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L1 Use in ELT:

Introduction

I read Luke Prodromou’s article ‘From Mother
Tongue to Other Tongue’ (TESOL Greece Newsletter
67) 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 outline of
recent attitudes towards the utility and use of L1 in
the classroom. | think it is essential for ELT
professionals to have a historical perspective of
attitudes, approaches and methods which have
influenced ELT decisions and practices worldwide.
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I 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, | believe that
learners and teachers alike need to be made aware of
the limitations and pitfalls of L1 use in the classroom,
as unprincipled use of L1 can have long-lasting
negative effects on the learners’ awareness and
production of the target language.

Specific comments

In my response, | am going to address a number of
specific points made in the article (Prodromou,
2000).

"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. 7).

It is not clear what Prodromou means by ‘until
recently’. Howatt (1984) refers to a number of
attitudes, approaches and methods which advocate
or reject the use of L1 in ELT, as well as to the debate
on the subject in various language teaching
publications. For the use of L1 in language teaching
were the proponents of the Grammar Translation
‘method’ (the first ‘grammar translation’ course was
published in 1783) and Pendergast (around 1860),
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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 skeleton in the
cupboard" (Prodromou, 2000: 7); rather it has been a
bone of contention for more than two centuries.

"The use and abuse of the mother tongue in the
classroom ... cuts across fundamental issues in ELT
such as the respective roles of native and non-native
speaker teachers of English and the place of the target
culture and local culture in the learning process" (p. 7).

Prodromou seems to agree with the ELT
professionals who campaign for the emancipation of
L1 cultures from an L2 hegemony in terms of both
language norms and culture (e.g. Canagarajan, 1999;
Phillipson, 1992) - an attitude which I also share.

Canagarajan (1999: 56) mentions that "the English
language has had a history of imposition for political
and material reasons in most periphery
communities, often in competition with native
languages. It is still deeply implicated in struggles for
dominance against other languages, with conflicting
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 British colonies. In such
contexts the monolingual approach has been
criticised because it "legitimates the ignoring of local
languages and the cultural universe 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




whether and how L1 should be used in ELI.

"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
framework in which to do so." (p. 7)

"If the L1 helps facilitate learning then we use it" (p. 8)

In actual fact, ELT professionals have had a number
of helpful frameworks at their disposal. A Semantic
comparison of the native and target languages can
reveal a number of differences in which the two
cultures encode meaning in terms of vocabulary (e.g.
different collocations) and grammar (e.g. different
expression of time). A Pragmatic comparison can
reveal differences in areas such as communication
conventions, the status of
conciseness, 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 (for
a concise comparison of Greek and English see
Gabrielatos, 1998).  According to  the
Psycholinguistic perspective "failure to provoke

explicitness  or

more, “there are t00 many parameters invoivea in
language teaching/ learning for success or failure to
be attributed only to the procedures and materials
used." (Gabrielatos, 2001: 12), so it is extremely
difficult, if not impossible, for a teacher to evaluate
with any degree of accuracy the effectiveness of a
single technique (in our case use of L1). Therefore
principled teachers would be wise to refer to and use
frameworks which enable them to "formulate helpful
questions, interpret their teaching experience and
draw conclusions" (op. cit.: 16).

"The learner journeys back and forth within [the L1
and L2 cultures] in search of a ‘third place’ - in other
words, the interaction between one culture and
another" (p. 8).

'In the context of English as an international
language ... the bilingual/bicultural teacher (this
includes native-speaker teachers of English who are au
fait with the language and culture they are in) are in a
position to enrich the process of learning by using the
mother tongue as a resource, and by using the culture
which the mother tongue embodiies they can facilitate

(Cosmnee -z )










