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I read Luke Prodromou’s article
‘From Mother Tongue to Other
Tongue’ (Bridges issue 5) with great
interest, as the issue of the effective
use of L1 in foreign language teaching
has been a central one for me. I also
found useful the brief outline of re-
cent attitudes towards the utility and
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The use of L1 in foreign language
teaching has been a bone of contention
for over two centuries. Unfortunately, the
arguments raised for and against its use
seem to have been politically motivated,
have made no effective use of learning
context, and have failed to use relevant
frameworks in linguistics and applied
linguistics.

use of L1 in the classroom. I think it is
essential for ELT professionals to
have a historical perspective of atti-
tudes, approaches and methods which
have influenced ELT decisions and
practices worldwide.

I do agree that teachers should not
treat the use of L1 by themselves or
learners as a sin, and that L1 does have
a place in ELT methodology. Still, I
believe that learners and teachers alike
need to be made aware of the limita-
tions and pitfalls of L1 use in the class-
room, as unprincipled use of L1 can
have long-lasting negative effects on
the learners’ awareness and produc-
tion of the target language.

In my response, I would like to ad-
dress a number of specific points made
in the article (Prodromou, 2001).

“Until recently, the mother tongue in
the EFL classroom has been a skeleton
in the cupboard. ... The skeleton has
been there all the time, we just haven’t
wanted to talk about it.” (p. 8)

Itis not clear what Prodromou means
by ‘until recently’. Howatt (1984) re-
fers to a number of attitudes, ap-

proaches and methods which advocate
or reject the use of L1 in ELT, as well
asto the debate on the subject in vari-
ous language teaching publications.
For the use of L1 in language teaching
were the proponents of the Grammar
Translation ‘method’ (the first ‘gram-
mar translation’ course was published

in 1783) and Pendergast (around
1860), whereas against L1 use were the
proponents of the Direct Method,
particularly as interpreted by Berlitz
(around 1878). Moderate views were
expressed by the Reform Movement
(Vietor, 1882/1886), and Palmer (mid
1910s to late 1920s). Therefore, it
seems that L1 has never been “a skel-
eton in the cupboard” (Prodromou,
2001: 8); rather it has been a bone of
contention for more than two centu-
ries.

“The use and abuse of the mother
tongue in the classroom ... cuts across
Jundamental issues in ELT such as the
respective roles of native and non-na-
tive speaker teachers of English and the
place of the target culture and local cul-
ture in the learning process” (p. 8).

Prodromou seems to agree with the
ELT professionals who campaign for
the emancipation of L1 cultures from
an L2 hegemony in terms of both lan-
guage norms and culture (e.g.
Canagarajan, 1999; Phillipson, 1992) -
an attitude to which I also subscribe.
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tory of 1mposition IOr political ana
material reasons in most periphery
communities, often in competition with
native languages. It is still deeply im-
plicated in struggles for dominance
against other languages, with conflict-
ing implications for the construction
of identity, community, and culture of
the local people”, and characterises
L2-only practices as “oppressive” (op.
cit.: 125).

Also, Phillipson’s discussion of the
“monolingual fallacy” (185-193) makes
it evident that monolingual English
education was first used in the primary
and secondary schools of former Brit-
ish colonies. In such contexts the
monolingual approach has been criti-
cised because it “legitimates

What is indeed relevant to the Euro-
pean context is the fact that “the mono-
lingual fallacy ensures that speakers
of centre-based Englishes can market
themselves as teachers in periphery
communities without having acquired
any proficiency in the local languages”
(Canagarajan, 1999: 126). Still, impor-
tant as it may be, the issue of empow-
erment of non-native ELT profession-
als is independent of the issue of
whether and how L1 should be used
in ELT.

“The skeleton has been there all the time,
we just haven’t wanted to talk about it -
because perhaps we have not had the
psycholinguistic or pedagogic frame-
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parison can reveal differences in ar-
eas such as communication conven-
tions, the status of explicitness or con-
ciseness, or the ways in which attitudes
are expressed in the two cultures (e.g.
politeness, irony). A comparison at the
Discourse level can reveal differences
in areas such as information structure.
According to the Psycholinguistic per-
spective “failure to provoke educa-
tional conditions for the development
of cognitive-academic proficiency in L1
as well as initial literacy in the L1 may
invalidate efforts to build up such skills
in L2” (Phillipson, 1992: 191; see also
Howatt, 1984: 296-297). Finally, there
is interlanguage theory (introduced by
¢ Selinker in 1972) and a great number
of other SLA theories which

the ignoring of local lan- |

guages and the cultural uni-
verse that these languages
mediate” (op. cit.: 254).

There is one significant point.
These views refer to ELT in
countries where English was |
or has been (one of) the offi-
cial or dominant language(s).
I can understand that in such
contexts conserving the
(other) native language(s)
and culture(s) is of para-
mount importance. In the
European context where
English is learned for educa-
tional and/or occupational
purposes the danger of los-
ing ones language and culture
to an imported English one is
far from imminent. The fact
that an increasing number of
learners of English also learn
another foreign language fur-

were influenced by the notion
of interlanguage (see Ellis,
1994, chapters 9 & 10).
Interlanguage is the “system
of implicit knowledge that the
learner develops and system-
atically amends over time”
(op. cit.: 354). Interlanguage
“is thought to be distinct from
both the learner’s first lan-
guage and from the target lan-
guage” (McLaughlin, 1987:
60), and one of the central is-
sues in the different views of
interlanguage and the respec-
tive theories is the nature and
extent of L1 influence on a
learner’s interlanguage (Ellis,
1994).

The use of L1 in ELT seems
to have been in and out of
fashion exactly because views
on the subject did not make
explicit use of existing frame-
works.

“The learner journeys back and

ther diminishes the ‘danger’.
On the contrary, for the majority of
learners, their contact with English
and their opportunities to use it are a
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work in which to do so.” (: 8)

In actual fact, ELT professionals have

Jforth within [the L1 and L2 cultures]
in search of a ‘third place’ - in other
words, the interaction between one cul-
ture and another.” (p. 9)







