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A b s t r a c t 

The support for an English–only policy has been declining recently and some 

researchers and teachers have begun to advocate a more bilingual approach to tea-

ching, which would incorporate the students’ L1 as a learning tool. 

Humanistic views of teaching have speculated that students should be allowed 

to express themselves, and while they are still learning a language it is only natural that 

they will periodically slip back into their mother tongue, which is more comfortable 

for them. They will also naturally equate what they are learning with their L1 so trying 

to eliminate this process will only have negative consequences and impede learning. 

Inspired by these views and driven by my own interest, I decided to carry out a 

small study on the use of the native language in the Croatian context. The purpose of 

this study was to support the fact that in the EFL classes Croatian plays only a suppor-

tive and facilitating role. 

Key words: first language (L1), second language (L2), bilingual, monolin-

gual, teaching, learning, skills, students, research, teachers 

 

 

 

Introduction 
 

The issue of whether or not to use the mother-tongue (L1) in the English lan-

guage (L2) classroom is complex. This article presents the results of a survey into stu-

dent attitudes towards the use of L1 in class and some suggestions for using the L1 and 

its culture as a learning resource. As in any research field, terminology can often confu-

se the real issue. ‘Mother tongue’, ‘first language’ and ‘native language/tongue’, are 

essentially all the same though it is possible to argue that there are instances when they 

mean different things. Due to the specific nature of the subjects in this research experi-

ment (all of them are Croatian) the aforementioned terms will be used interchangeably. 

Majority of the students do not speak another language, and all consider Croatian as 

their first language native language and mother tongue. Proponents of an English–only 

policy will collectively be known as the Monolingual Approach. Those advocating the 

use of L1 in the classroom will be known as the Bilingual Approach. The primary goal 

of this paper is to find evidence to support the theory that L1 can facilitate the learning 
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of an L2, at least in this particular situation and to demonstrate that the use of L1 in the 

classroom does not hinder learning. 

 

 

Historical background 
 

A major point of debate for EFL teachers is deciding what is the right balance 

between using English and the use of the students' mother tongue (L1) in the classroom. 

While most would agree that the more English that is spoken, the quicker the students 

learn, arguments have also arisen to justify use of the students' native language in cer-

tain situations. 

The main argument against the use of the L1 in language teaching is that students 

will become dependent on it, and not even try to understand meaning from context and 

explanation, or express what they want to say within their limited command of the 

target language (L2) – both of which are important skills which they will need to use 

when communicating in the real situation. 

However there are other, historical reasons why the use of the students’ 

mother tongue went out of favour. Initially it was part of a reaction against the 

Grammar-Translation method, which had dominated late 19th and early 20th century 

teaching, and which saw language learning as a means towards intellectual development 

rather than as being for utilitarian, communicative purposes. The Direct Method of the 

early 20th century reacted against this – it aimed at oral competence and believed 

languages were best learnt in a way that emulated the “natural” language learning of the 

child – i.e. with no analysis or translation. The move away from L1 use was later 

reinforced by Audiolingualism (1940s–1960s) which saw language as a matter of habit 

formation. The L1 was seen as a collection of already established linguistic habits 

which would “interfere” with the establishment of the new set of linguistic habits that 

constituted the target language, and was thus to be avoided at all costs. This theoretical 

opposition to the use of the L1 was compounded by the development of the TEFL 

“industry” – there are now many situations in which the teacher simply doesn’t speak or 

even understand the students’ language – for instance, teachers who move from country 

to country every year or so, or who are teaching multi-lingual classes in their (the 

teachers’) own country. 

In the last thirty years or so, there have continued to be some methodologies 

which avoid the use of the L1 – Total Physical Response is one. But others, like Sug-

gestopaedia and Counselling Language Learning, (1) have included it as an integral part 

of the methodology. 

Recently though support for an English−only policy has been declining, and so-

me researchers and teachers have begun to advocate a more bilingual approach to tea-

ching, which would incorporate the students’ L1 as a learning tool. Others have even 

gone as far as saying the use of L1 in the classroom is necessary (Schweers, 1999, p6). 
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Bilingual Vs monolingual approach 
 

Despite growing opposition to the English−only movement, its supporters remain 

steadfast in their determination to use English as the target language and the medium. 

There is some strong support for the Monolingual Approach to teaching in the literature 

and it could be summarized as follows: 

1. The learning of an L2 should model the learning of an L1 (through maximum 

exposure to the L2). 

2. Successful learning involves the separation and distinction of L1 and L2. 

3. Students should be shown the importance of the L2 through its continual use 

It is highly probable that the stigma of bilingualism in the ESL context originates 

from the zealous belief of the importance of English, and the disrespect shown towards 

other languages. English only has also come about through the blind acceptance of cer-

tain theories, which serve the interests of native speaking teachers (Weschler, 1997, p.1) 

However, there is now a belief by some that the use of L1 could be a positive re-

source for teachers and that considerable attention and research should be focused on it. 

Professionals in second language acquisition have become increasingly aware of 

the role the mother tongue plays in the EFL classroom. Nunan and Lamb (1996), for 

example, contend that EFL teachers working with monolingual students at lower levels 

of English proficiency find prohibition of the mother tongue to be practically impossi-

ble. Dörnyei and Kormos (1998) find that the L1 is used by L2 learners as a communi-

cation strategy to compensate for deficiencies in the target language. Richard Miles 

(2004) advocates the view that much of the attempt to discredit the Monolingual Appro-

ach has focused on three points: it is impractical, native teachers are not necessarily the 

best teachers, and exposure alone is not sufficient for learning. He thinks that mono-

lingual teaching can also create tension and a barrier between students and teachers, and 

there are many occasions when it is inappropriate or impossible. When something in a 

lesson is not being understood, and is then clarified through the use of L1, that barrier 

and tension can be reduced or removed. 

In his work Miles quotes Phillipson and his view that the Monolingual Approach 

supports the idea of the native teacher as being the ideal teacher. This is certainly not 

the case as being a native speaker does not necessarily mean that the teacher is more 

qualified or better at teaching. Actually, non–native teachers are possibly better teachers 

as they themselves have gone through the process of learning an L2 (usually the L2 they 

are now teaching), thereby acquiring for themselves, an insider’s perspective on lear-

ning the language. By excluding these people and their knowledge from the learning 

process, we are wasting a valuable resource. In addition, the term ‘native teacher’ is 

problematic. There are many variations of English around the world and as to what con-

stitutes an authentic native English speaker, is open to endless debate. Another problem 

with the Monolingual Approach is its belief that exposure to language leads to learning. 

Excluding the students’ L1 for the sake of maximizing students’ exposure to the L2 is 

not necessarily productive. 
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Obviously the quantity of exposure is important, but other factors such as the 

quality of the text material, trained teachers, and sound methods of teaching are more 

important than the amount of exposure to English. 

Humanistic views of teaching have speculated that students should be allowed to 

express themselves, and while they are still learning a language it is only natural that 

they will periodically slip back into their mother tongue, which is more comfortable for 

them. They will also naturally equate what they are learning with their L1 so trying to 

eliminate this process will only have negative consequences and impede learning. 

Auerbuch (1993) for example does not only acknowledges the positive role of 

the mother tongue in the classroom, but also identifies the following uses for it: 

classroom management, language analysis, presenting rules that govern grammar, dis-

cussing cross−cultural issues, giving instructions or prompts, explaining errors, and 

checking for comprehension. 

The role of L1 in the TEFL classroom dramatically changes when you are wor-

king with people who all speak the same language. Not only will many of them have the 

same learning background and cultural experiences, but also you will find that they will 

make the same pronunciation errors and struggle with the same grammar challenges. 

This fact makes it easier to concentrate on several of their difficulties and do additional 

work in these areas without leaving other students out of the loop. In a situation like, 

this you may be able to save a great deal of time by translating a word or two. You may 

find yourself teaching a group of students at any level, whose previous English classes 

were given in L1. Here you may start out using L1 and gradually increase the use of 

English until your students have adjusted. In the very early stages of a beginner's class, 

you may find it useful to give instructions in the mother tongue or to discuss the 

effectiveness of a lesson or activity. In higher levels, you may still find using L1 to be a 

useful time saver in abstract vocabulary situation. 

One of the main obstacles of having a monolingual group a teacher may face is 

shyness. Because they all speak the same language, they may be more self-conscious to 

speak to each other in English. Another problem is that they are likely to all make the 

same pronunciation mistakes, making it difficult for them to correct each other and 

possible for you to stop noticing their collective mistakes. Another challenge, especially 

with young learners, is to stop them from chatting in their native tongue, when they 

should be practicing English 

The experts and numerous researchers into this field generally agree that the risk 

of creating L1 dependence is obviously valid, but there are also strong arguments for 

using the L1 if the teacher is able to do so and it could be summarized as follows: 

• It can prevent time being wasted on tortuous explanations and instructions, 

when it could be better spent on language practice. With beginners, it may even allow 

the teacher to use activities which would be impossible to explain otherwise. 

• It can be used contrastively to point out problem areas of grammar, false cog-

nates etc. Various coursebooks, like Headway, now encourage students to translate mo-

del sentences into their own language in order to compare and contrast the grammar. 
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• Students’ receptive competence (their understanding) may be higher than their 

productive competence (their ability to use the language). In some circumstances the 

course objectives may even focus primarily on receptive competence, not expecting 

productive competence to reach an equivalent level – for example reading skills courses 

for student doctors who have to understand medical textbooks and journals in English. 

One way of letting students demonstrate receptive competence is by allowing them to 

respond using the L1. Students can also demonstrate receptive competence by dis-

cussing their understanding of a text in their L1. After reading or listening the teacher 

may ask them to tell what they understood (based on the pre-set task) in the L1. 

• It can be used with beginners for pre–lesson small talk which allows the tea-

cher to get to know the students as people, and for discussions to explain the course 

methodology etc. In addition, beginners will be less tense if they know they can at least 

ask for, and possibly receive, explanation in the L1. 

• When students are trying to say something but having difficulty, they can say it 

in their own language and the teacher can reformulate it for them, possibly rephrasing 

and simplifying to show them how they could have expressed themselves within the 

language they already know. 

• If the teacher does not speak the student’s language, it can be useful for them 

(the students) to have a bilingual dictionary in the classroom so that they can double 

check their comprehension of lexical explanations. 

• Some students need to combine the two languages – for example those whose 

jobs involve translation and interpreting. Translation is a skill which needs to be taught. 

Schweers (1999) conducted a study with EFL students and their teachers in a 

Spanish context to investigate their attitudes toward using L1 in the L2 classroom. He 

found that 88.7% of Spanish students studying English wanted L1 used in the class 

because it facilitates learning. Students also desired up to 39% of class time be spent in 

L1 (Schweers, 1999, p7). Another similar research conducted by Jinlan Tang (2002) in 

a Chinese context showed similar results. 

Inspired by these research and driven by my own interest, I decided to carry out a 

similar study on the use of the native language in the Croatian context. However, diffe-

rences exist between Schweer’s study and mine. In Schweer’s study English was the 

official second language of his participants, while in mine as well as in Tang’s case, En-

glish was a foreign language to the participants. The participants in my research were 

all first–year students and the classes observed were first-year classes. Contrary to 

Schweer and Tang, who both included their fellow teachers in their research, my inte-

rest was primarily centred on my students’ attitudes towards the use of L1. 
 

 

Research design 
 

Questions 
This study aimed to answer the following question: What are the attitudes of the 

students toward using Croatian in the EFL classroom? 

 



 

 

 

 
Mauro Dujmović: The use of Croatian in the EFL classroom                        Metodički obzori 2(2007)1 

 96

Participants 
The participants of this study were 100 first-year students attending University in 

Pula. Their English was at the intermediate or upper intermediate level. 

 

Questionnaires 

This questionnaire aims to find out your attitude toward using Croatian in the English 

classroom. Your answers will be used for research purposes only. 

Thank you for your cooperation ! 

1. Should Croatian be used in the classroom? 

 a. Yes b. No 

2. Do you like your teacher to use Croatian in the class? 

 a. not at all 

 b. a little 

 c. sometimes 

 d. a lot 

3. When do you think it Is necessary to use Croatian in the English classroom? 

 a. to help define some new vocabulary items (e.g., some abstract words) 

 b. to practice the use of some phrases and expressions (e.g., doing translation exercises) 

 c. to explain complex grammar points  

 d. to explain difficult concepts or ideas 

 e. to give instructions 

 f. to give suggestions on how to learn more effectively 

 g. other, please specify 

4. If you think the use of Croatian is necessary in the classroom, why? 

 a. It helps me to understand difficult concepts better. 

 b. It helps me to understand new vocabulary items better. 

 c. It makes me feel at ease, comfortable and less stressed. 

 d. I feel less lost. 

 e. other, please specify 

5. Do you think the use of Croatian in the classroom helps you learn this language? 

 a. no 

 b. a little 

 c. fairly much 

 d. a lot 

6. How often do you think Croatian should be used in the classroom? 

 a. never 

 b. very rarely 

 c. sometimes 

 d. fairly frequently 

7. What percentage of the time do you think Croatian should be used in the class? 

 Choose one. 

 5%      10%      20%      30%      40%      50%      60%      70%      80%      90% 

 

The questionnaire above was distributed to 100 students to discover their attitu-

des toward using Croatian in the English classroom. The questionnaire items focused on 
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the subjects’ opinions toward the use of L1, the various occasions when they think L1 

can be used, and the perceived effectiveness of L1 in their EFL classroom. 
 

 

Research results 
 

Of the 100 questionnaires given to students, all were returned. The findings are 

presented in the following table and it should be noted that where participants could 

choose more than one answer to a question (items 3 and 4), totals add up to more than 

100 percent. 
 

1. Should Croatian be used in the classroom? 

 Yes (100%) 

2. Do you like your teacher to use Croatian in the class? 

 a. not at all (0%)     b. a little (13%)     c. sometimes (52%)     d. a lot (32%) 

3. When do you think it Is necessary to u se Croatian in the English classroom 

 a. to help define some new vocabulary items (e.g., some abstract words) (90%) 

 b. to practice the use of some phrases and expressions (52%) 

 c. to explain complex grammar points (97%) 

 d. to explain difficult concepts or ideas ( 34%) 

 e. to give instructions (22%) 

 f. to give suggestions on how to learn more effectively (27 %) 

4. If you think the use of Croatian is necessary in the classroom, why? 

 a. It helps me to understand difficult concepts better. (81%) 

 b. It helps me to understand new vocabulary items better. (70%) 

 c. It makes me feel at ease, comfortable and less stressed. (36%) 

 d. I feel less lost. (43%) 

5.  Do you think the use of Croatian in the classroom helps you learn this language? 

 a. no (2%)     b. a little (35%)     c. fairly much (25%)     d. a lot (38%) 

6. How often do you think Croatian should be used in the classroom? 

 a. never (0%)     b. very rarely (11%)     c. sometimes (61%) 

 d. fairly frequently (28%) 

7. What percentage of the time do you think Croatian should be used in the class? 

Choose one. 

Time  Answer 

10% 11% 

20%  7% 

30%  15% 

40%  22 % 

50%  18% 

60%  2% 

70%  7% 

80%  13% 

90 %  5% 

 

The table shows that all students (100 %) who participated in the study think that 

Croatian should be used in the classroom. The vast majority of students (97 %) like it 
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when their teachers use some Croatian. According to students, Croatian was most ne-

cessary to explain complex grammar points (97 %) and to help define some new voca-

bulary items (90 percent). In choosing the open−ended “Other” option about when it is 

necessary to use Croatian in the EFL classroom, a few students indicated that the L1 

could be used to translate well−written paragraphs and to compare the two languages. 

In explaining why they think the use of Croatian is necessary in EFL classes, the majo-

rity of student participants (81%) indicate that it helps them to understand difficult con-

cepts better. 70 % answered that Croatian was necessary to understand new vocabulary 

items better. Surprising 43 % of the students responded that they felt less lost. This fi-

gure is significantly smaller than the corresponding student responses in Schweer’s stu-

dy, in which 68.3 percent of the students preferred the use of the L1 in order to feel less 

lost (1999:8). A possible explanation for this difference is that the students’ English lan-

guage proficiency level in my study was slightly higher than in Schweer’s. The few stu-

dents who chose the open−ended “Other” option for why it is necessary to use the L1 

indicated that Croatian could be used to understand jargon and to improve their trans-

lation ability. More than half of the students (61 percent) think Croatian should be used 

in the classroom “sometimes.” Concerning how much time Croatian should be used in 

the English class, 73 percent of the students answered the amount of Croatian used 

should range from 10 to 50 percent of class time, and 27 percent of the students answe-

red it should be from 60 to 90 percent of class time. 

The questionnaire results show that the use of Croatian language is justified in 

first year EFL classes. It is especially useful for language tasks such as defining vocabu-

lary items, practicing the use of phrases and expressions, and explaining grammar rules 

and some important ideas. Students prefer the use of Croatian because it enhances their 

comprehension of new concepts and new vocabulary items and can aid comprehension. 

 

 

Discussion 
 

The results of the present study on the use of the mother tongue in a Croatian 

EFL context bear many similarities to Schweer’s and Tang’s study in a Spanish and 

Chinese contexts. All studies indicate that students responded positively toward its use. 

Minor discrepancies exist concerning the occasions when the L1 should be used. Some 

of these differences can be accounted for by the participants’ different levels of L2 lan-

guage proficiency. The students emphasized that the translation of some words, com-

plex ideas, or even whole passages is a good way to learn a foreign language. My expe-

rience suggests that without translation, learners would be likely to make unguided and 

often incorrect translations. I use Croatian to make comprehension checks. It is impor-

tant as you go along to periodically make sure students are understanding. I will ask, 

"Does everyone understand? Who can tell me the Croatian translation?" I find my stu-

dents enthusiastic and receptive with respect to our classroom activities. I also feel very 

much in touch with them, as we share a common language when necessary. 

The purpose of this study was to support the fact that in the EFL classes Croatian 

plays only a supportive and facilitating role. The chief medium of communication in the 
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class is still English. As with any other classroom technique, the use of the mother ton-

gue is only a means to the end of improving foreign language proficiency. I don’t agree 

with the majority of student participants (about 73 percent combined) that between 10 

and 50 percent of class time should be spent using Croatian. In my experience 10 to 

20% of time is quite enough with the percentage decreasing as the students’ English 

proficiency increases. 

 

 

Conclusion 
 

From my own experience I can conclude that the students are highly motivated to 

learn English. They regard their English language as a symbol of their identity and a 

route to future academic and employment opportunities. Few of them feel that English 

is imposed on them or regard the use of English as a threat to their identity. In general 

students prefer greater or exclusive use of English in the classroom. In their view, Croa-

tian should be used only when necessary to help them learn English better. I am con-

scious of the fact that not all EFL teachers would agree with the thesis, that L1 use in 

the English classroom does not hinder the learning of an L2, and can actually facilitate 

it. However, the bilingual/bicultural teachers are in a position to enrich the process of 

learning by using the mother tongue as a resource, and then, by using the L1 culture, 

they can facilitate the progress of their students towards the other tongue, the other cul-

ture. The research suggests and my personal experience as a learner and teacher of En-

glish as a foreign language has shown me that moderate and judicious use of the mother 

tongue does not reduce students’ exposure to English, but rather can assist in the tea-

ching and learning processes. The aim of this work is not to advocate the greater use of 

L1 in the EFL classroom but rather to clarify some misconceptions that have troubled 

foreign language teachers for years, such as whether they should use the mother tongue 

when there is a need for it and whether the often-mentioned principle of no native lan-

guage in the classroom is justifiable. It is hoped that these findings will help make more 

people acknowledge the role of the native language in the foreign language classroom 

and make teachers, experienced or not, stop feeling uneasy about using L1 or permitting 

its use in the classroom. 
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UPORABA MATERINJEG JEZIKA NA NASTAVI ENGLESKOG KAO 

STRANOG JEZIKA 
 

S a ž e t a k 

Poznata je činjenica da znanstvenici i profesori sve više zagovaraju dvojezični 

pristup učenju engleskog jezika, koji inkorporira učenikov materinji jezik kao instru-

ment učenja stranog jezika. Humanistički aspekti učenja jezika podrazumijevaju da je 

prirodno za učenike da se ponekad posluže materinjim jezikom sa kojim uspoređuju 

ono što uče na stranom jeziku. Zabrana upotrebe materinjeg jezika na nastavi stranog 

jezika ima negativne posljedice i ometa učenje stranog jezika. Inspiriran ovom teo-

rijom i vođen osobnim interesom odlučio sam provesti malo istraživanje o korištenju 

hrvatskog jezika na nastavi engleskog jezika. Cilj ovog istraživanja bio je dokazati da 

hrvatski jezik na nastavi engleskog kao stranog jezika služi isključivo kao potpora i 

olakšava njegovo usvajanje. 

Ključne riječi: prvi jezik, drugi jezik, dvojezičan, jednojezičan, učenje, pouča-

vanje, vještine, učenici, istraživanje, nastavnici 

 

 

 
USO DELLA LINGUA MATERNA NEL CORSO DELLE LEZIONI DI 

LINGUA INGLESE COME LINGUA NATERNA 

 

Riassunto 

E' noto che gli studiosi e i docenti affermano sempre più spesso la necessità di 

un approccio bilingue all'apprendimento della lingua inglese, Esso si riferisce all'uso 

della lingua materna dell'alunno come strumento di apprendimento della lingua 

straniera. Gli aspetti umanistici dello studiare una lingua sottolineano la spontaneità 

per l'alunno nell'usare, a volte, la propria lingua materna per commentare ciò che sta 

apprendendo nella lingua straniera. Il divieto di usarla nel corso delle lezioni di lingua 

straniera ha conseguenze negative e disturba l'apprendimento della lingua straniera. 

Ispirato a queste teorie e motivato dall'interesse personale, ho deciso di realizzare una 

piccola ricerca sull'uso della lingua croata nelle ore di lezione di lingua inglese. 

L'obiettivo della presente ricerca era dimostrare che la lingua croata serve 
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nell'apprendimento di quella inglese esclusivamente come sostegno e favorisce la sua 

assimilazione. 

Parole chiave: lingua prima, lingua seconda, bilingue, monolingue, 

apprendimento, insegnamento, abilità, alunni, ricerca, insegnanti. 

 

 

 


