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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 audio-lingual and later communicative methodology; it might promote uncontrollable, harmful and undesirable conversation in the learners’ native language; it might become a good reason 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.

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:

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 respectability 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” (Ausubel, 1968 apud 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)

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 available in different parts of the world.

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)

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.” (Edward Arnold, 1984 apud 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)

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.

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.]

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)
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 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.
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