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1. 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. The term can be defended, 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have become anathema in EFL; the mere mention of them causes shrills of repulsion, thus deeming the professional outdated and anachronic. 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 mainly 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.

2. 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. In universities, 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.

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)

3. Teacher Control
The whole idea of teaching 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)

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. 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. 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. 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)

4. Research
It follows from our discussion in item 2 above (Theory and Practice) 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.

“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. 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)

5. 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:

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.

6. Authentic Language 

The expression “authentic language” has become a key word in EFL. 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. 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. 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.

The most serious inconvenience is related to context. Whenever a text is produced (text here 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)

7. Creation and Creativity
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

One final consideration 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.

8. 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. 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. Widdowson states that “which kind of syllabus a teacher has to work with is relatively unimportant. (...) 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) [Teaching materials] “are designed not for experimentation but for implementation. The teacher acts as a medium.” (Widdowson, 1991:30)

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. 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 pair work 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 underlying 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.” (1994:68)

9. 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)

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) 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.

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) So-called native speakers are not 100 % reliable, as far as foreign language acquisition goes. “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.” (Medgyes, 1994:55)

10. 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 uncontrollable, 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.

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” (D. P. Ausubel, 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)

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.

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. 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)

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 generic, 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.

11. 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.

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.
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