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Abstract 
There are many different perceptions when it comes to teachers’ instructional language choice 
in the EFL classroom. Some argue for maximum use of the target language while others believe 
that judicious use of the L1 can benefit the students’ second language learning. The aim of this 
study is to investigate what research says about teachers’ target language use and first language 
use in upper level EFL classrooms, as well as teachers’ attitudes and beliefs regarding the 
choice of instructional language. The findings from this systematic literature review show that 
teachers mainly used L1 to save time, to explain grammar and vocabulary and to create a 
positive classroom atmosphere. Furthermore, the results also showed that teachers’ choice to 
use L1 heavily depended on students’ level of proficiency. Lastly, the results indicate that 
teachers not always use the L1 for pedagogical reasons, but in many cases for pragmatical 
reasons, individual beliefs and out of concern for students’ well-being.  
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1 Introduction 
 
There appear to be many different perceptions of possible advantages and disadvantages of 

using students’ first language (L1) versus using the target language in the English as a foreign 

language (EFL) classroom. Moreover, there seem to be just as many reasons as to why some 

EFL teachers use both target language and L1 in the classroom, while others believe in an 

English-only approach. These various views on instructional language spark both interest and 

confusion in a future EFL teacher such as myself. Accordingly, this study is an attempt to find 

answers and bring some clarity to the issues of instructional language choice in the EFL 

classroom. 

There seems to be a common acceptance and spread of monolingual instructional approaches 

in many schools today (e.g. Cook 2016, p. 4-5; Hult 2017, p. 276). Creese and Blackledge 

(2010, p. 105) explain how advocates for monolingual educational policy in the learning and 

teaching of languages argue that languages should be kept separate for the simple reason that it 

helps the child. Moreover, Turnbull and Arnett (2002, p. 205-206) highlight research that points 

to a direct correlation between student achievements in language learning and teachers’ use of 

the target language (TL), which accordingly would be considered a valid reason for maximizing 

teachers’ use of the TL in the classroom. The Swedish syllabus for the English subject in upper 

secondary school seems to be in line with a monolingual policy, as it concludes that “teaching 

should as far as possible be conducted in English” (Skolverket 2011, p. 53). 

However, the syllabus also states that “teaching should encourage students' curiosity in 

language and culture, and give them the opportunity to develop plurilingualism where skills in 

different languages interact and support each other” (Skolverket, p. 53), which clearly invites 

the use of other languages into the EFL classroom. Research by a number of scholars supports 

the pedagogic validity of a bilingual approach to language teaching, with claims that teachers’ 

use of the L1 can have various beneficial impacts on students TL acquisition and work as a 

cognitive tool for students when learning a foreign language (Turnbull & Arnett 2002, p. 206; 

Cummins 2005, p. 58; Creese & Blackledge 2010, p. 112). Practices that acknowledge students’ 

L1 as a facilitator in second language learning, translanguaging for example, are seen as 

valuable communication strategies that allow for teachers and students to use their collected 

linguistic resources to benefit the learning process (García & Li Wei 2010, p. 52). Hall and 

Cook (2012, p. 299) use the term “own-language” to refer to students’ L1 and in their discussion 

of teachers’ observed and reported use of L1 in the language classroom. They highlight a few 

examples from their examination of the functions of teachers’ own-language use in the 

classroom, such as grammar instruction, classroom management and to establish rapport and 

show solidarity with the learners. Furthermore, Hall and Cook point to the common expressed 

teacher belief that own-language use is greatly dependent on students’ levels of proficiency, but 

also on teachers’ own proficiency in the target language (2012, p. 295). 

 

Hult (2017, p. 278) comments on the contradictory views on instructional language found in 

the syllabus, by pointing out that The National Agency for Education (Skolverket) at least 

acknowledges the importance of plurilingualism by making an explicit mention of it in an 

otherwise monolingual oriented syllabus. Moreover, the commentary on the syllabus notes the 

influence of the Council of Europe (CEFR, 2001) regarding the notion of plurilingualism. 

According to CEFR, plurilingualism refers to a communicative competence where all the 

individual’s languages interact in a way that contributes to language learning (Council of 

Europe, 2001, p. 4). This would ideally mean that students are encouraged to use all their 

linguistic assets as a resource when learning English. However, as Hult (2017) points out, 
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“European plurilingualism has in practice been criticized as being more about fostering multiple 

monolingualism than about encouraging the interlingual use of semiotic resources” (p. 275). In 

other words, the curriculum encourages students to develop language proficiency in different 

languages separately, like two monolinguals in one, rather than in a dynamic and integrated 

way. Hence, plurilingualism is acknowledged, but from a monolingual point of view. Hult 

(2017) encourages Swedish teachers of English to engage in research on this matter, since The 

National Agency for Education (Skolverket) offers teachers little advice on how to deal with 

the instructional language tension in the syllabus, or guidance in how to develop the 

“professional judgment” (p. 278) needed for deciding in which situations a language other than 

English is appropriate. Hult’s recommendation is further motivation as to why this study is 

relevant and has a contemporary value.  

1.1 Aim 
In light of the introduction above, the aim of this study is to investigate target language use and 

first language use, by focusing on the specific research questions introduced below: 

 

• What does previous research say about teachers’ choice of instructional language in the 

EFL classroom? 

• How do teachers motivate their choice of instructional language? 
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2 Background 
 
This section presents a definition of key terms. 

 

2.1 First language 
First language (L1) refers to the language an individual has first been exposed to, and thus 

acquired first. Often, within the linguistic field, first language and mother tongue carry the same 

meaning (Abrahamsson 2009, p. 13). 

 

2.2 Target language 
In an educational context, the term target language (TL) is the language that nonnative learners 

are studying (Abrahamsson 2009, p. 14). Throughout this study, target language will 

consistently refer to English.  

 

2.3 EFL 
In an educational context, the meaning of the term English as a foreign language (EFL) may 

best be understood in relation to the significance of English as a second language (ESL). 

According to the Cambridge Dictionary, EFL is defined as “the teaching of English to students 

whose first language is not English” (EFL, 2019). To compare, ESL is defined as “the teaching 

of English to speakers of other languages who live in a country where English is an official or 

important language” (ESL, 2019). Furthermore, Nayar (1997, p. 31) explains that EFL refers 

to a situation in which English is not used for internal communication, but with the 

communicative purpose of reaching out and functioning within a wider global context. 

Although English is a prominent language in Sweden and evident in both workplaces and in 

social settings, it is in facto not considered an official language yet. Considering the given 

definitions, the label EFL seems indeed to accurately describe the situation in Sweden, and for 

that reason, EFL will consistently be used throughout this study.   

 
2.4 Translanguaging 
The term translanguaging was originally introduced in a Welsh educational setting and used to 

describe pedagogical practices in which teachers and students would alternate languages for 

receptive or productive purposes (García & Li Wei 2014, p. 20). According to García (2009), 

translanguaging can be described as “multiple discursive practices in which bilinguals engage 

in order to make sense of their bilingual worlds” (p. 45). In addition, Canagarajah (2011) defines 

translanguaging as “the ability of multilingual speakers to shuttle between languages, treating 

the diverse languages that form their repertoire as an integrated system” (p. 401). Hence, 

translanguaging refers to the way bilinguals deploy certain features from their linguistic 

repertoire and fluently use these resources to make meaning (Vogel & García 2017, p. 4). 

Furthermore, translanguaging opposes pedagogy ideas of language separation as necessary for 

second language development by its belief in a unitary linguistic system which serves all 

bilinguals and multilinguals in everyday communicative contexts (Vogel & García 2017, p. 1). 
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3 Theoretical perspectives 
The theoretical perspectives used in this thesis is are 1) monolingual perspectives, and 2) 

translanguaging theory. Since the aim of this thesis is to investigate L1 use and TL use in the 

EFL classroom, these particular perspectives were chosen because of their opposing views on 

language teaching. The monolingual perspective has traditionally presumed language 

separation as necessary for language development, thus advocates maximum TL use. 

Translanguaging theory provides an interesting comparison to the monolingual perspective, as 

translanguaging pedagogy leverages students’ diverse linguistic practices in language 

development. In other words, students’ L1 is considered a valuable resource in second or 

foreign language learning. Hence, both perspectives are relevant for the aim of this thesis. 

  

 
3.1 Monolingual perspectives 
In a pedagogy context, the monolingual principle has influenced language teaching approaches 

for more than a century (Cummins 2009, p. 317). The goal of this monolingual principle is to 

promote thinking in the TL without disruption from the L1, thus great emphasize lies on 

instructional use of the TL and little to no use of students’ L1 (Cummins 2009, p. 317). 

According to Cummins (2007), many advocates for a monolingual policy particularly 

emphasize the importance of maximum TL use in contexts where students otherwise have little 

contact with the target language outside the classroom (p. 224).  Furthermore, Cummins (2007) 

explain how teachers’ use of the L1 in a foreign language teaching context often is represented 

as “a failure brought about by instructional conditions”, which according to Cummins, is a 

reflection of the monolingual principle (2007, p. 225). 

 

In a similar manner, Ellis (2015) emphasizes the importance of maximum exposure to target 

language when it comes to L2 acquisition. He points to the importance of L2 instruction in a 

foreign language teaching context specifically, since there are less opportunities for the learners 

to receive input of the target language outside the classroom. For this reason, Ellis argues that 

teachers need to make the target language both the medium and object of instruction, which 

accordingly would require maximum use of TL in the classroom (p. 216). 

 

Moreover, also Voicu (2012, p. 213) suggests that learning a second or foreign language 

requires an extensive amount of comprehensible input of L2 and argues therefore for 

maximizing the use of TL in the classroom. Voicu does, however, recognize the mother tongue 

as a resource in language learning but emphasizes at the same time the cautious and judicious 

use of such (2012, p. 215). Accordingly, Voicu argues that there are specific cases when the L1 

is appropriate and beneficial for the learner. Use of L1 can help beginners or students with low 

proficiency to move forward in developing the L2. Teachers’ use of L1 can also save time, 

since it is sometimes more time efficient to give explanations or translations in students first 

language. Other areas where Voicu recognizes the L1 as beneficial are when conducting 

classroom management and discipline, explaining grammar and in giving instructions or 

offering clarification (Voicu 2012, p. 215). Nevertheless, regardless of the benefits of using L1 

in some instances, resorting to L1 should only be done when necessary and in a principled way 

when practiced. English should remain the medium of instruction in EFL classes, since learning 

of a L2 requires maximum exposure to the target language (Voicu 2012, p. 213,218) 

 

In a review of previous research on teachers’ use of L1 and TL in a second and foreign language 

teaching context, Turnbull and Arnett (2002) explore various issues regarding teachers’ choice 

of language. They present results that suggests that students’ achievements in learning a foreign 

language are directly dependent on teachers’ use of the target language. This, they argue, is 
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because teachers offer the main source of TL input and is why TL should be maximized in the 

classroom (p. 205). Yet another reason for teachers’ extensive use of the TL in the classroom, 

is the impact it can have on students’ motivation. According to Turnbull and Arnett, maximum 

exposure to the TL sparks students’ own interest in the language and they become more likely 

to set instrumental goals for themselves, which in effect enhances learning. Conversely, if the 

teacher keeps resorting to the L1, the students will feel it unnecessary to deepen their 

understanding of the TL (p. 206). 
 

3.2 Translanguaging theory 
Monolingual ideologies have traditionally been dominant in the practice and policy of 

educational settings. However, these ideologies have been challenged by the emerging interest 

and appraisal of translanguaging as a practical theory of language (Vogel & García 2017, p. 1; 

Li Wei 2017, p. 16). This section examines translanguaging theory with a perspective on 

education. 

 

Vogel and García (2017, p. 10-11), describe how “teachers have leveraged students’ 

translanguaging to contextualize key words and concepts, help students develop metalinguistic 

awareness, create socio-emotional bonds with students, and also provide opportunities for 

students to challenge language hierarchies and inequalities”. Furthermore, Vogel and García 

explain how translanguaging pedagogy is valuable since it can be used to change relationships 

between “students, teachers, and the curriculum” in a positive  and including manner (2017, p. 

10). At the core of teachers’ translanguaging pedagogy are the three components presented 

below: 

 
1. Stance: A belief that students’ diverse linguistic practices are valuable resources to be built upon and 

leveraged in their education. 

2. Design: A strategic plan that integrates students’ in-school and out-of-school or community language 

practices. The design of instructional units, lesson plans, and assessments are informed and driven by 

students’ language practices and ways of knowing, and also ensure that students have enough exposure 

to, and practice with, the language features that are required for different academic tasks. 

3. Shifts: An ability to make moment-to-moment changes to an instructional plan based on student 

feedback. (Vogel & Garcia 2017, p. 10) 

 

 

In addition, Vogel and García (2017) identify an additional four translanguaging purposes 

which promotes social justice when functioning together: 

 
1. Supporting students as they engage with and comprehend complex content and texts, 

2. Providing opportunities for students to develop linguistic practices for academic contexts, 

3. Making space for students’ bilingualism and ways of knowing, 

4. Supporting students’ bilingual identities and socioemotional development. (Vogel & Garcia 2017, p.   

10-11) 

 

Vogel and García suggest that these various components and purposes of translanguaging 

pedagogy promote an including classroom environment, where different linguistic practices are 

equally valued and used to support students’ expanding linguistic repertories (2017, p. 10). 

Thus, social justice in a translanguaging context is to acknowledge, support and equally value 

students’ socio-cultural identities as well as their full linguistic repertoires. 

 

Moreover, Creese and Blackledge (2010) have investigated flexible translanguaging practices 

at two complementary schools in the United Kingdom: one Gujarati and one Chinese. Creese 

and Blackledge state that their research shows several examples of the benefits and value of 

translanguaging in education (2010, p. 112). In their studies they found, for example, that both 
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languages were needed to clearly convey information because of various levels of proficiency 

in each language. In addition, the teacher would use both languages to clarify the lesson task at 

hand (p.108). Creese and Blackledge explain that the combination of the two languages is 

needed for students to fully understand the task and to keep the task move forward. 

Furthermore, translanguaging was found to be used as a pedagogical resource when introducing 

key vocabulary (p. 110-111). In conclusion, Creese and Blackledge (2010, p. 113) argue that 

students need to make use of their full linguistic repertoire, and thus advocate a flexible 

approach to learning and teaching languages.  

 

As for translanguaging in a Swedish context, Toth and Paulsrud (2017) have examined the 

practices and perspectives on translanguaging in one primary and one upper secondary English-

medium school in Sweden. Their qualitative studies show that the upper secondary teacher used 

both English and Swedish for specific purposes and in a complementary way. Toth and Paulsrud 

(2017) found that English was mainly used for classroom management in the upper secondary 

classroom, but also for lecturing and teaching. Moreover, the translanguaging process of the 

teacher was according to group size and assessment and the students followed the teachers’ 

language choice by generally responding in the same language. The teacher was observed to 

use Swedish in individual interaction with the students which allowed for the teacher to better 

assess students’ comprehension, their individual needs and provide scaffolding in the L1. In 

addition, he would offer support words in Swedish for any new terms introduced. According to 

Toth and Paulsrud, the teacher found the use of L1 in these instances to be “quicker and more 

efficient” (2017, p. 200). Furthermore, they explain that teachers’ strategic choices on language 

use can help students understand how to draw from their linguistic resources. In conclusion, 

they advise that teachers receive explicit instruction and training in order to better understand 

the value and benefits of translanguaging as well as strategies that promote students L1 as a 

facilitator in language learning and interaction (2017, p. 205). Although the scope of this thesis 

does not cover English-medium education, Toth and Paulsrud’s (2017) study is still highly 

relevant for this thesis because of the theoretical translanguaging perspective it provides. 

Moreover, their study offers valuable insight to the concept of translanguaging in Swedish 

schools, since there is not much research available concerning translanguaging in a Swedish 

context and at an upper secondary level in particular.  
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4 Methodology 
 
This section presents the design of the study, as well as the selection strategies and the analyzed 

material. Ethical aspects will be accounted for as well. 

 
4.1 Design 
The method chosen for this thesis is a systematic literature review, which seeks to critically 

evaluate and compile selected literature, in this case literature relevant for the aim of this study. 

A systematic literature study aims to identify and synthesize studies relevant for any chosen 

theme, and Eriksson Barajas, Forsberg and Wengström (2013, p. 31) point out that a study of 

this kind requires careful attention to a number of steps which makes up the specific work 

process. Firstly, a clear aim and researchable questions are formulated. Secondly, relevant 

search words are determined as well as what search strategy to use. Thirdly, scientific articles 

and reports are identified and selected for a closer reading and critical evaluation of their 

appropriateness, before making a final selection of the literature to include in the study. Finally, 

the chosen literature is analyzed, followed by a discussion and summary of the results and 

conclusions. To ensure reliability, this study has consciously followed the necessary steps 

above. 

 

4.2 Selection strategies 
In the search for relevant articles to submit for analysis, different databases were consulted. The 

search engines used were ERIC, Linguistics Collection, Google Scholar, and Summon, which 

is the search engine of Dalarna University’s Library. In addition to database searches, manual 

searches were also carried out. A total of three articles were obtained by searching the 

databases. In order to limit the search process and to ensure quality, the articles had to be peer 

reviewed and published after the year 2008. 

 

The search words used in different combinations were “EFL classroom”, “English as a second 

language or esl or English as a foreign language”, “code switching”, “L1 use in the L2 

classroom”, “secondary school”, “teachers’ beliefs”, “teachers’ attitudes”, “instruction”, 

“English as a second language instruction”, “L1”, and “target language”. Initially, the search 

word “translanguaging” was also included but later excluded in favor of “code switching”, due 

to the recommendation of a librarian at Dalarna University’s Library. He explained that the 

term was too narrow and that the search would result in more hits if the term “code-switching” 

was used. Consequently, this resulted in numerous articles with previous research on the 

language alternating practices of code-switching. This would later prove problematic since the 

decision to exclude code-switching as a theory in favor of translanguaging was made. Several 

of the chosen articles had to be dismissed and new articles had to be found. At this stage in the 

search process, the manual search proved to be more effective, and four articles were found by 

reviewing the reference list of some interesting papers with relevance to the aim of this thesis. 

 

A detailed table with information about the search process can be found in the appendix (Table 

A1).  

 
4.3 Material 
The study initially aimed to include the language alternating practice of code-switching as 

example of teachers’ L1 use in the EFL classroom. Code switching refers to the process of 

going back and forth from one language to the other, either at the boundaries of a clause or 

sentence, or within the clause (García 2009, p. 122). However, after some consideration, the 

decision to exclude code-switching in favor of translanguaging theory was made, because of 
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translanguaging theory’s wider view of language practices. Code-switching assumes separate 

linguistic systems which corresponds to each language, an idea that contradicts translanguaging 

theory’s recognition of a unitary linguistic system. Consequently, previously chosen articles 

that focused on teachers’ code-switching in the EFL classroom were excluded from the study.  

 

Several articles discussed both teachers’ and students’ attitudes and beliefs regarding teachers’ 

choice of instructional language. The limited scope of this study does not cover the student 

perspective; hence any data concerning students’ beliefs has been disregarded and not subjected 

to analysis. In addition, the quality of some of the articles was too low to be considered. 

Grammatical errors and spelling mistakes made the reliability of these articles questionable to 

say the least and they were for that reason dismissed from the study.  

 

Moreover, articles that addressed choice of instructional language at elementary or secondary 

level instead of upper secondary level were also excluded, with a few exceptions, however. One 

of the studies takes place in a secondary classroom and a few look at teachers’ choice of 

instructional language at university level. The reason for including these studies was the lack 

of previous research concerning upper secondary level. Nevertheless, even though some of the 

articles stray from the intended level of education to be studied, it can be argued that the results 

they provide are still of relevance since upper secondary level is situated right in between 

secondary and university level, thus share many educational similarities. 

 

In the end, seven articles from five different countries around the globe were chosen and 

analyzed. These particular articles were chosen because they all had relevance for the overall 

aim of the study as well as the potential to answer the research questions. The articles are 

presented more in detail in Table 1 below. 

 

Name of 

article 

Author Pub. 

year 

Country Level Method and 

analysis 

Aim Key 

terms 

used 

An analysis 

of the 

teachers’ 

use of L1 in 

Turkish EFL 

classrooms. 

Pinar Sali 2014 Turkey Upper 

Secondary 

Observations, 

interviews 

 

Qualitative and 

quantitative 

 

Investigate Turkish 

EFL teachers’ use of 

the L1 in their 

classrooms. 

L1 use 

Perceptions 

of Non-

Native EFL 

Teachers' on 

L1 Use in 

L2 

Classrooms: 

Implications 

for 

Language 

Program 

Developme

nt.  

Emre 

Debreli 

2016 Cyprus University  Interviews 

 

Qualitative 

Explore teachers’ 

perception of when 

L1 should be used in 

the L2 classroom. 

L1 use 
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Students' 

and teachers' 

attitudes 

towards the 

use of the 

first 

language in 

the EFL 

State School 

Classrooms 

Dina 

Tsagari & 

Constanti

na Diakou 

2015 Cyprus Upper 

secondary 

Questionnaires, 

interviews 

 

Qualitative and 

quantitative 1 

Investigate teachers’ 

and students’ beliefs 

and attitudes as well 

as teachers’ 

practices regarding 

the use of L1 in the 

EFL classroom. 

L1 use, 

teachers

’ 

attitudes 

Teacher 

Discourse 

and Code 

Choice in a 

Swedish 

EFL 

Classroom 

Kirsty 

Beers 

Fägersten 

 Sweden Secondary 

(7-9 

grade)  

Observations 

 

Qualitative 

Interpret and 

analyze classroom 

discourse (language 

functions) according 

to sociocultural 

theory 

L1 use 

The practice 

of policy: 

Teacher 

attitudes 

toward 

“English 

only”.  

Brian A. 

McMillan 

& Damian 

J. Rivers 

2011 Japan University Questionnaire 

 

Quantitative 

Examine teacher 

beliefs at a Japanese 

university where an 

English-only 

classroom policy is 

promoted as best 

practice. 

TL use, 

L1 use, 

teachers

’ 

attitudes 

The Use of 

Mother 

Tongue in 

Foreign 

Language 

Teaching 

from 

Teachers’ 

Practice and 

Perspective 

M. Naci 

Kayaoglu 

2012 Turkey University Questionnaire, 

interviews 

 

Qualitative and 

quantitative 

Explore teachers’ 

use of the first 

language in EFL 

classroom 

instruction as well as 

their reasons for 

using the L1. 

L1 use, 

teachers

’ 

attitudes 

The Use of 

Persian in 

the EFL 

Classroom--

The Case of 

English 

Teaching 

and 

Learning at 

Pre-

University 

Level in 

Iran. 

Leila 

Mahmoud

i & Seyed 

Yasin 

Yazdi 

Amirkhiz 

2011 Iran Pre-

university 

Observations, 

interviews 

 

Qualitative  

Explore the amount 

of L1 use in the EFL 

classroom in Iran as 

well as teachers’ 

attitudes toward the 

use of the L1. 

L1 use, 

teachers

’ 

attitudes 

Table 1: An overview of the analyzed articles 

 
1 The quantitative data concerns students’ attitudes and beliefs and has for that reason been dismissed since the 
scope of this thesis does not cover the student perspective.  
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4.4 Analysis 
The material was analyzed according to the model of content analysis. Eriksson Barajas et al. 

(2013, p. 147) explain content analysis as a systematic way of classifying data in order to 

identify central themes and patterns, with the goal to “describe and quantify specific 

phenomena” (author’s translation).  

 

The data was sorted according to the research questions and the theoretical perspectives. Next, 

the articles were read through several times with a highlighter pen in hand. Emerging patterns 

were noted, and similar themes were marked with the same color and then categorized. Finally, 

a matrix was created and used to sort the different themes under headings corresponding to the 

categories. The research questions as well as the theoretical perspectives were kept in mind 

throughout the analysis process. 

 
4.5 Ethical aspects 
Eriksson Barajas et al. (2013, p. 69) emphasize the importance of good ethical research and 

points out that ethical aspects should be taken into consideration before conducting a study of 

this kind, especially regarding the selection of material and presentation of results. Although a 

systematic literature review interacts with the literature and no human subjects directly, it is 

still of great importance to consider and respect the ethical guidelines. Firstly, one should only 

choose to include studies were ethical considerations have been carefully made. Secondly, 

every article included in the review must be accounted for and safely archived for at least ten 

years. Finally, all results must be presented to avoid selection bias. In other words, it is unethical 

to only present results that support the author’s personal views (Eriksson Barajas et al. 2013, p. 

70).  
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5 Results 
 
This section includes a presentation of the collected findings from the seven analyzed articles. 

Some of the findings will be touched upon in the results discussion rather than presented under 

the results section, but no results will be left unaccounted for in consideration of the ethical 

aspects.  

 

5.1 L1 use in the EFL classroom 
When analyzing the data, three areas emerged as the most common ones regarding L1 use in 

the EFL classroom and was categorized accordingly. These areas were 1) Use of L1 to save 

time, 2) Use of L1 when explaining grammar and defining new vocabulary, and 3) Use of L1 

to create a positive classroom atmosphere. In addition to these categories, there were several 

other instances where the teachers in the studies used L1. However, because of the limited scope 

of the present study, these instances will not be presented under the results section but instead 

brought up in the results discussion.  

 

5.1.1 Use of L1 to save time 

Five out of seven articles report on teachers’ use of L1 to save time. According to the results 

from the questionnaire used in the study by Kayaoglu (2012, p. 28-29), a substantial percentage 

of teachers (75 %) believed that the use of L1 in certain situations could benefit them in means 

of saving time, particularly when describing or clarifying points. Furthermore, Sali (2014) 

conducted a study in three EFL classrooms in Turkey, were she observed a significant 

preference for the academic use of L1 amongst the teachers, such as explaining aspects of 

English and translating words and sentences. Sali’s observations showed 405 out of 683 

occurrences of academic uses of L1 (59 %), which outnumbered all other functions of L1 use 

(p. 311). Sali argues that this indicates a concern for time efficiency amongst the teachers, since 

academic use of L1 provides instant input clarification. Rather than getting into complicated 

explanations of grammar, instructions or vocabulary, the teachers used L1 to economize 

teaching time and ensure student comprehension (p. 311-312). Similarly, twelve of the 

responding teachers in the online survey conducted by McMillan and Rivers (2011) expressed 

a belief in L1 as a facilitator in successful teacher-student communication (out of 29 comments 

in total). One of the teachers believed that L1 use is a “very simple and quick comprehension 

check” and stated that “[t]he expediency of a simple Japanese translation can save extensive 

time and considerable frustration on the part of the student” (p. 255). 

 

Saving time was in fact reported as the main concern and reason for using L1 by the interviewed 

teachers in the study by Debreli (2016, p. 30). The teachers expressed a concern for using TL 

as the language of instruction as students might misunderstand the instructions and therefore 

miss important information. Thus, rather than taking the risk of students misunderstanding and 

consequently losing valuable lesson time, the teachers simply used L1 for better clarification of 

instructions (Debreli 2016, p.27). Similar beliefs were reported by Tsagari and Diakou (2015) 

who investigated the use of L1 in secondary EFL classrooms in Cyprus. One of the three 

interviewed teachers stated that she uses the students’ L1 to help the students and to save time, 

mainly when explaining the meaning of words: “What’s the point of giving long definitions 

instead of just giving them the word in Greek? It is time consuming and it does not give time 

to understand and absorb the meaning of a word or a text” (Tsagari & Diakou 2015, p. 92). The 

teacher in question clearly considered L1 to be a facilitating tool and estimated her use of L1 in 

the classroom to approximately 50 %. On the contrary, the other two interviewed teachers 

argued for maximum use of TL and expressed a belief that students’ L1 should be used only 

when necessary (p. 91). 
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5.1.2 Use of L1 when explaining grammar and defining new vocabulary 

As stated in the previous category, the academic use of L1 was the most commonly observed 

function of L1 in the study by Sali (2014), particularly when explaining aspects of English such 

as grammar and vocabulary. As an academic function of L1 use, “Explaining aspects of 

English” was observed on 135 out of 683 occasions (20 %), which made it the most extensively 

observed function of L1 (Sali 2014, p. 311). According to Sali, the most encountered function 

of L1 was when teachers used Turkish to explain English grammar. One of the teachers 

explained her reason for using L1 when doing so by stating that “I don’t want any question 

marks in their minds” (p. 316), a statement that is in line with the seemingly common concern 

for student comprehension. Sali (2014, p. 317) explains that foreign language teaching in 

Turkey puts a strong emphasis on grammar and argues that the results in large part can be seen 

as a reflection of such educational policy. Likewise, Kayaoglu (2012) investigates teachers’ L1 

use in a Turkish context and presents results similar to those of Sali (2014). Kayaoglu (2012, p. 

29-30) carried out both a questionnaire and interviews in order to explore EFL teachers’ 

practices and perspectives on the use of L1, and the results of the study points again at a 

collective belief that the use of L1 facilitates the learning of English grammar. Among all 

reported functions of L1 use, Turkish was most commonly used when teaching English 

grammar with as many as 97,7 % of the teachers agreeing that instructions in Turkish are 

beneficial for the students when learning such skills. In the interviews, all the teachers said that 

they use L1 when teaching grammar, especially with lower proficiency students on a beginner 

level, in order to clarify points and ensure student comprehension. Similarly, the results show 

that teachers sometimes feel the need to use the L1 when students have difficulties 

understanding English vocabulary. Although half of the participating teachers claimed to prefer 

English when explaining grammar rules (52 %) and when explaining the meaning of an English 

word (50 %), a majority (68 %) still disagreed with an English only policy. 

 

The interviews conducted by Debreli (2016) revealed a concern that TL instructions could cause 

students to misunderstand or learn something incorrectly. A majority of the 54 interviewed 

teachers believed that L1 should be allowed in the EFL classroom and reported on the benefits 

thereof. There were a few instances of L1 use that were frequently mentioned as particularly 

useful, for example when explaining difficult topics such as complex grammar or when defining 

new words (Debreli 2016, p. 26). The data indicated a preference for L1 use when teaching 

grammar, due to the worry that the students might learn incorrectly and consequently fossilize 

that faulty knowledge. Likewise, the data suggests that teachers’ main motive for using L1 

when defining new vocabulary relates to the same concern for students’ misunderstandings. 

Most of the teachers said that they first provide the students with clues if they have trouble 

understanding, but switches to Turkish if the students still do not understand after the clues 

have been given, in order to avoid misunderstandings and students learning incorrectly (p. 27). 

 

In addition, two out of three interviewed teachers in the study by Tsagari and Diakou (2015, p. 

92) reported using the L1 mainly when introducing new vocabulary and explaining the meaning 

of words. One of the teachers considered the use of L1 imperative when teaching a foreign 

language and specially when there is need to clarify meaning. However, the majority of the 

teachers believed that the L1 should only be used as a last resort when students have trouble 

understanding an exercise. Similarly, two out of the participating teachers from McMillan and 

Rivers (2011) study considered the L1 to be helpful when teaching vocabulary (p. 255). One of 

the teachers commented that “[s]ome research shows that initial vocab learning will be more 

efficient if the L1 is used as a learning aid” (p. 255). Out of all seven analyzed articles, this was 
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the only instance where a participant referred to research when asked to motivate their use of 

L1.  

 

5.1.3 Use of L1 to create a positive classroom atmosphere 

A high percentage (59,1 %) of the interviewed teachers in Kayaoglu’s (2012) study claimed to 

use L1 always or often in order to decrease students’ anxiety level, especially with beginner 

level students. Moreover, a majority (59 %) believed that the use of Turkish helped students 

stay motivated by relieving some of the pressure associated with leaning English. According to 

Kayaoglu, the anxiety barriers that may come with learning a new language might put the 

students at risk for failure, which is why teachers should stay cautious of the use of target 

language solely. In addition, some of the teachers said that they used L1 for classroom 

management and to build good relationships with their students (p. 30-31), a function that also 

Sali (2014) reports on. Using the L1 for social/cultural purposes were the third largest category 

for functions of teachers’ L1 use observed by Sali (2014, p. 311). Teachers were found to switch 

from English to Turkish for purposes of establishing rapport with their students, to give praise, 

and to emphasize a shared linguistic and socio-cultural identity in the classroom. In these 

instances, the L1 served as a mean to underline commonalities and accentuate personal 

relationship, which in turn made the classroom atmosphere less threatening (p. 312).  I their 

interviews, the teachers reported to switch from TL to L1 to lighten students’ anxiety, which 

according to Sali supports the results from the observations (p. 316). One of two interviewed 

teachers in Mahmoudi and Amirkhiz’s (2011, p. 138) study said that she believe that the use of 

L1 in certain cases promotes a non-threatening environment, which in her opinion is necessary 

for students who are learning another language. The same teacher did however stress that she 

was against excessive and unjustified use of the L1.  

 

Similar results were found in the study by McMillan and Rivers (2011, p. 255), were one of the 

teachers said that he believed in using the L1 to show respect for the linguistic and cultural 

identity of his students. In addition, the data revealed some consensus that the L1 can be used 

for rapport building purposes. However, three out of five teachers emphasized that the use of 

L1 for such purposes should be limited to humor and to be used judiciously. One of the teachers 

said that he “believe that the L1 can be used as a humorous rapport-builder to prevent extreme 

levels of stress caused by severe communication breakdown” (p. 255). This remark is along the 

line with the findings of Kayaoglu (2012) and Sali (2014), as the comment suggests a wish to 

decrease students’ anxiety level. Moreover, Debreli (2016) also presents results which mentions 

socializing, including rapport building and telling jokes, as an important part of classroom 

activities and in which instance the L1 is preferred (p. 28). 

 

In addition, Beers Fägersten (2012) observed how the teacher used the students’ L1 (Swedish) 

in a disciplinary manner to establish and maintain social order in the classroom (p. 16). 

Although using L1 for purposes of this kind might differ some from the rest of the functions 

presented under this section, it could still be argued that the teacher’s use of L1 concerned the 

classroom atmosphere. The teacher was observed to make a switch from the instructional 

language of English to Swedish as a direct, disciplinary response to students non-elicited or off-

task behavior. On one occasion, for example, the teacher was observed as she tried to get her 

students to quiet down by saying: “Ah men tyst! Jag hör inte vad Rasmus säger” (” Oh be quiet! 

I can’t hear what Rasmus is saying”.) (p. 15). Beers Fägersten suggests that this example shows 

how the teacher use the L1 to signal her authoritative status for a more effective regulation of 

discourse (2012, p. 15). 
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Finally, Tsagari and Diakou (2015) state that one of the reasons teacher’s use L1 is to avoid 

that students with low proficiency develop feelings of anxiety and alienation (p. 97). However, 

it needs to be noted that this statement was made in the summary of the findings and that no 

support for this claim could be found in the presentation of the results. The results from the 

teachers’ interviews show that all three teachers are strongly influenced by the proficiency level 

of the students in their decision to use L1, but nowhere does it say that this is connected to a 

concern for students’ anxiety levels.  

 

The ways in which students’ language skills and proficiency level influence teachers’ L1 use 

will be elaborated on further down in the results section. 
 
5.2 TL use in the EFL classroom 
Only one of the seven articles presented results which derived from specifically investigating 

the functions of TL use in the EFL classroom. Beers Fägersten (2012, p. 15) sociocultural study 

of teacher discourse in a Swedish 7th grade classroom, showed that the teacher used 

predominately English for both regulatory and instructional purposes to establish English as the 

default language of interaction in the classroom. However, the instructional discourse was 

clearly embedded in regulatory discourse, which according to Beers Fägersten “creates order, 

relations and identity” (2012, p. 6). An example of this is when a student asks a question in 

Swedish during a teacher-led book discussion, carried out exclusively in English. The teacher 

responds by repeating “say it in English” until another students finally does, and thus moves 

the discussion forward while making it clear to the students that she has no tolerance for their 

use of the L1 (2017, p. 11-12). According to Beers Fägersten, this example illustrates the status 

of English in Swedish classrooms as being the language of instruction (p. 12) 

 

According to Debreli (2016), most of the interviewed teachers said that TL should be used 

throughout most of the lesson. Although the teachers reported on L1 use for several purposes 

and none opted for TL use only, they emphasized that L1 use was fine as long as it did not 

interfere with the lesson pace. The main reason given for this opinion was a reported belief in 

foreign language learners’ need for maximum exposure to the TL. For example, one of the 

teachers said that “it is very obvious that English is learnt best when one gets exposed to it very 

often, and since our students’ only option to get exposed to English is in the classroom, we must 

provide this opportunity to them” (p. 28). This idea was also seen in the results provided by 

McMillan and Rivers (2011) as the questionnaire answers revealed similar beliefs. The study 

by McMillan and Rivers differs from the other studies chosen for this thesis in the sense that it 

investigates the attitudes of native-speaking teachers at a Japanese university with an “English-

only” policy. The questionnaire revealed that teachers’ main reason for upholding such policy 

was that it enables more negotiation in English. One of the teachers felt that the pressure of an 

English-only rule would motivate both students and teachers to uphold an English-speaking 

environment in which “meaningful and necessary communication” could take place (McMillan 

& Rivers 2011), p. 255). Another teacher was of the opinion that the extra time and effort 

maintaining such environment might require, were well worth it. In addition, three of the 

teachers emphasized the importance of maintaining an English-only classroom in an otherwise 

“monolingual country“, since students have limited opportunities to receive input outside the 

classroom (McMillan & Rivers 2011, p. 256). The participating teachers in Debreli’s (2016) 

study also work at schools with English-only policies but are all non-native-speaking teachers 

of EFL. Interestingly, these teachers expressed a much more negative view on such policies and 

gave similarly many reasons as to why L1 should be used in the EFL classroom. The teachers 

stated, for example, that they found it difficult to socialize in the classroom using only TL, 

because of inadequate language proficiency. Consequently, the teachers reported to feel limited 
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by the English-only policy and unable to fully perform, which they claim, in effect creates an 

unhappy classroom atmosphere (p. 28-29).  

 

5.3 Teachers’ attitudes and beliefs 
The most commonly mentioned factor behind teachers’ choice of instructional language was 

students’ level of proficiency. The collected results show that teachers’ felt the need to use the 

L1 more frequently with lower proficiency learners. One of the teachers from Sali’s study said 

her choice to use the L1 in certain instances always depends on students’ language skills (2014, 

p. 316). In addition, McMillan and Rivers (2011, p. 255) state that several teachers stressed the 

need to consider students’ level of proficiency and that a low-level-proficiency requires more 

L1 use. Conversely, the teachers in the studies by Debreli (2016) and McMillan and Rivers 

(2011) expressed a belief in maximum use of TL in situations with higher proficiency students.  

Debreli’s study showed that the teachers seemed to imply a stricter TL policy with higher level-

proficiency-students, arguing that “with higher levels, [L1] should be avoided to a great extent 

as we assume that they understand our instructions, and we believe that they have already 

acquired skills in the target language as they are at upper levels” (2016, p. 28). Similarly, a few 

teachers from the study by McMillan and Rivers (2011, p. 256) said that they believed it was 

inappropriate for the teachers to use L1 in such advanced level of education (university) where 

students presumedly already have reached a high level of TL proficiency. 

 

In addition, the study by Mahmoudi and Amirkhiz (2011, p. 138) showed interesting differences 

in attitude between the two interviewed teachers as they gave very different reasons as to why 

and when the L1 should be used. One of the teachers claimed that it was a necessity to use L1 

most of the time due to students’ low proficiency in English. Moreover, the same teacher 

explained that she used the L1 to avoid the complaints of students and parents who believed 

that TL instructions would hinder students’ comprehension, which consequently could lower 

their final exam scores. The other interviewed teacher did, on the contrary, say that she was 

strongly against the improper use of L1 and felt that it was her duty as a professional to fight 

for the right principles in spite of students’ and parents’ opinions and concerns. Out of all seven 

articles, this was the only instance where this particular issue was brought to light. 

 

Finally, it can be noted that the teachers did not always express explicit principles concerning 

the use of L1. According to Sali (2014), it was spur-of-the-moment situations that decided 

whether the L1 should be used or not. One of the teachers explained this as: “I don’t have any 

criteria for using Turkish. I just use it when a need arises in the classroom” (p. 315). In other 

words, teachers used the L1 spontaneously and depending on the situation. 
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6 Discussion 
 
The aim of this systematic literature review has been to investigate first language use (L1) and 

target language (TL) use in the EFL classroom. To achieve this, seven articles from different 

parts of the world and concerning this very topic have been analyzed to find answers to the 

following research questions: 

 

• What does previous research say about teachers’ choice of instructional language in the 

EFL classroom? 

• How do teachers motivate their choice of instructional language? 

 

6.1 Results discussion 
Below, the results from the analysis are discussed in light of the research questions as well as 

the theoretical perspectives chosen for this study. The results discussion will be divided into the 

following sections: 1) L1 use in the EFL classroom, and 2) TL use in the EFL classroom. 

 

It is worth noting that even though none of the authors from any of the studies specifically uses 

the term translanguaging, it is clear from the observations and interviews that many of the 

teachers include at least parts of the core components of translanguaging pedagogy, as described 

by Vogel and Garcia (2017, p. 10). 
 
6.1.1 L1 use in the EFL classroom 

The results show that the most common functions of L1 use in the EFL classroom concerned 

saving time, teaching grammar and vocabulary, and the classroom atmosphere. Several articles 

showed that teachers sometimes use or claim to use the L1 to save time (Kayaoglu 2012, p. 28-

29; Sali 2014, p. 311-312; McMillan & Rivers 2011, p. 255; Debreli 2016, p. 27,30; Tsagari & 

Diakou 2015, p. 92),  mainly by offering clarification and to ensure student comprehension. In 

this respect, these articles can all be related to Voicu’s (2012, p. 215) ideas of how teachers can 

economize lesson time by using the L1 to give translations or explanations. Similar ideas can 

also be found in Toth & Paulsrud (2017, p. 200).  

 

In addition, saving time and helping students understand are often mentioned together, which 

is interesting since the results suggest a general concern for the risk of students’ 

misunderstandings and lack of comprehension, especially in situations where teachers view the 

content as particularly complex or complicated; when teaching grammar, for example. The 

results show indeed that many of the teachers find L1 instructions beneficial for students when 

learning grammar. (Voicu 2012). This was particularly emphasized in the studies by Kayaoglu 

(2012) and Sali (2014), although grammar explanations in the L1 was categorized as an 

academic function of L1 use in Sali’s study,  where also explanation of other aspects of English 

were included. Consequently, this may have affected the high number of observed occasions 

where teachers used the L1 for such purposes. Nevertheless, both studies showed a clear 

preference among teachers for using Turkish when teaching grammar, which Sali (2014, p. 317) 

suggests is partly because of Turkish educational policies. Regarding this claim, it would have 

been interesting to further investigate the impact of such pedagogical policies on teachers’ 

choice of instructional language in the EFL classroom. However, a further analysis of that 

particular perspective did unfortunately not fit the scope of this thesis.  

 

Translanguaging pedagogy can be used to promote an including and positive classroom 

atmosphere and to create socio-emotional bonds with the students (Vogel & García 2017; 

Creese & Blackledge 2010, p. 112). Several of the articles (Kayaoglu 2012, p. 30-31; 
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Mahmoudi & Amirkhiz 2011, p. 138; McMillan & Rivers 2011, p.  report on teacher practices 

and beliefs that clearly indicate a concern for students’ well-being and a wish to lighten their 

anxiety. Additionally, the articles present evidence that suggests that teachers recognize and 

show respect for students’ linguistic and socio-cultural identity (Vogel & García 2017, p. 11). 

Examples of this can be found in the study by Sali (2014, p. 312) and McMillan and Rivers 

(2011, p. 255) where one teacher explicitly said that he used students’ L1 to show respect for 

their linguistic and cultural identities. Overall, it appears that teachers invite and use the L1 in 

their EFL classrooms, not only to support students’ socio-cultural identities, but also to show 

and accentuate the commonalities between themselves and the students. Under such 

circumstances, teachers can be said to promote social justice according to the four 

translanguaging purposes identified by Vogel and García (2017, 10-11). 

 

The study by Beers Fägersten (2012) differs from the other studies since the theoretical lens is 

different. In the case of Beers Fägersten’s sociocultural study, teachers translanguaging has a 

regulatory function compared to the rapport building functions of L1 use found in some of the 

other articles (Kayaoglu 2012, p. 31; Sali 2014, p. 311-312; McMillan & Rivers 2011, p. 255). 

Nevertheless, translanguaging in Beers Fägersten’s study concerns the sociocultural 

environment in the EFL classroom, which can also be said to be true for the other articles that 

report on L1 use to promote a positive classroom atmosphere.  

 

However, except from one single instance in McMillan and River’s (2011, p. 255) study, none 

of the participating teachers did motivate their choice for using one language or the other with 

research, or give clear examples on how to judiciously use the L1 in EFL teaching. Toth and 

Paulsrud’s (2017, p. 205) recommendation that teachers learn more about translanguaging 

strategies seems particularly valid in light of these findings. 

 

Overall, the practices and beliefs of most teachers did not seem particularly influenced by any 

language learning theories. Hence, it does not always appear to be for pedagogical reasons that 

teachers chose to use L1 in the EFL classroom, but also for pure pragmatical reasons, individual 

beliefs and a concern for students’ well-being.  

 

6.1.2 TL use in the EFL classroom 

The examples from McMillan and Rivers (2011, p. 255-256) are perhaps the most obvious 

examples of a strong belief in maximum TL use. In a few instances, the teachers used words 

such as “monolingual environment” and “monolingual country” to illustrate their belief in a 

need to strictly allow English in classrooms where students otherwise do not have the 

opportunities to engage in English outside of school. These ideas reflect the theory of Ellis 

(2015, p. 216) that emphasizes the importance of TL input in a foreign language teaching 

context. Moreover, McMillan and River’s example can also be said to be in line with the parallel 

Turnbull and Arnett (2002, p. 205) draw between maximum TL instructions and students’ 

successful foreign language learning achievements. However, the situation in Sweden is quite 

different from many other countries where English is taught as a foreign language. Although 

not considered an official language, English is an important language in Sweden and a common 

language of communication in many different contexts. Students meet and interact with English 

on an everyday basis, which gives reason to question the necessity of an English-only policy 

on grounds of the ideas which Ellis (2015) and Turnbull and Arnett (2012) presents. 

 

Many of the teachers reported to rely heavily on students’ proficiency level in their choice of 

instructional language. Moreover, two of the articles concern teachers at schools with English-

only policies but show interesting conflicting views regarding teachers’ attitudes reading these, 
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which possibly could be explained by the teachers different status as native-speakers versus 

non-native speakers of English. The interviews carried out by McMillan and Rivers (2011) and 

Debreli (2016) show that the native-speaking teachers (McMillan & Rivers 2011, p. 256) have 

a more positive view of English-only policies than the non-native teachers (Debreli (2016, p. 

28-29), which suggests that also the proficiency level of the teachers may play part in their 

choice to use the L1.   

 
6.2 Methods discussion 
This part of the thesis will address and discuss the method used and the limitations thereof.  

 

Due to the scope of this thesis and the time frame given, only the teachers’ perspective was 

considered. However, it would have been most interesting to also examine students’ language 

practices since translanguaging theory concerns the diverse linguistic practices of both teachers 

and students.  Moreover, the results might have been different if other search words were used. 

Although the term translanguaging may not have generated as many hits as code-switching, it 

is possible that relevant studies might have emerged as a result of including translanguaging as 

a search word. At that point in the process, however, time did not allow for further database 

searches. In addition, other theoretical perspectives may have affected the result. Other 

selection criteria or strategies might also have affected the outcome of this thesis. Furthermore, 

the aim of this thesis was to examine teachers’ choice of instructional language in upper 

secondary school. However, several articles were included that studied teachers’ language use 

at a different level than upper secondary. One article focused on secondary level and four 

articles investigated teachers’ language practices at pre-university or university level (see Table 

1). Accordingly, the language proficiency level of the students in these particular studies may 

be lower or higher than of those in the upper secondary studies.  

 

Ultimately, the hope was to find studies from a Swedish upper secondary context and on the 

same topic, but none were found. Thus, the results cannot be claimed to be representative of the 

instructional language situation in upper secondary schools in Sweden. The findings are 

nevertheless still relevant for the pedagogic situation of Swedish teachers of English, especially 

in the light of the challenge of interpreting the contradictory views on instructional language 

found in the Swedish syllabus for the English subject (Hult 2017, p. 278). For this reason, it 

would be most interesting to study teachers’ choice of instructional language in a Swedish upper 

secondary school context. Additionally, further research should also investigate the 

translanguaging practices of the students and to what extent, and for what reason, other 

languages than English are allowed in the Swedish EFL classroom. 
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7 Conclusion 
 
This systematic literature review has been an attempt to bring some clarity to the various views 

on instructional language choices in the EFL classroom by focusing on two specific research 

questions: 

 

• What does previous research say about teachers’ choice of instructional language in the 

EFL classroom 

• How do teachers motivate their choice of instructional language? 

 

The results showed that although many teachers advocate a monolingual approach in terms of 

maximum target language use, they also view students’ L1 as a valuable resource when teaching 

and learning English as a foreign language.  

 

Even though the results showed that most of the teachers believed in L1 use in certain instances 

and for specific reasons, one of the studies gave clear evidence for a strong belief in maximum 

TL use. The main reason given for this, was that foreign language learners need maximum input 

in the target language since the EFL classroom is the only place where students can get exposed 

to English. However, it can be argued that this do not apply to EFL teaching in Sweden, since 

students have many opportunities to receive input and interact in English outside of the 

classroom.  

 

The main functions of teachers’ L1 use were to economize time, when teaching grammar and 

vocabulary, and to create a positive classroom atmosphere. Generally, teachers seemed worried 

that students would misunderstand or not comprehend the instructions if given in the target 

language. The studies showed that several of the teachers believed this would contribute to a 

threatening classroom environment or anxiety amongst the students. Therefore, the L1 was used 

to relieve some of the stress and also to save time otherwise spent on complicated explanations. 

 

Furthermore, the results revealed that many of the teachers preferred the L1 when teaching 

grammar. The commonly mentioned reason behind this preference was again to ensure student 

comprehension. Moreover, teachers use of the L1 when explaining grammar was particularly 

emphasized in the two Turkish studies, which may be explained by educational policies in 

Turkey that accentuates grammar teaching.  

 

Finally, the results showed that the students’ proficiency level was the main factor behind 

teachers’ choice to use one language or the other. The studies revealed that teachers believe in 

more L1 use with low-level-proficiency students, and conversely, more TL use with higher 

proficiency students. 

 

In conclusion, it is striking that teachers’ choice of instructional language rarely was motivated 

by research. In order to understand how to deal with the conflicting views on instructional 

language found in the syllabus, Swedish EFL teachers would greatly benefit from explicit 

training and instruction on how to promote plurilingualism, not from a monolingual point of 

view, but according to a dynamic and flexible pedagogy that recognizes students’ full linguistic 

repertoire. 
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Appendix 
 

Table A1: Detailed search guide 
Search 

engine or 

manual 

search 

Search words (and combinations) Delimiters Hits Titles 

read 

Abstracts 

read 

Full texts 

read 

Article included in 

analysis 

ERIC efl classroom + english as a 

second language or esl or english 

as a foreign language + code 

switching 

Peer 

reviewed, 

year (2012-

2018) 

17 17 4 3   

 

 

ERIC L1 use in the l2 classroom + 

secondary school + teacher’s 

attitudes 

Peer 

reviewed, 

year (2008-

2019) 

2 2 2 1 Mahmoudi, L., & 

Amirkhiz, S. Y. Y. 

(2011). The Use of 

Persian in the EFL 

Classroom--The 

Case of English 

Teaching and 

Learning at Pre-

University Level in 

Iran. English 

Language 

Teaching, 4(1), 

135-140. 

ERIC Target language + secondary 

school + teacher’s beliefs + 

instruction 

Peer 

reviewed, 

year (2008-

2019) 

3 3 1 0  

Summon L1+EFL classroom + teacher’s 

beliefs 

Peer 

reviewed 

41 41 4 4 McMillan, B. A., & 

Rivers, D. J. (2011). 

The practice of 

policy: Teacher 

attitudes toward 

“English 

only”. System, 39(2

), 251-263. 

 

 

 

Linguistic

s 

Collection 

Code switching + English as a 

second language instruction + 

Instruction or teacher attitudes 

Peer 

reviewed 

39 39 3 1  

Google 

Scholar 

EFL + L1 use + teachers’ beliefs Year (2009- 

2019) 

17100 50 11 5 Sali, P. (2014). An 

analysis of the 

teachers' use of L1 

in Turkish EFL 

classrooms. System,

 42, 308-318. 

 

Google 

Scholar 

EFL + target language only + 

secondary school + teachers’ 

beliefs 

Year (2009- 

2019) 

17000 30 3 1  

Google 

Scholar 

efl classroom + teacher 

instruction + L1 use 

Year (2009- 

2019) 

16500 34 5 3  

 



 

ii 

 

 
Table A2: Manual search guide 

 

Type of 

search 

Found in Article included in analysis 

Manual 

search 

Reference list Beers Fägersten, K. (2012). Teacher discourse and code choice in a Swedish EFL 

classroom. In Teachers’ Roles in Second Language Learning: Classroom 

Applications of Sociocultural Theory (pp. 81–98). Hershey, PA.  

Manual 

search 

Reference list Debreli, E. (2016). Perceptions of Non-Native EFL Teachers' on L1 Use in L2 

Classrooms: Implications for Language Program Development. English Language 

Teaching, 9(3), 24-32. 

 

Manual 

search 

Reference list Kayaoğlu, M. N. (2012). The use of mother tongue in foreign language teaching from 

teachers‟ practice and perspective. Pamukkale Üniversitesi Eğitim Fakültesi 

Dergisi, 32(2), 25-35. 

 

Manual 

search 

Reference list Tsagari, D., & Diakou, C. (2015). Students' and teachers' attitudes towards the use of 

the first language in the EFL State School Classrooms. Research Papers in Language 

Teaching & Learning, 6(1). 
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Table A3: Detailed analysis guide 
 Article 1 Article 2 Article 3 Article 4 Article 5 Article 6 Article 7 

Title of 

article 

 

 

Perceptions of 

Non-native 

EFL Teachers’ 

on L1 Use in 

L2 

Classrooms: 

Implications 

for Language 

Program 

Development 

The Practice of 

Policy: 

Teacher 

attitudes 

toward 

“English only” 

The Use of 

Persian in the 

EFL Classroom-

The Case of 

Teaching and 

Learning at Pre-

university Level 

in Iran 

Students’ and 

teachers’ 

attitudes 

towards the 

use of the first 

language in the 

EFL State 

School 

Classrooms 

The Use of 

Mother 

Tongue in 

Foreign 

Language 

Teaching from 

Teachers’ 

Practice and 

Perspective 

An analysis of 

the teachers’ 

use of L1 in 

Turkish EFL 

classrooms 

Teacher 

Discourse and 

Code Choice 

in a Swedish 

EFL 

Classroom 

Author

(s) 

Debreli McMillan & 

Rivers 

Mahmoudi & 

Amirkhiz 

Tsagari & 

Diakou 

Kayaoglu Sali Beers 

Fägersten 

Level University 

(preparatory) 

University Pre-university Upper 

secondary 

University Secondary Secondary 

Countr

y 

Cyprus Japan Iran Cyprus Turkey Turkey Sweden 

Aim  To examine 

teacher beliefs 

at a Japanese 

university 

where an 

English-only 

classroom 

policy is 

promoted as 

best practice. 

 To investigate 

teachers’ (and 

students) 

beliefs and 

attitudes as 

well as 

teachers’ 

practices 

regarding the 

use of L1 in 

the EFL 

classroom. 

Explore 

teachers’ use 

of the first 

language in 

EFL 

classroom 

instruction as 

well as their 

reasons for 

using the L1. 

To investigate 

Turkish EFL 

teachers’ use 

of the L1 in 

their 

classrooms. 

To analyze 

language 

functions in 

classroom 

discourse, 

according to 

sociocultural 

theory 

Releva

nt 

researc

h 

questio

n(s) 

What are the 

teachers’ 

perceptions 

towards using 

mother tongue 

in EFL 

classrooms? 

 How is L1 

treated in a 

typical pre-

university 

English 

classroom in 

Iran? 

 

What are pre-

university 

teachers (and 

students) 

attitudes 

towards the use 

of L1 in L2 

classrooms? 

What are 

teachers’ 

attitudes 

towards the 

use of L1 in 

EFL state 

school 

classrooms in 

Cyprus? 

 

Do teachers 

believe that the 

use of L1 by 

the teacher is 

necessary? 

 

Which factors 

do teachers 

believe 

influence their 

use of L1 in the 

EFL 

classroom?  

 

What is the 

frequency of 

L2 use in the 

EFL 

classroom as 

   



 

iv 

 

reported by 

teachers? 

L1 use     To describe 

instructions, 

exercises etc. 

/Save time 

(clarification, 

explain 

difficult 

topics). 

/Motivating 

factor 

(increase 

motivation, 

decrease 

anxiety). 

 

 

Function (in 

order of 

number of 

occurrences):  

 

 

Academic 

(explaining 

aspects of 

English, 

Eliciting). 

/Managerial 

(giving 

instructions, 

managing 

discipline). 

/Social and 

Cultural 

(establishing 

rapport). 

 

Disciplinary 

function (in 

direct response 

to unwanted 

behavior, to 

establish and 

maintain 

social order, 

teacher asserts 

his/her 

authoritative 

status 

TL use       Regulatory 

discourse-

related 

purposes (to 

establish 

English as the 

default 

language of 

interaction in 

the 

classroom). 

Teache

rs’ 

beliefs 

and 

attitude

s 

(reason

s): L1 

Giving 

instructions 

(more 

effective, to 

avoid 

misunderstandi

ngs, to save 

time). 

/Explaining 

difficult topics 

(out of fear that 

student will 

learn 

something 

incorrectly). 

/Defining new 

vocabulary- 

main reason 

(difficult to 

define some 

vocabulary by 

relying only on 

TL). 

/Socializing in 

the classroom.  

Successful 

communicatio

n between 

students and 

teacher (save 

time). 

/Proficiency 

(low level of 

English). 

/Rapport-

building. 

/Learning 

vocabulary. 

/Translation 

(show 

differences 

and 

similarities 

between L1 

and TL). 

When students 

have low 

proficiency. /To 

avoid critique 

from students 

and parents 

(because 

students do not 

comprehend 

otherwise, 

affects test 

scores). /For a 

non-threatening 

environment. 

/To facilitate 

students’ 

understanding. 

/To save time. 

To clarify 

meaning. 

/Define new 

vocabulary. 

/To discipline 

students. /To 

save time. 

 

Very much 

dependent on 

students’ 

proficiency 

level (L1 use 

for increased 

understanding 

and decrease 

of anxiety in 

students). 

Top 4 reasons: 

1) To explain 

grammar. 2) 

For difficult 

concepts. 3) 

To save time. 

4) To decrease 

anxiety. 

To 

increase/speed 

up learner 

comprehensio

n. /To save 

time. /Explain 

grammar. 

/Dependent on 

students’ 

proficiency 

level. / To 

alleviate 

learners’ 

anxiety over 

learning 

English. 

/Giving pre-

task 

instructions 

 



 

v 

 

Teache

rs’ 

beliefs 

and 

attitude

s 

(reason

s): TL 

Languages are 

best learnt 

when students 

are exposed to 

them often. 

/Maximum use 

of TL with 

higher 

proficiency 

students.  

Meaningful 

and necessary 

communicatio

n (maximum 

exposure). 

/For higher 

proficiency 

students. 

/Maximum TL 

use (L1 use 

leads to more 

student L1 

use)- only one 

teacher 

 Should be 

primary means 

of 

communicatio

n.  

   

Other 

comme

nts 

All the (non-

native) 

teachers were 

in favor of L1 

use in the L2 

classroom 

Participants: 

English-native 

speaking 

teachers at a 

Japanese 

university with 

an “English-

only” policy. 

 Two of three 

teachers think 

that L2 use 

should be 

maximized. 

The third 

teacher sees 

L1 as a 

facilitating 

tool and as a 

time saver. 

 

Age factor: 

The older the 

student, the 

less L1 is used. 

General 

opinion 

amongst the 

teachers: use 

of Turkish 

(L1) makes 

English 

learning 

easier. 

None of the 

teachers 

appeared to 

possess 

explicit 

principles 

concerning the 

use of L1 in 

their 

classrooms. As 

they reported, 

“it was spur-

of-the moment 

decisions” (p. 

315). 

 

Primary 

reason for 

using L1: To 

provide better 

learner 

comprehensio

n. 

 

Foreign 

language 

teaching in 

Turkey is 

characterized 

by a heavy 

emphasis on 

grammar.  

 

 


