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Chapter I 

1. Introduction 

1.1 General Area of Research 

According to Kelly (1969), the process of second language (L2) teaching and 

learning has existed for more than 2,500 years during which innumerable methods 

and approaches have appeared and disappeared with the sole purpose of reducing 

communication boundaries among speakers of diverse languages and learning from 

other cultures. Although L2 methodologies have been part of humankind for so long, 

it was until the late 18th century with the appearance of the Grammar Translation 

Method that a larger and more formal variety of approaches and methodologies was 

developed in this field. Some of them came into existence by “discrediting” their 

predecessors, as the Direct Method did with the Grammar Translation Method; 

others were created by reforming and extending successful predecessors, as the 

Total Physical Response (TPR) and the Natural Approach, which were based on the 

Direct Method. 

The present research focuses on the most popular approaches and methods 

for second/foreign language (S/FL) teaching. A brief overview of these from the point 

of view of several authors will be presented, giving particular emphasis to the ELT 

methodology that explicitly stands for or against the use of the mother tongue (MT) in 

the S/FL classroom. 

For the purposes of this research, the terms mother tongue (MT), first 

language (L1), and native language will be used interchangeably. English as a 

Foreign Language (EFL) will be defined as “the role of English in countries where it is 

taught as a subject in school but not used as a medium of instruction in education nor 

as a language of communication within the country” (Richards, Platt, and Platt, 
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1992:123) and English as a Second Language (ESL) will be considered as the 

teaching of English to speakers of other languages living in English-speaking 

countries. 

1.2 Specific Area of Research 

Through years of research and experimentation, the ideologies within S/FL 

teaching are still a matter of controversy. One of these ideologies has been the use 

of the learners’ mother tongue (MT) in the S/FL classroom. Practically, every 

methodology/approach that has been created has adopted a point of view on this 

issue. Some stand firmly for the exclusion of the L1 from the L2 classroom (i.e. the 

Direct Method), while others advocate its inclusion (Community Language Learning 

(CLL)) or its restricted use (i.e. Communicative Language Teaching (CLT)).  

Although each methodology/approach claims to have pedagogical 

foundations for the inclusion or exclusion of the MT, recent research on this topic 

(Atkinson, 1987; Kharma and Hajjaj, 1989; Kraemer, 2006; Stanley, 2002; Tang, 

2002) questions the foundations of those that exclude it and highlights the benefits of 

its inclusion in the EFL classroom. Moreover, these authors provide specific 

situations (i.e. explaining new or difficult items, conveying meaning, and giving 

instructions, among others) in which the use of the learners’ MT has been proven 

effective as an efficient teaching/learning tool in the L2 classroom. 

Furthermore, due to current language policies in some countries (i.e. the 

English-Only movement in the United States), several authors (Auerbach, 1993; 

Balosa, 2007; Coelho, 2006; Harbord, 1992; Zemach, 2006) have claimed that the 

inclusion of the learners’ L1s is possible, purposeful, and effective in ESL contexts as 

well.   
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1.3 Motivation / Justification for Research 

Although recent research has tipped the balance towards the inclusion of the 

MT in the S/FL classroom, the strength of ongoing methodologies (i.e. the Direct 

Method) in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) contexts such as Mexico has led 

coordinators, teachers, and students to see the use of the MT (i.e. Spanish) in the 

EFL classroom still as taboo. However, despite the negative perspective(s) towards 

it, many EFL teachers and learners, especially at beginning levels, recur to it for 

different purposes. 

This study originated from the researcher’s own experience and observations 

while teaching EFL, the results obtained from a previous study where the 

researcher’s colleagues were interviewed about their use of MT in the EFL 

classroom, and from an interest and the analysis of some language teaching 

textbooks that include the MT for specific purposes (i.e. giving instructions, teaching 

culture). Also the researcher’s experience teaching Spanish as a Foreign Language 

(SFL) in an English-speaking country contributed to her interest on this issue, leading 

to the present research project. 

The present study aims to research those purposes for which the MT is used 

in the L2 classroom, as well as the attitudes and beliefs that EFL coordinators, 

teachers, and students at three major universities in the city of Puebla, Mexico, have 

towards the use of Spanish in the EFL classroom in hopes of challenging the 

arguments for its exclusion. 

By looking for patterns on the use of MT in the EFL classroom, analyzing the 

attitudes and beliefs of the participants, and relating the findings of this study to those 

of previous research on the area, this research intends to provide a guideline for EFL 

teachers about the “effective” uses that can be given to the MT in the L2 classroom 
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without running the risk of overusing it. Finally, by showing its usefulness as an 

effective teaching/learning tool that is naturally available, the present study aims to 

support the creation of materials such as vocabulary flashcards, readers, tests, and 

even textbooks for English teaching that include the learners’ mother tongue, as 

there already are for German (i.e. Vorsprung by Lovik, Guy, and Chavez, 2002) and 

Spanish (i.e. ¡Arriba! by Zayas-Bazán and Bacon, 2004). 

1.4 Research Strategy and Outline of the Strategy 

The paradigm adopted for this research is both qualitative and quantitative, 

since data was gathered through interviews, classroom observations, and 

questionnaires administered to the participants. The researcher made use of 

statistical analysis through constant triangulation among the data gathered from all 

the participants at the three different institutions. Finally, the participants in this study 

were random but purposefully selected based on their availability. 

1.4.1 Assumptions 

1.4.1.1 Methodological and Theoretical Assumptions 

In relation to previous research on the topic and from the researcher’s own 

experience and observations, for the purposes of this research it is assumed that: 

1. EFL teachers and learners use MT (i.e. Spanish) in the classroom to a larger 

or lesser amount depending on the learners’ proficiency level. 

2. The more basic the learners’ FL proficiency level, the more use of the MT. 

3. The attitudes and beliefs of EFL coordinators and teachers are mainly 

negative towards the use of the MT in the EFL classroom. However, those of 

the learners are more positive, especially at beginning levels. 

4. Using the MT in the EFL classroom benefits both teachers and learners when 

used appropriately and not overused. 
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5. The benefits of using the MT in the EFL classroom could apply to different 

aspects of learning (i.e. affective, cognitive, and attitudinal). 

1.4.1.2 Data Sources 

The participants for this research were EFL coordinators, teachers, and 

learners from three major universities in the city of Puebla, Mexico -- two private and 

one public. The participant learners were enrolled in either the lowest or the highest 

level of English offered at their institution and had been placed in their correspondent 

proficiency level through a placement test administered by their institution. As 

mentioned earlier, the participant EFL teachers and learners were random but 

purposefully selected based on their availability.  

The participant EFL teachers and students were observed in one EFL class 

that was tape-recorded. The researcher took field notes on the classes observed. 

The coordinators and teachers were interviewed (see Appendixes A and B) and the 

interviews were tape-recorded. In addition, the EFL teachers were given a 

questionnaire (see Appendix C) about the possible situations in which they use/would 

use the MT in the EFL classroom. Finally, the EFL learners were also given a 

questionnaire (see Appendix D) with different situations in which they use/would use 

the MT in the EFL classroom.  

1.4.1.3 Types of Analysis 

Due to the nature of the instruments used for data collection, both qualitative 

and quantitative analyses were performed.    

1.4.1.3.1 Qualitative Analysis 

The first part of the qualitative analysis was performed on the recorded 

interviews with the participant EFL coordinators and teachers. The recordings were 
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transcribed and the analysis consisted of looking for patterns on the participants’ 

attitudes and beliefs.  

The second part of the qualitative analysis was performed on the classes 

observed, mainly focusing on the situations where the MT was used either by the 

teacher or the students and looking for patterns on its use. As mentioned earlier, 

there was constant triangulation among the participants of each institution, across 

institutions, across levels, as well as a constant reference to the findings of previous 

research on the topic. 

1.4.1.3.2 Quantitative Analysis 

The quantitative analysis consisted of using a computer program (Microsoft 

Excel TM) for obtaining the mean, media, mode, standard deviation, maximum, and 

minimum of the questionnaires administered to the participant teachers and students. 

With this information, a statistics computer program (GraphPad Instat 3 TM) was used 

to compare the data of the three universities and determine whether there was a 

significant difference among institutions and between levels. Finally, after 

percentages of the participants’ responses were calculated, graphs and tables were 

designed to present the data. 

1.4.2 Hypotheses / Questions 

The questions that this research aims to answer are the following: 

1. What are the attitudes and beliefs of EFL learners, teachers, and coordinators 

towards the use of the MT (i.e. Spanish) in the EFL classroom? 

2. For what purposes do EFL teachers use the MT in the EFL classroom (i.e. 

giving instructions, teaching grammar, providing vocabulary translation, setting 

up pair/group work, classroom management)? 



7 
 

3. For what purposes do EFL learners use the MT in the EFL classroom (i.e. 

addressing the teacher, addressing their peers, asking for clarification, asking 

for word meaning)? 

1.4.3 Possible Outcomes 

1. EFL teachers and coordinators are expected to have negative attitudes and 

beliefs towards the use of the L1 in the L2 classroom due to the influence of 

the ongoing EFL methodologies being used, mainly the Direct Method. 

2. EFL learners’ attitudes and beliefs about the inclusion of the MT in the EFL 

classroom may be less negative than those of coordinators and teachers, 

especially at beginner levels where the MT may help learners clarify 

instructions, grammar topics, etc., and reduce anxiety feelings. 

3. As previously stated, EFL teachers are expected to use the MT in the 

classroom for specific situations (i.e. giving instructions, explaining grammar, 

providing vocabulary translation (especially for abstract lexical items), 

classroom management, and setting up pair/group work, among others). 

4. EFL learners are also expected to use the MT for specific purposes (i.e. 

addressing the teacher, addressing their peers, asking for clarification, asking 

for word meaning, and organizing pair/group work, among others). 

5. It is expected that patterns will be found among EFL coordinators, teachers, 

and learners’ attitudes, beliefs, and use of the MT in the EFL classroom at the 

three participant institutions. 

6. Finally, it is expected that the findings of this research will be similar to those 

from previous research on the topic. 
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The following chapter will present findings of previous research on the use of 

the mother tongue in both EFL and ESL contexts. Arguments for and against its 

inclusion in the L2 classroom are presented, as well as some of the purposes for 

which the L1 is used and to what extent such use(s) could be beneficial or harmful for 

both teachers and learners.  

Chapter III will explain in detail the methodology used for this research, that 

is, the profiles about the participant institutions and the participant EFL learners, 

teachers, and coordinators. The overall design of this study, as well as the sources 

used and the procedure for data collection are also presented in this chapter. 

In Chapter IV the results from the collected data will be presented through 

tables and graphs. Statistical analysis will show whether there were any significant 

differences among the groups observed.  

Finally, Chapter V will present the conclusions to which the researcher 

arrived based on the data analysis. Answers to the research questions presented in 

Chapter I will be given making constant reference to the expected outcomes, as well 

as the pedagogical implications of the findings and directions for further research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


