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Abstract 

English has been taught as a foreign language for quite a long time, a fact that has 
led to the appearance of different methodologies to teach it. With the advances in the 
study of language acquisition and, more specifically, in foreign language acquisition, the 
attention has been drawn towards the possible benefits of using the students’ first 
language (L1) when teaching a foreign language. However, many language centres, 
schools or institutions still ban the use of the students’ L1 in the English as a Foreign 
Language (EFL) classroom, without taking into account research on the topic or teachers’ 
and students’ opinions. 

The purpose of this TFG was to carry out a study to portray the perspectives that 
teachers and students of English have regarding the use of Catalan/Spanish (L1) in the 
EFL classroom. The data for the study was gathered through online questionnaires which 
were completed by teachers and students of English. Results showed that teachers use the 
students’ L1 in their classes. The results of the study also confirmed that students 
appreciate the use of L1 because it helps them understand the target language. 

 
Keywords: L1, EFL, ELF, teachers’ perceptions, students’ perceptions, non-native 
teachers. 
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1. Introduction  

 
Non-native English speakers currently outnumber native speakers of the language; 

it has become a lingua franca (Lasagabaster, 2005) and therefore offers a wide range of 

opportunities to those who are able to use it. The teaching of English as a foreign language 

(EFL) has spread over time and, additionally, the methodologies used for teaching this 

language have changed throughout the years. For a long time, it was believed that English 

should be the only language spoken in the classroom, as it was thought that total 

immersion in the target language was required in order to learn this language more 

effectively. However, with the study of the acquisition of second languages, attention has 

been drawn to the possible benefits of using the students’ first language (L1) in the EFL 

classroom. Despite research on the use of L1, many centres still implement an English-

only policy without taking into account the insights from research and from many teachers 

themselves, namely, that using the students’ first language in the EFL setting may actually 

be beneficial for some students and in certain contexts or settings. 

 
 

2. Literature Review 

 
Research findings indicate that some teachers have a positive attitude towards the 

use of L1 in the foreign-language classroom. According to previous research (Crawford, 

2004; Debreli, 2016; Edstrom, 2006; Gallagher, 2020; McMillan & Rivers, 2010; Dailey-

O’Cain & Liebscher, 2009; Schweers, 1999), the reasons teachers use the students’ L1 

can be listed as follows: to avoid misunderstandings and to establish successful teacher-

student communication; to establish rapport; to show respect and value towards L1; and 

to compare L1 with the target language. 
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A clear distinction between the views of native and non-native teachers on this 

matter has been noticed. Research has shown that native teachers generally oppose to the 

use of L1 in the classroom. 

B. McMillan and D. J. Rivers (2010) carried out research in 2008 to determine 

teachers’ opinions on the English-only policy. They asked volunteers to complete a 

survey with open-answer questions. All respondents worked in an institution in which an 

English-only policy was implemented. The surveys showed that most teachers were in 

favour of the use of L1 in the classroom, with only a small number of teachers opposing 

it. Most of the arguments against the use of L1 concerned the importance of providing the 

students with exposure to the target language. The arguments for the use of L1 were 

similar to those indicated above. What is interesting in this research is that “teachers who 

viewed student L1 use more positively tended to be less proficient speakers of Japanese” 

(McMillan, 2010:258) which was the students’ L1. 

Along the same lines, F. Gallagher (2020) interviewed native English teachers. 

According to Gallagher, “all teachers believed that maximising the use of the target 

language was important” (Gallagher, 2020:5). Nevertheless, they admitted allowing the 

students to use their L1 in monolingual classes. It is worth noting that the participants in 

Gallagher’s research acknowledged not having thought about the implications of the use 

of L1 when teaching a foreign language. Furthermore, most of the participants did not 

speak a second language or have a good level of proficiency in the students’ mother 

tongues. 

The literature about this topic is also enriched by specialists such as Crawford 

(2004) and Debreli (2016), who focus only on the teachers’ perspective. 
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Crawford (2004) provided an online questionnaire for language teachers. All 

participants taught a foreign language to groups who shared the same L1. In contrast to 

what previous research had shown, the participants in this research were opposed to the 

idea of using the target language as the main language of communication in the classroom, 

especially with young students. According to these results, the more proficient the class 

was the more likely teachers were to use the target language; with low proficiency groups, 

meanwhile, the students’ L1 was more likely to be used. 

E. Debreli (2016) interviewed 54 non-native English teachers working with 

groups of distinct levels of proficiency. All participants said that L1 should be used in the 

classroom and that it was in fact unavoidable. The reasons given for using L1 in the 

classroom match those found in other studies (McMillan & Rivers, 2020; Schweers, 1999; 

Edstrom, 2006). The participants in Debreli’s research added that avoiding the use of L1 

in the classroom would “lead to a fall in students’ enthusiasm. [...] reflected in students’ 

performance, as they become unwilling to participate in class on subsequent occasions” 

(2016:29). 

While the studies listed above focus on teachers’ perspectives, some others also 

take into account students’ views. 

C.W. Schweers (1999) focused on the use of L1 in an ESL class in Puerto Rico. 

To that end, four classes were recorded for 35 minutes and 19 teachers were asked to 

complete a questionnaire. A similar questionnaire was also given to the students. 

Regarding the students’ perspective, 99% were in favour of the use of L1 in the classroom. 

As for the teachers’ perspectives, the reasons given also coincide with those across the 

literature. With the class recordings, Schweers noticed that L1 was used, although to 
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different extents. Interestingly, the teacher who used L1 most in class was also the most 

experienced. 

A. Edstrom (2006) takes a different approach to collecting data, opting for a self-

centred study to analyse her own use of L1 and L2 in her classes. In order to collect data, 

she kept a reflective journal and recorded the classes themselves. In addition, her students 

completed a questionnaire. In this case, the teacher is also non-native and the class has a 

shared L1. The results revealed that the students and the teacher did not always have the 

same perspective towards the use of L1. Although they both agreed on L1 being a helpful 

tool in the classroom, the teacher expressed some guilt when using it. 

In addition to this, J. Dailey-O’Cain and G. Liebscher (2009) claim that the use of 

L1 is inevitable because codeswitching is common among bilingual speakers. Therefore, 

according to Dailey-O’Cain and Liebscher “When teachers give students permission to 

use both languages during classroom interaction, they tend to use them in ways that 

promote both second-language learning and bilingual language behaviour” (2009:143). 

 

3. The Study 

 
3.1 Objectives & Methodology 

This TFG aims to give voice to the perceptions of teachers and students regarding 

the use of L1 in the EFL classroom. For this purpose, third- and fourth-year students of 

ESO (obligatory lower-secondary education) and, on the other hand, some English 

Language teachers were asked to complete an online questionnaire (see Appendices). 

The data was collected through a questionnaire following the approach taken in 

previous research (Crawford, 2004; Edstrom, 2006; McMillan & Rivers, 2010; Schweers, 
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1999). Specifically, the questionnaire given to the students was based on that used by 

Schweers in his research (1999). The questionnaires (see Appendices) were administered 

online (sent to teacher, carried out online by both groups) because of its practicality and 

also the limitations due to COVID-19. 

 

3.2 Participants 

For the present study, teachers and students of English as a foreign language were 

asked to complete a questionnaire. All participants of the study were living in Catalonia 

(Spain) which has Catalan and Spanish as the official languages. Therefore, English is 

taught as a foreign language and accordingly, teachers and students share a common 

language (Catalan/Spanish). Participants were divided into two groups: teachers and 

students. 

As for the first group, 62 teachers completed the online questionnaire. Regarding 

their experience teaching English as a foreign language, 24 (38.7%) had 5 or fewer years 

of experience; 11 (17.7%) had between 6 and 10 years of experience; 12 (19.4%) had 

between 11 and 19 years of experience and 15 (24.2%) had 20 or more years of 

experience. As for their workplace, the majority of the participant teachers (38.7%) 

worked at a language centre. However, there were five teachers (8.1%) working in a 

primary school; seven (11.3%) in a high school; one (1.6%) at university. Three of them 

(4.8%) were working as private tutors. Nevertheless, there was a large group of teachers 

(35.5%) who indicated that they were working for different institutions at the same time 

(high schools, language centres, in-company, privately, etc.). For instance, the most 

common combination was high school and language centres. All teachers were native 

speakers of Catalan and Spanish for whom English was a foreign language, except for 
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one participant who responded as being a learner of Catalan and Spanish and for whom 

their mother tongue was not indicated. In addition, they all taught monolingual groups in 

which the students had a common shared language (Catalan/Spanish). 

The second group of participants of this study were students. All of them were 

third- and fourth-year students of ESO (obligatory secondary education) studying at the 

INS Duc de Montblanc High School in the city of Rubí (Barcelona province), Spain. In 

the context of this study, most students have Catalan/Spanish as their L1 although 

occasionally there may be some students who have a different L1. However, the working 

language in the high school is Catalan and Spanish. All students were studying English 

as a foreign language. 

 

4. Results 

 
4.1 Students’ Questionnaires 

The first question that the students were asked was whether Catalan/Spanish (L1) 

should be used in the EFL classroom. Of the 59 students, 34 (57.6%) disagreed on the use 

of L1 in classroom, whereas 25 students (42.4%) were in favour of using L1 in class.  

 

 
 

 

                
    
Figure 1. Students: Results for Question 3 
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However, as shown in Figure 1, 45 students (76.3%) said that they liked it, to 

different extents, when their teacher used Catalan/Spanish in class, while only 14 students 

(23.7%) said they did not like it at all.  

 

 

 

 

             
       Figure 2. Students: Results for Question 4 

 

In question 4, students were given a list of situations in which the teacher could 

use Catalan/Spanish and they were asked to identify the ones they preferred L1 to be used. 

As it is represented in Figure 2 above, most students appreciate the use of L1 when dealing 

with new vocabulary (78%), for instance to provide translations as well as a method to 

teach difficult concepts (66.1%). Half of the students (54.2%) also agreed on its use when 

talking about the similarities and differences between Catalan/Spanish and English. 

Almost half of the students (47.5%) also think that L1 can be useful for teachers to check 

for understanding. However, the majority of students prefer teachers to use English when 

explaining new content as only 22% of the students selected that option. In addition, the 

situations in which fewer students think L1 should be used are to summarise content 

which has already been covered (6.8%) and to evaluate (1.7%). 

Although the students had different opinions regarding the use of L1 in the EFL 

classroom, 41 students (69.5%) agreed on the use of Catalan/Spanish on certain occasions 

and 15 students (25.4%) said that L1 should sometimes be used (see Figure 3). None of 
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the students in the present study believed in a frequent use of Catalan/Spanish and only 3 

students (5.1%) said that L1 should never be used. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Students: Results for Question 5                          

 

In fact, the majority of students (89.9%) reported finding the use of 

Catalan/Spanish useful when learning English whereas only 6 students (10.2%) reported 

not finding it useful at all (see Figure 4). Of the students who find the use of L1 useful 

for their learning process, 35.6% said that its use helps them fairly much; 45.8% said it 

helps them a little and 8.5% said it helps them a lot. 

 

 

  

 

         
Figure 4. Students: Results for Question 6 

 
 

4.2 Teachers’ Questionnaires 

The majority of teachers (77.4%) who completed the questionnaire acknowledged 

using Catalan/Spanish in the EFL classroom, while 14 teachers (22.6%) said they did not 

use their students’ L1. Of the 48 teachers who use L1 in class, 16 (32.7%) responded as 
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having felt uncomfortable using it. Moreover, 9 out of the 16 teachers had five or fewer 

years of experience. 

In regard to the frequency of L1 in the EFL classroom, 45 teachers (72.6%) said 

that it should be used occasionally; 8 (12.9%) said it should sometimes be used; 2 (3.2%) 

reckoned that it should be used frequently and 7 (11.3%) that it should never be used (see 

Figure 5). 

 

 
                           
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5. Frequency of L1 use 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1. Classroom situations and frequency of L1 use 
 

Teachers were also given the same situations as the students in the questionnaire 

but were instead asked to indicate the frequency in which they had used Catalan/Spanish 
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for each situation. Results to this question are shown in Table 1 above. The results do not 

show a clear tendency of L1 use towards certain situations, and rather confirm that most 

teachers adhere to an occasional use of L1. Nevertheless, there is an overall agreement in 

not using L1 when evaluating students (79%) and summarising material which has 

already been covered (80.6%). Moreover, half of the teachers (51.6%) avoid using L1 

when explaining new content, although 41.9% of teachers may resort to Catalan/Spanish 

occasionally when the concepts taught are perceived as difficult. 

 
 

 

 

Table 2. Frequency of L1 use according to age 

 

Table 2 shows the teachers’ opinions regarding frequency in which 

Catalan/Spanish should be used in the EFL class according to the age of the students. In 

line with the results of previous questions, most teachers say that L1 should be used 

occasionally independently of the students’ age. Nonetheless, Table 2 above shows that 

teachers tend to use more L1 with young learners and with adults; and less with young 

adults. 

 

 

 

 

Table 3. Frequency of L1 use according to students’ level 
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Teachers also adjust their L1 use depending on the level of the students. As it can 

be observed in Table 3, the lower the level is, the more L1 the teachers say they use. For 

instance, with beginner students 41.9% of the teachers claimed to use L1 sometimes, 

30.6% use it occasionally and 19.4% use it frequently. Only 8.1% of the teachers said 

they never use Catalan/Spanish with beginner students. With lower-intermediate learners, 

the frequency of L1 slightly decreases, with the majority of teachers (59.7%) using it 

occasionally.  

With upper-intermediate students there is an overall agreement in not using L1 at 

all (40.3%) or using it on occasions (56.5%), which indicates that the higher the level is 

the less L1 teachers claim to use. This pattern is confirmed with advanced students, with 

whom some teachers responded as using it only occasionally (33.9%) or not to use L1 at 

all (64.5%). 

 

5. Discussion 

The aim of the present study was to draw the attention to the opinions of some 

students and teachers in Catalonia in reference to the use of L1 in the EFL classroom. The 

results show that most teachers use L1 in class, while students do not think it should be 

used. Therefore, it can be speculated that the ideal of English-only lessons is still present, 

especially among students. In fact, some students commented that no language other than 

English should be heard in the EFL classroom (see Appendix C). In spite of that, students 

said they liked it when their teachers used Catalan/Spanish and what is more, a large 

group of students said L1 helps them understand English. While students and teachers did 

not coincide in the first question, both groups agreed on the occasional use of L1. 
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The study also made the teachers reflect on the frequency of L1 according to the 

level and age of the students. Regarding the level of the students, there is a clear pattern 

to the use of L1 being more frequent with lower levels and less so with higher levels. 

Regarding the age of the students, a teacher commented that age does not play an 

important role and that she feels more comfortable giving the classes entirely in English. 

On the other hand, another teacher said that L1 should be used more frequently with adults 

(especially adults over 40) as they have already consolidated their own linguistic 

structures (see Appendix D). The results did not show any clear pattern regarding the age 

as the majority of teachers say that Catalan/Spanish should be used occasionally. 

Nevertheless, teachers use L1 more frequently with children while the age group in which 

more teachers stated not to use the students’ L1 was young adults. Still, most of the 

teacher participants agreed on the occasional use of L1 for all age groups. 

The results of the present study show concordance with previous research 

findings. To begin with, teachers have a positive attitude towards the use of L1 in the EFL 

classroom (Crawford, 2004; Debreli, 2016; Edstrom, 2006; Gallagher, 2020; McMillan 

& Rivers, 2011; Dailey-O’Cain & Liebscher, 2009; Schweers, 1999). Nonetheless, 

teachers appear to be conscious of the importance of maximising the use of English in a 

classroom setting (Crawford, 2004; Gallagher, 2020), keeping the use of Catalan/Spanish 

basically for certain occasions. For instance, a teacher commented that the use of 

Catalan/Spanish in their class “is limited to explaining false friends and difficult 

vocabulary such as phrasal verbs (…). Catalan is a helpful tool, but never the working 

language.” Another teacher recalled on her experience as a learner of Catalan and 

Spanish: “I see the use of L1 as a tool in my toolbox. Because I have been a learner of 

Catalan and Spanish, I often find drawing similarities useful.” Accordingly, it can be 
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speculated that students of foreign languages studying in shared-language settings will 

likely be exposed to both L1 and the target language. 

In line with the findings of Debreli (2016), teachers use less L1 with students of 

higher levels while with lower levels the usage of L1 is more frequent (McMillan & 

Rivers, 2011). Although the frequency of L1 may vary depending on the level of the 

students, the main reasons why the teachers in this study claim to use L1 also coincide 

with previous research. Referring back to Table 1, Catalan/Spanish is used somewhere 

between “sometimes” and “frequently” to explain difficult concepts, to check 

understanding and to explain new vocabulary. Therefore, it can be argued that our 

participant teachers rely on L1 to avoid misunderstandings (Debreli, 2016). As an 

example, this is what one of the teachers stated: “What I mainly want in my classes is that 

students understand what I am explaining or what we are commenting on as a class. If 

this implies using Catalan or Spanish from time to time, I use it.”  

According to Edstrom’s research (2006), L1 can also be used “to relate on a human 

level” (Edstrom, 2006:284). This idea is also reflected in the results of the present study. 

For instance, Catalan/Spanish is more frequently used with children, probably due to the 

fact that teachers want to cater for their young students’ needs, as well as with students 

of lower levels. In addition, Table 1 shows that teachers use Catalan/Spanish between 

sometimes and frequently when helping students feel comfortable and safe in the 

classroom and when telling jokes. Moreover, a few teachers also commented on the fact 

that the use of Catalan/Spanish sometimes comes up when joking with the students, or 

they have also found themselves using it when a student is not feeling well. Thus, teachers 

see L1 as an advantageous tool when building rapport with the students. 
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McMillan and Rivers (2011) reported in their research that many teachers had to 

follow English-only policies in their classes. Some of the teachers they interviewed 

expressed that even though they saw L1 as a useful tool, they had to adhere to the 

institution’s regulations. In contrast to their findings, the teachers of the present study 

who responded as working in institutions with English-only policies acknowledged not 

always following these policies. For example, a teacher said that she sometimes writes 

the translations of words on the whiteboard, whereas a different teacher who worked at 

two different institutions (one of them with English-only policy) responded as having 

answered the questionnaire based on the classes in which L1 is allowed. 

Although across literature most of the teachers support the use of L1 in the 

foreign-language classroom, some worry that it might result in an overuse of L1 by the 

students (McMillan & Rivers, 2011). Some of the teachers in the present study who 

expressed an opposition to the use of Catalan/Spanish in the EFL classroom argued that 

“the less students know you speak their language and the less you use it, the more effort 

the students will make speaking English” or that “students get used to you only speaking 

English; there are always other students who translate it in case some do not understand” 

and that linguistic immersion is needed when learning a foreign language. 

Contrary to what Schweers’ (1999) study indicated, and along the same lines of 

McMillan & Rivers (2011), the results of the present study do not show a relation between 

the years of experience of the teachers with the use of Catalan/Spanish in the EFL 

classroom. This factor may indicate that teachers have background knowledge regarding 

the acquisition of foreign languages. This hypothesis may also be the reason why most 

teachers of the present study, contrary to what Debreli (2016), Gallagher (2020) and 
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Edstrom (2006) had reported, have not felt uncomfortable when using the students’ L1 in 

the classroom.  

Concerning the students’ perspectives, the results show disagreement with 

Schweers’ (1999) study as they believe that Catalan/Spanish should not be used in the 

classroom. However, the students like its use and say that it facilitates learning, which 

confirm Schweers (1999) results.  

When comparing teachers’ and students’ perspectives Schweers’s reported that 

there is not a general agreement between both groups. Yet, the present study shows a 

partial agreement between teachers and students. Both groups disagree on the use of L1 

but agree in general terms that it should only be used only occasionally. 

The student participants of this study agree that L1 is useful when teachers explain 

difficult concepts, as well as Edstrom’s (2006) students. Nevertheless, teachers prefer to 

use the target language in this situation and save the use of Catalan/Spanish to connect 

with the students on a more personal level. It is important to notice that both students and 

teachers agreed in not using L1 when testing and evaluating. 

Regarding the limitations of the present study, it should be acknowledged that it 

would have been interesting to carry out class observations to see how Catalan/Spanish 

is actually used in a live classroom setting. Unfortunately, this could not be done because 

of the limitations due to COVID-19. Another limitation to take into account is the format 

of the questionnaires. Having revised the answers given by the students, it would have 

been interesting to add an item after question six asking whether they would change their 

answer to question one or not. That way, the students would reflect on whether 

Catalan/Spanish should be used in the EFL classroom and thus, the hypothesis which 
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considers students to have answered question one by instinct could be confirmed or 

rejected. 

Another factor to take into account is that the study was focused on third- and 

fourth-year students of ESO. It could be argued that opinions may differ across ages and 

levels of education. Therefore, more research is needed to determine differences and 

similarities among the students of different age groups and in different settings. 

 

6. Conclusion 

The aim of this study was to provide an insight into the perspectives that teachers 

and students of English as a Foreign Language have concerning the use of L1 in the 

classroom. The study was focused on the opinions and perspectives of non-native teachers 

of English currently teaching English as a Foreign Language in Catalonia and students of 

third- and fourth-year of ESO. The participants of the study were asked to complete a 

questionnaire that was administered online. 

Results show both similarities and differences to previous research. For instance, 

results confirm that the use of L1 helps students have a better understanding of English. 

Moreover, it also confirms that teachers resort to the use of L1 in their classroom to 

connect with their students and to help them have a good understanding of the language. 

In addition, results reflect that teachers are aware of the importance of maximising the 

use of English in the classroom and, therefore, use L1 as an extra tool for specific 

situations only.  

Overall, this study confirms that teachers have a positive attitude towards the use 

of L1 in the classroom and, in fact, that they use it in their teaching. Finally, the study 

also reflects that there is no general agreement among the students regarding the use of 
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L1 in the EFL classroom. Thus, although the tendency appears to be changing, students 

seem to prefer to have their English classes given through complete language immersion. 
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Appendices  

 
Appendix A: Students’ questionnaire 
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Appendix B: Teachers’ questionnaire 
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Appendix C: Student’s questionnaire - Comments 
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Appendix D: Teachers’ questionnaire – Comments 
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