’s Remarks: The activity went on as planned. It worked as a warm-up to the textbook unit. Students were relaxed, asked and discussed all the problems in English. They did not engage in paralel conversations in Portuguese. Except for the Portuguese in the ads, neither the teacher nor the students had to resort to the native language for any explanation, even considering the fact that they were beginners.

( Projected Duration: 10 minutes.

( Actual Duration: 15 minutes.

	ACTIVITY WITH ADS

(HOUSES)

[All taken from O Globo May 6, 1998.]
	ACTIVITY WITH ADS

(APARTMENTS)

[All taken from O Globo May 6, 1998.]

	SANTA TEREZA ( Casa Rua Progresso, terreno plano, 800 m2, 3 qtos, 2 sls, várias vagas, exclusivo, ótimo padrão. R$ 220.000

Tel.: 507-4210 CJ 3141
	BARRA DA TIJUCA ( Barra Doro. Maravilhoso salão, varanda, 3 quartos, suíte, armários, banheiros, copa/cozinha planejada, dependências, vaga, infraestrutura. Chaves SóImóveis Tel.: 512-3322

(A-15 SI-32348)

	SÃO CONRADO ( Village, 4 qts, sol manhã, salão lajota, banheiro granito, cozinha modulada, piso cerâmica, excelentes armários, qts c/varanda fechada. R$ 220.000 Loureiro Tel.: 322-5445 C. 8474
	GRAJAÚ ( Infra-estrutura, completa, pronto morar o seu 3 qts (ste), deps. comps., 2 vgs., esc. c/ arms., só

R$ 120.000,00. Patrimóvel, CJ 434, Tel.: 494-3403/

492-1134 Pia 3644.

	GÁVEA ( Linda residência, elegância, bom gosto, vista total verde, salões, sala jantar, 5 qtos. sendo 3 suítes, banheiros, copa-cozinha, terraço, piscina, garagens. R$ 600.000 Sóimóveis

Tel.: 512-3322 R-5/6777
	COPACABANA ( A Portal Vde 1 p/ andar, 310 m2 ótimo edif. slão., sl. jtar., 4 qts., 3 bh., copa coz., 3 dep., 2 gar., R$ 255.000,00 Tel.: 548-7272, Ref.: 4/2563

CJ 1502

	BARRA ( Cond. Jardim Club da Barra, casa c/ terreno, 700 m2 c/ salão, 3 qts., esc. deps. comps. vrdas., pisc., churr., ac. imóvel, como parte pgto. Patrimóvel, CJ 434, Tel.: 494-3403/492-1134

PBA 6364
	BOTAFOGO ( Praia, 340/339. Vendo excelente apartamento, sala, qto. conjugado, cozinha, banheiro. Chaves c/porteiro. Pronto morar. R$ 25.000 Facilitados. Oportunidade única. Tel.: 507-9821/

543-5366 C.7454

	JARDIM BOTÂNICO ( 400 m2 salas, 5 quartos (suíte), 4 banheiros, copa cozinha, 2 dependências, piscina, churrasqueira, 2 garagens R$ 400.000

Tel.: 236-5164/512-6939/9983-3257 Creci. 23369
	LAGOA ( C/ lazer, rua tranq. infra-estrut. linda vista, slão., 3 qts. (suíte) 2 bhs., copa coz. plan., deps., 2 gar., R$ 150.000,00 Tel.: 548-7272 Ref.: 3/4917 CJ 1502

	
	CATUMBI ( Quarto, sala, cozinha, banheiro, área, tanque. Rua dos Coqueiros, 151/205 fundos. Chaves apartamento 104. Visitas diariamente. Entrada

R$ 12.000,00 + mensalidades.

	
	MARACANÃ ( Apto dentro de vila, c/vaga na vila, 2 qtos, sala, banheiro, dependências. R$ 40.000 Aceito automóvel como parte pagamento. Tratar c/ proprietário. Tel.: 9995-6627/235-5492

	
	TIJUCA ( Sala 2 ambientes, 2 qtos. 1 suíte, dependências, varanda, garagem escritura. Salão festa/esporte/jogos, play. Documentação Ok, não aceito intermediário. R$ 90.000 Aceito imóvel Z. Sul.

Tel.: 284-2431

	
	VILA ISABEL ( Base 70 mil, oport. única 2 qtos sala, cozinha, banheiro, área, piscinas, play, churrasqueiras Patrimóvel CJ 434 Tel.: 512-9000 Pat 20219


Figure 14a
	ACTIVITY WITH ADS (HOUSES/APARTMENTS)

(STUDENT’S PART)
	ACTIVITY WITH ADS (HOUSES/APARTMENTS)

(TEACHER’S PART)

	1) Where are there big houses? Why?

Answer:  ______________________________

2) Where are there big apartments? Why?

Answer:  ______________________________

3) Where are there small apartments? Why?

Answer:  ______________________________

4) Which apartments have two rooms?

Answer:  ______________________________

5) Where is there a house and an apartment with three rooms?

Answer:  ______________________________

6) Which house has a dining room?

Answer:  ______________________________

7) Which apartment has three bathrooms?

Answer:  ______________________________


	Areas where houses/apartments are located:

1) Where are there big houses? Why? *

Answer: Sta. Teresa/Barra/Gávea/JB/

S. Conrado (all)

2) Where are there big apartments? Why? *

Answer: Grajaú/Lagoa/Barra/Copa

3) Where are there small apartments? Why? *

Answer: Botafogo/Catumbi (maybe Maracanã/Tijuca/Vila Isabel)

4) Which apartments have two rooms?

Answer: Maracanã/Tijuca/Vila Isabel

5) Where is there a house and an apartment with three rooms?

Answer: Barra

6) Which house has a dining room?

Answer: Gávea

7) Which apartment has three bathrooms?

Answer: Copa/Lagoa

NOTE: *Answers vary according to the number of rooms, square meters, and so on.


Figure 14b

XI.3.2) Intermediate Levels (Entertainment) ( [Activity II]
( Setting: Groups I2 and I3.

( Textbook: American Dimensions Intermediate (1993) ( Unit 4.

( Unit Objectives: Grammar: preference using like (e.g. I like this more than that) and prefer (e.g. I prefer this to that). Emphasis on like + noun (e.g. I like books) and like + -ing (e.g. I like reading), as well as on prefer + noun (e.g. I prefer books) and prefer + -ing (e.g. I prefer reading).

( Activity Objectives: To talk about different kinds of entertainment.

( Material Used: Newspaper cut-outs (ads or reviews from entertainment section) ( varied topics such as shows, plays, movies, dancing, reading, puzzles, tv programs, cartoons. All texts are in Portuguese.

( Procedure: (a) T conducts quick discussion in English on entertainment; (b) T divides the class in groups or pairs; (c) T hands out newspaper cut-outs grouped by topic: tv programs, shows/movies/plays, reading, puzzles, and so on; (d) Ss read in Portuguese and discuss in English; (e) Ss exchange comments on what they like to do, using, at the teacher’s cue, only like followed by to or a noun (e.g. I like to dance; I like books); (f) a second exchange of comments will involve two different topics, when the teacher introduces the idea of preference, using only prefer followed by to or a noun (e.g. I prefer to dance; I I prefer books); (g) groups or pairs may exchange cut-outs; (h) still through the use of the examples in the cut-outs, T introduces the other forms (like + -ing and prefer + -ing); (i) T collects newspaper cut-outs and moves on to the exercises in the textbook.

( Students’ Response: Very good. In neither group was there any significant event. In group I2 (12 students), one student asked the teacher: Why Portuguese? The teacher said it was just an activity like any other, which seemed to satisfy the student, who did not insist on the subject. In both groups the objectives were reached as planned (the activity was supposed to be a contextualizing exercise for the textbook unit to be presented).

( Teacher’s Remarks: The activity provoked questions on vocabulary, both in English and in Portuguese. In group I2, while cut-outs were being handed out and during the explanation of the activity, students started speaking Portuguese indiscriminately about the topics and specific vocabulary. The teacher had to intervene, better explaining the purpose of the exercise (not of the project), asking the students to speak English to cooperate; the native language was not used anymore.

( Projected Duration: 15 minutes.

( Actual Duration: 20 minutes.

XI.3.3) Intermediate Levels (Menu) ( [Activity III]
( Setting: Groups I1, I2 and I3.

( Textbook: American Dimensions Intermediate (1993) ( Unit 5.

( Unit Objectives: Eating habits. Vocabulary on food; what people eat in different parts of the world.

( Activity Objectives: To introduce vocabulary to be used in the textbook unit to be presented.

( Material Used: A full menu written in Portuguese, containing most of the vocabulary present in the textbook unit to be taught.

( Procedure: (a) T starts with the discussion in the textbook (in English): questions on what students like and do not like to eat; this will lead up to specific vocabulary (foods, types of preparation) which shall be listed on the board, for future reference; (b) the textbook is put aside, and the menu is handed out to individuals or groups ( Figure 15a; (c) Ss discuss the items in the menu (the exchanges are carried out in English); (d) Ss answer questions 1 through 5 in the handout (the answers are provided in Portuguese since they are only names of foods) ( Figure 15b; (e) the menu activity is interrupted, and the class moves on to the textbook, where there is an exercise to match names of foods to their corresponding descriptions; (f) right after this exercise is finished, the menu activity is resumed, when Ss answer question 6 in the handout, the only one to use English.

( Students’ Response: Excellent. In none of the groups did the menu exercise encourage the students to speak Portuguese; on the contrary, the students asked questions in English about the foods, the exercise working as a means to promote short bits of conversation in English. In group I2 (as pointed out in section XI.3.2 above), one student had asked the teacher Why Portuguese?; this time, a different student, the only one to do so, said that he would not be able to do the exercise because he did not have “permission to speak Portuguese in class.” The teacher explained, so that all the others could hear, that it was not necessary to “speak” Portuguese, just read and think in Portuguese, and that whatever it was that he wanted to say, he should say it in English. The student accepted the reasoning, and there were no other similar comments. All the students asked questions in English, in an attempt to learn the English equivalents to the terms listed in the menu. In group I3, although there were no comments in Portuguese during the exercise, the last part of the menu, concerning the acceptance of credit cards and cheques, called the students’ attention, causing them to exchange opinions, in Portuguese, on the pros and cons of this policy (referring to the restaurant owner’s profit and risks).

( Teacher’s Remarks: There was no noticeable problem in moving from the warm-up in English (in the textbook), to the activity in Portuguese (the menu), to the exercises in English (in the handout and in the textbook), and back again to Portuguese (the last question in the handout). After the activity was over, the menu served the purpose of practicing “cooking verbs,” (boil, fry, and so on) in English. In group I1 (adults), the stronger students tried to reproduce the menu in English, whereas the weaker ones felt “relieved” to work with such vocabulary primarily in their native language.

( Projected Duration: 20 minutes.

( Actual Duration: 30 minutes.

	R E S T A U R A N T E     R E A L
[image: image1.wmf]
	R E S T A U R A N T E     R E A L
[image: image2.wmf]

	M  E  N  U

APERITIVOS


        PREÇO
Salaminho fatiado ........................................ 10,00

Queijo provolone .........................................    9,00

Filezinho ......................................................  15,00

Carne seca com aipim ..................................   9,50

Batata frita ....................................................  4,00

Pasteizinhos de queijo, carne ou camarão

(com 8 unidades) .........................................    5,50

SALADAS
Salada mista

(tomate, alface, cebola, maionese, batata cozida,

queijo, presunto, cenoura, petit-pois) ........... 8,00

Salada russa

(beterraba, maçã, maionese) ......................    6,00

Salada simples 

(tomate, alface, cebola) ...............................    4,00

Prato de verão

(frutas da época) ........................................     7,00

CARNES
Filé mignon simples ....................................  11,00

Filé mignon à Parmegiana ..........................  15,00

Filé com fritas .............................................   13,00

Rosbife com legumes ...................................  14,00

Carne assada com nhoque ...........................  13,50

Strogonoff de Filé ........................................  12,50

AVES
Frango à Francesa .......................................  12,50

Filé à Parmegiana .......................................   12,50

Peito de frango grelhado .............................   11,00

Frango desfiado com arroz à grega ............   12,00

Strogonoff de frango ....................................  12,00


	M  E  N  U
MASSAS                                                             PREÇO
Talharim à francesa ..........................................   10,00

Espaguete ao molho branco ...............................  10,00

Lasanha à Bolonhesa ........................................   10,00

Nhoque ao forno .................................................  10,00

PIZZAS                                      Brotinho              Média

Muzzarela .................................       7,00              10,00

Calabresa ..................................       7,00              10,00

Quatro queijos .........................        8,00              11,00

Portuguesa ...............................        9,00              12,00

SOBREMESAS
Salada de frutas ..............................................       4,00

Pudim de leite ................................................        4,00

Mousse de chocolate .....................................         4,00

Sorvete (chocolate, creme, morango,

flocos) ............................................................         5,00

BEBIDAS
Refrigerantes/Água mineral .........................         1,50

Chope ............................................................         1,80

Whisky nacional ............................................         3,50

Whisky importado .........................................         5,00

Caipirinha ......................................................         3,20

Licor ..............................................................          4,00

Aceitamos todos os cartões de crédito.

Cheques especiais, somente mediante apresentação

da carteira de identidade e do cartão do banco.



Figure 15a

	ACTIVITY WITH MENU

(TEACHER’S PART)
	ACTIVITY WITH MENU

(STUDENT’S PART)

	1) Name three examples of light food.

______________________________________

2) Name three examples of heavy food.

______________________________________

3) If you are on a diet, what will you eat?

______________________________________

4) What type of food is more expensive?

______________________________________

5) What food is boiled? Fried? Broiled? Baked? Raw? Shredded?

______________________________________

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

EXERCISE    O N   P A G E   3 8 (textbook)

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

6) What kinds of food in the exercise in the book can be found in the menu?

______________________________________


	1) Name three examples of light food.

Answer: Salada simples, prato de verão, peito de frango grelhado. *
2) Name three examples of heavy food.

Answer: Carne seca com aipim, pasteizinhos, mousse.*
3) If you are on a diet, what will you eat?

Answer: Frango desfiado, salada de frutas*
4) What type of food is more expensive?

Answer: Carnes, frango*
5) What food is boiled? Fried? Broiled? Baked? Raw? Shredded?

Answer: Arroz/batata frita/filet mignon/carne assada/salada/frango desfiado*
---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

EXERCISE    O N   P A G E   3 8 (textbook)

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

6) What kinds of food in the exercise in the book can be found in the menu?

Answer: potatoes, tomatoes, onions, rice

NOTE: *There are several possible answers.


Figure 15b

XI.3.4) Advanced Levels (Opinions and Statements ( Personality Traits) ( [Activity IV]
( Setting: Groups A1 and A2.

( Textbook: Finishing Touches A (1994) ( Unit 6.

( Unit Objectives: Personality traits.

( Activity Objectives: To elicit vocabulary (mainly adjectives) about men’s and women’s personalities, so as to pave the way for a reading text on the equality between the sexes.

( Material Used: Newspaper cut-outs (mostly headlines); most of them referred to relevant events with which the students were familiar (in this case, the World Cup in France).

( Procedure: (a) T starts asking Ss what kind of people they are; (b) T then hands out newspaper cut-outs with statements which bear adjectives and nouns related to personal characteristics (e.g. famous, nervous, patience, all in Portuguese) ( Figure 16; (c) T asks Ss whether they share the same characteristics as those printed on the cut-outs; (d) all English words are listed on the board, as the discussion evolves (nouns, adjectives, verbs); (e) T then collects the cut-outs, and the activity will move to the textbook.

( Students’ Response: Good. Objectives were achieved. There was no problem in relation to the use of Portuguese. The activity did not lead to the use of the native language.

( Teacher’s Remarks: The teacher said that she was not at ease with this activity. After a thorough discussion of the matter, it turned out that the cause was not the activity itself, nor the Portuguese used (after all, the students themselves did not complain), but the way it was construed. Maybe a poster containing all the statements, instead of the isolated cut-outs, would have been of greater help. A better contextualization of the cut-outs could also have enhanced the activity, for instance, by means of a game to match types of personality with the statements on the cut-outs. Although there were no actual problems, the teacher warned against one potential hazard: the words “paciência” and “alegria,” nouns in Portuguese, may in theory confuse the students, mainly beginners, as to their noun/adjective equivalents in English; since the textbook unit focused primarily on adjectives, it might have been wiser to select cut-outs with adjectives only.

( Projected Duration: 10 minutes.

( Actual Duration: 10 minutes.

	Newspaper cut-outs

(for activity on personality traits)

	1) “Só espero que eles tenham sido sinceros”

	2) “Não tiveram paciência comigo”

	3) Guga nervoso joga raquete no juiz

	4) Zico foi cauteloso

	5) Não aguento de tanta alegria...

	6) Vidente famoso

	7) Luciene de Deus, de 28 anos, está confiante em um bom resultado na prova de domingo.

	8) Romário é especial, por isso esperamos tanto.

	NOTE: All taken from Jornal do Brasil, June 03, 1998.


Figure 16
XI.3.5) Comments on the Activities

The most important fact to be stressed is that the Portuguese (learners’ native language) used in all the activities did not hinder the learning of English in any observable way, thus confirming my original proposition (see Section X1.1). The second proposition was also confirmed, that is to say, activities created in the learners’ native language, if well structured and under appropriate planning, can be used as a tool in ELT. In terms of methodology, the activities (in Portuguese) achieved their objectives (in the learning of English). This has an extremely significant implication: activities constructed in the learners’ native language can be used to teach EFL, as long as the objectives are established having in mind the learning of English. It may seem obvious, but there is an enormous difference between using a text in the learners’ native language (“text” is being used here as “any form of discourse”) merely as a means of starting up any exchange in English, and using a text carefully chosen to produce effects in a specifically targeted aspect of the English language to be learned.

To me this is perfectly understandable: if the activity is chosen, prepared and presented with the objective of introducing and/or expanding a particular feature of the foreign language to be taught, this activity theoretically may be physically formulated in any language, provided that it is within the reach of the learners’ comprehension; the maximum level here is the learners’ native language, which provides them with the highest degree of comprehension. The activity in this case becomes exactly what it is supposed to be: a tool, a bridge connecting what is to be taught and the learners’ potential learning of it, in other words, a tool with a purpose, similar to the ones (devised in the English language) that EFL teachers are used to exploring. Even the latter must be subjected to objectives to be fulfilled in the target language; for instance, there is no sense in engaging learners in a pairwork exercise (in English) which does not aim at a specific result in the learning of English ( the mere fact that the teacher uses a pairwork activity conducted in English does not mean anything.

The underlying reason for the success of all the activities described above is very simple: in an EFL situation, learners are already operating within the frequency of their own linguistic context of the world as they know it, due to the constant use of their native language; words and constructions activate meanings which have their role determined by the patchwork of the learners’ reality. It is precisely under this operational framework (language-context-reality) that learners go to class. When the EFL teacher uses this already established framework as a trampolin to present the framework of another language, the transition tends to be smoother. The learner does not have to build a whole new framework from scratch (find out the words, negotiate meaning and make associations between the two systems) before moving from his own to the new one; it is simply a matter of transferring what he or she knows in the original context to what he or she is expected to learn in the new context ( there is no abrupt shift. Put differently, it means that the learner will use his or her knowledge of the world, evoked by the use of his or her native language, and then adapt this knowledge of the world to the new one through the use of the new language. Schematically, it might roughly be exemplified as follows (Figure 17):




Figure 17
Where L1F = Native Language Framework (it involves the actual momentary learning context as inscribed in the learners’ reality);


L2F = Foreign Language Framework (it involves the desired momentary learning


context as inscribed in an L2 speaker’s reality);


  L1 = Native Language;


  L2 = Foreign Language;


   C  = Context (assumed to be practically the same in L1 and L2);

           AL1 = Activity conducted in L1;

           AL2 = Activity conducted in L2.

To begin with, we can understand AL1 and AL2 as any kind of activity or exercise intended to introduce or expand a given topic, be it grammatical, conversational or other. In fact, activities in a foreign or second language class may be interpreted as “crutches,” that is, a starting point from where the teacher derives his or her presentations or explanations; the learners, leaning on these “crutches,” start moving along the linguistic path towards the increased knowledge of the target language. The methodological trick, if we further develop the analogy, is then two-fold: (1) to find the “crutch” which will help learners “walk” faster and more smoothly, and (2) to find the “crutch” which is the least telling, in other words, which does not resemble a “crutch,” an artificial device, ideally promoting learning more naturally.

According to the diagram above (Figure 17), in the only-English class, basically what happens is that the activity performed in L2 (AL2) affects directly the linguistic component (L2) of the new framework (L2F); the learner thus will have to resort, consciously or unconsciously, to his or her own framework (L1F), so as to build the new framework (L2F) through an abrupt, emergency process of associations between the linguistic component of the two languages (L1 and L2), indicated in Figure 17 by (a), somewhat “forcing” him or her to “guess” the social and the cultural components of the new reality (L2F), based on what has already been established in his or her mind (L1F). Learners eventually will also consciously or unconsciously resort to their native language. In the class that uses the native language, the activity performed in L1 (AL1) affects the learner’s reality (L1F) as a whole, acting as an extension, or commentary, of his or her knowledge of the world (L1F). The learner will then more naturally transpose his or her reality (L1F) to the new one (L2F) ( aided in this process by the teacher and the activity itself, which has been devised with specific objectives (, as indicated in Figure 17 by (1); assuming that the context is practically the same in both realities (C), the learner finally reaches the linguistic component of the new language (L2) by means of the activation of relationships elicited during the negotiation of meaning in the new reality (L2F), as indicated in Figure 17 by (2). In this case, the new language (L2) tends to appear as a more spontaneous result of the complex process of associating the linguistic, the social and the cultural components of the new language.

It follows from the interpretation of Figure 17 above that a class with which the teacher uses an activity in the learners’ native language (AL1) potentially tends to increase learners’ interest in the target language ( as demonstrated in my field research so far (, thus reducing the drop-out rate by means of a closer interaction with language in its abstract, universal sense; the transition from L1F to L2F seems to be smoother. To keep the “crutch” analogy developed above, AL1 seems to rend learning easier than AL2. Additionally, this route brings to class more respect to the learner and his or her cultural context.

For clarification, I must stress that I understand the term “framework” as the composite of sociocultural aspects regulating the communal life of a given group of individuals, that is to say, this group’s knowledge of the world, directly related to the language they use, and the term “context” as a particular situation of communication within this group, taking place in the language they speak. I have assumed in these observations that the context may be considered practically the same in both languages, which does not harm my conclusions because realities are significantly different when one moves from one culture to another, but the context may be replicated: “reality does not travel with context.” (Widdowson, Seattle, 1998) Figure 17 can explain what happened in the menu activity described in Section XI.3.3: the activity departed from the learners’ knowledge of the world implicit in their sociocultural and linguistic framework, acting directly upon this very same framework (L1F); half spontaneously and half guided by the teacher, the learners started transposing this framework to the new one (L2F), perceiving that the context was basically the same in the two realities (C)  ( in fact, a situational exchange in a restaurant (context) may take place in Brazil almost exactly as it does in the United States, except for the language and perhaps the food items. English (L2) came up more naturally and spontaneously as learners started to make associations already within the new reality (L2F).

As it might be erroneously implied from the last paragraph, I could not possible advocate a return to the grammar-translation method. This is not what this study is all about. The above discussion must not be conducive to the notion that an AL1 is always indicated. Not at all. The reason is very simple: resorting once again to the “crutch” analogy, it is profitable at times to facilitate learning by means of a smoother approach (a better “crutch”), as in the case of more complex linguistic or cultural items; however, if these “crutches” are always used, learners will become ever more dependant on them, not fully exercising their intellectual abilities towards the learning of the target language. A controlled and appropriate mix of AL1’s and AL2’s is left to the teacher’s discretion; this ratio will vary according to the different groups of learners. The crucial point here is: the use of learners’ native language in an EFL class, if necessary and under careful planning, poses absolutely no problem in terms of the acquisition of the English language, at least as far as my teaching experience and my research are concerned up to this moment. What I have been trying to do in this section is simply to formulate a tentative hypothesis of how the native language works when used in the teaching of EFL, but that obviously does not mean that learners’ native language has to be used throughout: it is supposed to be a tool, not a method (see item 12 in Figure 8).

All this explains the fact that there were not negative responses to the activities described above, in terms of learners’ reaction to the use of their native language. The only exceptions, Activities II and III (Sections XI.3.2 and XI.3.3), account for irrelevant 2,7 % (two students in a total of 75) of all the learners under scrutiny, and might be considered a result of the “repression” of which the use of learners’ mother tongue has been a victim all these years, as pointed out in the foregoing sections.

In Activity IV (Section X1.3.4), the teacher reported a certain uneasiness with the whole process, the reasons of which lie in the construction of the activity itself, not in the Portuguese (learners’ native language) used. This is very relevant, in that on several occasions activities devised in English do not work at all, be it because they were developed with different contexts in mind (see Section VIII), or because they are not applicable to that one class situation. Teachers may occasionally prepare activities in English which do not work at all with certain classes. Consequently, the native language cannot be held responsible for the ineffectiveness of an activity.

Although these results are not conclusive, for the research is still in its initial stages, they provide us with information concerning teacher and student (positive) reactions towards the use of L1 in an EFL environment, along with an analysis of the activities used in the experiment. More data must be collected through the repetition of these activities in the context of other classes, as well as the creation of new ones to be used and analyzed with a larger number of learners.

XII. Conclusions
This study aimed at the discussion of some commonly misunderstood aspects of the teaching of English as a foreign language. I tried to convey my own opinions on the several topics covered, coupled with eminent scholars’ views on the same subjects. I also tried to quote recent works in the field, as well as older ones, in an attempt to prove that many of our concerns today are in fact timeless, inasmuch as they have been in the minds of researchers for at least 20 to 30 years. As a matter of fact, as demonstrated in Section V, age or difference in the approach (in relation to what we are used to today) do not totally invalidate a certain methodological point of view. The same philosophy made me quote from different sources from different parts of the world, in order to paint a clearer portrait of the topics against a more encompassing background.

APPENDICES

APPENDIX A

THE HOW-TO ERA

by José Manuel da Silva
Problem: you bought a new computer, and you need to learn how to operate it so as to write your letters. Solution: read the manual, especially the section entitled “text editing.” Remarks: you will learn exactly what keys to punch, and you will remain entirely ignorant about chips or how signals move inside the computer, as well as about interaction among the several parts of the machine. Problem: you want to slim down a little and get rid of those uncomfortable, undesirable extra inches. Solution: watch that new, interesting little video on how to lose thirty pounds in three weeks. Remarks: you will for sure eat off the extra weight, without a single word on what happens to your body when you go on a diet, the dangers or advantages of some foods and the relationship between dieting and exercising. Problem: you have an EFL class of twenty brats who cannot by any means articulate the th-sound correctly. Solution: buy a book with one hundred and sixty-seven minimal-pair exercises. Remarks: you need not be concerned with points or manners of articulation or with the difficulties that a speaker of Portuguese may have when learning English. All in all you are already a teacher, and what you need is a quick recipé to solve that particular and immediate problem; besides, you studied all this in college...

Undeniably we live in a fast-moving society, where computers do it all, and the more machines you can buy, the more time you have for, say, relaxation. Of course we do not have to know how chips are built or how electrons move inside a CPU ( whatever that may be! ( if all we want is to write a letter using the computer. But if we do, things will become easier when it comes to using the computer as a fax, or even understanding the differences before we buy an old model or a more advanced one. The point is: the more we know about things, the more we understand the world around us and the more we can interact with it.

It is very unfortunate, however, that the tendency nowadays is to resort to simple, objective and direct manuals which describe ways to do things. More unfortunately, it has reached teachers in the EFL area. Ask one hundred language students ( future teachers ( in a university if they think that Literature, Sociology or Psychology are important to their future careers as English teachers. The answer will be a striking majority NO! Ask one hundred English teachers if they prefer to prepare their own roleplays instead of taking them from a book devised for this purpose. Another pathetic, prophetic and predictable NO!

This is not to say that those kinds of books are good for nothing, and have absolutely no place in a teacher’s library. Not at all. Whenever a teacher can complement his/her class with a good activity taken from a book carefully prepared for that purpose, he/she will probably have several good options to choose from. The problem begins when we can only prepare that sort of class using that kind of manual as a tool, and the time saved is not employed to devise other ways to approach the same difficulty, or to do some research on the theory underlying that difficulty, either to shed new light on the subject or to find alternative solutions to the problem.

These words must not be interpreted as a strong and gratuitous criticism to teachers as a whole, or to their abilities. What has been happening with growing frequency ( and here lies the criticism ( is that the existing good teachers, as well as the potentially capable ones, are being gradually overtaken by this modern trend of abandoning a more thorough investigation of facts.

In seminars, workshops or meetings, people search for strategies, tools, techniques and exercises to practice this or that. It is symptomatic that practically nobody attends the more theoretical lectures offered, where one might learn exactly how to create his or her own strategies, tools, techniques and exercises. Furthermore, even in universities, students tend to flee the more elaborate, complex courses, in order to fill up the “practical” ones. Modern times are more concerned with effects, not with causes. In the short term this may pay, but in the long run the professional will no doubt resent not having acquired the means to develop more personalized methods. Professional and academic stagnation is a dead-end street with no visible return.

Gone are the days (thank God) when teaching was martyrdom, a mission that would open heaven’s door. On the other hand, it is high time we learned the obvious: without theory, practice must be acquired from someone else, which means that we become somewhat handicapped. What is being said here is not that teachers (to be good) should sacrifice their weekends to search for new theories of how to handle problems they encountered in class during the week; nor that teachers ought to read every single new release on the EFL publishing market. Nevertheless, I do propose that all teachers think long and hard about the following: do I already have enough theoretical background, so that I can be completely on my own professionally?

In this country, malheureusement, theory is consecrated to beginners. Once we cross the threshold ( the certificate (, we tend to concentrate on the practical side of our emerging professional life. And we may very well remain there for good. No expert ( and I firmly believe that good teachers are specialists ( can afford to stop reading, interacting, researching, reflecting, or questioning. We cannot just go to work and come back home, and consider that we have done our job. That’s for beginners. We must participate in study groups, we need to read constantly, and we have to take an interest in things cultural.

All exaggerations ( and impossibilities ( aside, teachers must learn to depend more on themselves. Manuals are tools, which, by definition, entail a whole previous, updated knowledge of their subjects; they must be used as such, within the specific role they play as aids to professionals in any area. A common complaint is that students do not read. Do we? If so, do we read enough? And if so, do we read critically? Think of the last example of a rock group that you gave your class: was it the Beatles? The Police? Red Hot Chili Peppers? Nirvana? So you better be prepared for Chumbeye Blind. (NOTE: if your last rock group example was Frank Sinatra, drop dead.)

There is a whole world out there to be discovered and explored. It includes not only specialized updating, but also general information. It has been well proved that what marks the difference between a good and a bad teacher is not only the amount of knowledge that he or she may have in his or her area, but also how quickly he or she can adapt that knowledge to the changes of the world around him or her; how intelligently he or she can use a new discovery to plan a class; how effectively he or she can make up a new variation to replace or improve an old technique; how flexibly he or she can move from one context to another. But in order to do these things, we must (1) be secure within the principles which rule daily events in one’s professional life, and (2) be proficient in all the intricacies of our métier.

To sum up, I propose an old-fashioned challenge: a theory-combined-with-practice revival, departing from the theory. We must not allow ourselves to be carried away by the current wave of intellectual blankness which has resulted from the computerization of our lives. We must be the masters and the manuals must be our slaves.

To command, it is essential that we learn how to perform the task. To teach thoroughly, one must be versed in all secrets, all details. We teachers are specialists, but most of us seem to have forgotten this. Too bad.

*

APPENDIX B

WORD WATCH
by José Manuel da Silva

1. Introduction
What to say to whom, when and where. This is one of the most basic principles concerning the appropriateness of vocabulary. Roughly, the academic maxim means that we should always address a given audience using suitable terms. Too bad teachers (and I include myself) don’t always live up to it (or better yet, unfortunately, teachers do not always remember to do it). Whether because we cannot resist the opportunity to insert in the explanation that one-billion-dollar word that we have been so eager tu use, or because the only synonym that comes to our mind at the moment is regrettably far beyond our students’ reach, or even because we unconsciously verbalize the high-level vocabulary that we are so used to, the fact is that sometimes students get stuck in some words which they fail to understand (or better yet, students encounter obstacles in what we say).

Teachers teach, and teaching implies the acquisition of something not previously known (this is a purposeful overgeneralization, for which I beg your pardon), but I wonder: on the occasions when our students failed to understand something, was it because we did not explain the subject well, because it was too difficult for them, or because our words were too complex for their knowledge? In this article, we shall focus on the third alternative. The examples in this article relate to Portuguese-speaking students learning English as a foreign language.

2. Word X Audience
Indeed, after observing classes and talking to students, one thing stands out: teachers sometimes use words that students do not understand. If these words are part of the lesson, or if they are consciously employed to enhance students’ vocabulary, fine. If, however, during the instructions to a game or exercise, or while explaining a new word, we use (or better yet, utilize) a word or expression of which the students cannot grasp the meaning, students’ performance will be lowered, and perhaps our work will be doubled or tripled. Moreover, we will waste more time ( which should be devoted to the class itself ( to get things done than if we had used the appropriate word or expression.

In beginning-level classes, after high-responsive activities, some teachers are tempted to say: “What’s the aim of the story”? Students’ facial expressions usually go blank. What if the teacher asks: “What’s the objective of the story”? Involved as the students are, they (whose knowledge of English does not include the distinction between Latin-origin nor Anglo-Saxon-origin words) will never argue about the constitutionality (!) of aim or objective. Only objective is much easier for them to understand than aim, for obvious reasons ( it comes from Latin; besides, its use is not so restricted as to render speech artificial.

Several teachers like to employ the expression for instance to illustrate different situations, whereas for example would be much more logical, facilitating students’ concentration directly on the examples themselves.

After presenting a very interesting follow-up activity, which promoted a high level of participation, teachers ask students to make up a story, similar to the one which they have just read. Why not create or even write a story?

Other identical examples are not hard to find, and they reflect not incompetence on the part of the teachers, but merely the fact that they overlooked what might be easier for students, in terms of clarity, while establishing the procedure for a game or exercise, or during the explanation of a given topic. Obviously, the aforementioned facts refer to beginners, who do not yet master the language so well, in order to catch the meaning of a sequence of utterances at once, especially if some of them are not quickly identified. The idea here is that, as much as possible, teacher talk should be located within the realm of the students’ vocabulary: beginner talk for beginners, advanced talk to advanced students.

At this point, one possible counter-argument might be that the more new words and expressions the teacher uses, the faster students will increase their vocabulary. This is not so since research has proved that, among other facts of language, vocabulary acquisition involves concepts such as high- and low-frequency words, as well as tasks specifically devised for this purpose. Therefore, new words spoken en passant most likely will not be assimilated by the students, maybe not even identified or recognized.

It stands to reason that what is being said here is not that teachers must transform their speech into something repetitive, blunt and uncreative. New words need to be introduced as often as possible, so as to form a consistent body of vocabulary in students’ minds, but in this case we are dealing with special tasks carefully chosen to that one class or that one part of the class ( that is precisely vocabulary teaching, a branch of EFL/ESL methodology. Nevertheless, quick instructions to games, tests, activities or exercises, as well as the teaching of grammar topics, vocabulary itself, or any other linguistic feature should be carried out by means of adequate words and expressions, the ones students are familiar with. Perhaps asking students to provide answers for a given set of questions is not so clear as asking them to give the answers, or answer the questions; complete is definitely easier to understand than fill in/out the blanks (te fact that it appears in tests is something else); traits may be more easily understood as characteristics; the same applies to preoccupied, instead of worried. Notice that almost all the alternatives suggested here are naturally used by native speakers of English, are practically under the same register, and, for Portuguese-speaking students, which is our case, come from Latin and are similar to their Portuguese counterparts.

In all examples treated so far, the underlying principle is that learning may be facilitaded if words which come from the same origin ( Latin, in this case ( (objective, create), or high-frequency words (write, give) are used.

3. Uncommon Words ( Handle with Care
It is important to mention at this point that these problems do not only appear in relation to words derived from Latin and thus connected with Portuguese ones. At times, we may find ourselves asking “Have you ever been to Japan”? The utterance would be very natural if we were not teaching the simple past, which, let us suppose, in this particular unit, is presented before the present perfect!

We must be very careful not to overgeneralize what has been previously said. English has approximately 60 % of Latin, which would make it easier for us to use words such as firmament, urinal, physiognomy, phantasma, and culinary (adj.), instead of the anglo-saxon equivalents heavens, bedpan, appearance/countenance, ghost and cooking (adj.). This is not a good policy, for these words have their occurrence confined to Literature or archaic usage; the strategy might then backfire: students may understand the words, but usage will be out of register. Of course, this is not a widespread practice among teachers, but some of us do try to facilitate things by using similar words to the ones above.

When teaching advanced levels, various teachers also think that they should employ more sophisticated words, so that the students may raise their vocabulary to high standards. It may work, and it may not. Sometimes, these words are even derived from Latin, which makes them resemble Portuguese equivalents, but most students are definitely not acquainted with them in Portuguese, due to their low frequency, and will for sure not understand their meaning, although they may recognize some of them. This is the case of subrepticious, putative, condolences, myriad and procrastination.

4. Conclusion
All this may seem quite evident, but if teachers make a habit of watching the words that they use in some teaching situations, classes will undoubtedly flow more smoothly and productively. At times, we have excellent ideas and the expertise to put them in practice, but, after hours of lesson planning, somehow, for an unknown reason, students fail to respond immediately to what we “so clearly” have proposed. Maybe one single word would make the difference, and save us a lot of trouble and frustration. We keep telling our students to use or not to use this or that word here and there ( a basic tenet of register; therefore, we just have to practice what we preach (or better yet, do unto others what we want others to do unto us).

*
APPENDIX C

A NEW LOOK AT CREATIVITY

by José Manuel da Silva
Creative teachers have long been in demand. “Monotonous” classes are unacceptable since, as such, they do not promote the desired environment, one where students are most alert and attentive. A dynamic, charismatic teacher who moves around alternating clear, effective explanations with attractive acitivities and interesting, up-to-date examples is therefore regarded as a “good” teacher, a “creative” teacher, one who can transform a long, dull reading text into a funny piece of learning material.

Unfortunately, however, the concept of “creativity” has mostly been associated with the way a teacher performs, external features which, undoubtedly, make the class more lively, but which do not necessarily contribute to a more solid learning. We must, therefore, redefine the notion of creativity, so that teacher trainers can help their trainees to differenciate between what is superficially creative (leading to a more smooth class), and what is profoundly, really creative (leading to a more smooth and profitable class).

To facilitate our discussion, we shall distinguish between creativity and creation. Creativity is related to the features mentioned in the introduction to this work, in other words, it is the ability to conceive different ways to present the same material, to adapt acitivities, and to mold the class, giving it the form which is most appropriate to that one specific teaching/learning context. It is undeniably an important and desirable characteristic in a teacher, in that it removes the tension involved with the presentation of unknown material, on the one hand, and provides students with a more effective sequence and content of activities, on the other. A teacher who belongs in this category is, in our terminology, creative. However, this teacher is somewhat limited because he or she only has the ability to devise new forms of presenting old materials, and will be, in consequence, dependent on a pre-determined corpus on which to work. Theory, for this teacher, is important, but not essential, for he or she works basically with existing material.

Creation, conversely, is an ability which transcends creativity, in our jargon. With creation, the teacher can also devise new materials to fill gaps in textbooks, or totally new versions of materials that are not applicable in their original form. For lack of a better term, we shall call this teacher inventive, stressing that creation, in this view, encompasses creativity. Theory, for an inventive teacher, is then essential, so that he or she can rely on the appropriate underlying principles which will enable him or her to apply creativity to the process of creation.

The following diagram illustrates what has been said so far.


           INVENTIVE TEACHER                        CREATIVE TEACHER
                                (                                                                    (
	CREATION
	(
	CREATIVITY


                                (                                                                    (

         The RESULT is                                         The RESULT is
       something NEW,                                   A NEW FORM
       A NEW PRODUCT,                                of presenting an
       or A NEW VERSION                              old product.
       of an old product.
                               (                                                                     (
        EMPHASIS: New product(s)                EMPHASIS: Different way(s)

        to tackle old/new needs.                      to tackle old/new products.
In conclusion, there is no doubt as to the predominance of what we might call inventive teachers, over those who are commonly regarded as creative ones. As it entails a stronger need for theoretical background, creation will definitely prepare the teacher for a greater number of unexpected situations, besides turning him or her into a critic of his or her own work.
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