
 

1 
 

USING INDONESIAN IN TEACHING ENGLISH TO SEVENTH 

GRADE AT SMPN 1 BANYUBIRU 

Atik Ernawati 

Abstract 

 The presence and absence of L1 in EFL classroom has been controversial issue 

among monolingual and bilingual proponents in education field. This study analyzed 
teachers‟ reasons toward the presence of L1 use in English classroom using Cook (2008) and 

Tang (2002) framework. The data in this study was obtained from interviews with two 
English teachers at SMPN2 Banyubiru. The result revealed that the English teachers used L1 
for many reasons, such as L1 use helped students to understand material, helped students to 

complete task, and also to decreased stress and to increase students‟ motivation to learn 
English. 
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Introduction 

L1 use in EFL classroom has been a controversial issue among monolingual and 

bilingual proponents. By the end of the nineteenth century when direct method came up, L1 

use is strongly avoided (Mirza et al., 2012).  But most teachers in countries where English is 

not the official language, L1 is still used in their EFL classrooms. There is no final decision 

yet whether the use of mother tongue in English classroom is acceptable and experts continue 

to reexamine the use of L1 in EFL classroom 

 The two beliefs have different point of view about L1 use within ELT classroom. In 

general, the proponents of monolingual approach claim that L1 use in English classroom 

must be avoided. They stick to the concept of the monolingual approach that teachers‟ 

language teaching is the target language. Hall and Cook (2013) claim “English is best taught 

and learned without the use of students‟ own language(s)” (p.7). This belief leads to the 

monolingual approach English- only teaching. On the contrary, the proponent of bilingual 

approach considers that the use of mother tongue in EFL classroom should be used when they 

are teaching. They believe that L1 facilitates students to learn L2 successfully. The bilingual 
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proponent, Dendrinou (2006), argues that  the use of mother tongue can be used for 

evaluating the teaching learning process, for developing fluency in L2, also for presenting 

meaning of new lexical items or expression and for giving rules of usage in order to facilitate 

the learning process (as cited in Halasa and Al- Manseer, 2012,p.73). Bilingual approach 

considers L1 as a core step to learn other languages. People would not be able to learn other 

languages before they master his native language.  

Both proponents of monolingual and bilingual approach in education field have their 

own reasons whether mother tongue can be used or not in EFL classroom. They claim their 

strength and weaknesses, so there are no absolute statements to ban one of these two opposite 

views. For experts who belong to bilingual approach, they give their reasons why mother 

tongue can be used to teach students in EFL classrooms. Cook (2001) argues L1 should be 

seen as a resource and a tool, rather than something to avoid. In other words, L1 must be used 

as learning medium in teaching L2. On the other hand, monolingual proponents consider L1 

use as serious threat in ELT. Philipson (1992) states „when L1 is used too much, standards of 

English will drop‟ (cited in Auerbech, 1993,p.5).  English must be taught independently, 

without involving L1 in EFL classroom. Because the monolingual proponents believe that the 

more English used in EFL classroom, the better the results.  

The issues of L1 use in their classrooms practices are complex because it is 

subjective. Each teacher may have different reasons. The English teachers at SMPN 

Banyubiru use Indonesian to teach English, an indication that they agree to use mother 

tongue in English classes. Both teachers and students in English classes often use Indonesian 

to interact during learning. 

Based on the background above, the question for this study was:  why do the teachers 

use Indonesian in teaching English? The aim was to know the reasons why English teachers 

in the seventh grade at SMPN Banyubiru frequently use Indonesian to teach English to their 
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students, not English. In other words, this study aimed to find out the teachers‟ reasons for 

the use of Indonesian to teach English at SMPN 1 Banyubiru. It was expected that the results 

of the study may give information to the teachers why they use Indonesian. The reasons of 

using Indonesian to teach English can also be used as consideration to reexamine the use of 

Indonesian  in English classes to help students learn English.  

Literature  Review 

The following section presents some theories to support the research on L1 use. First, it 

discusses about the controversy of using L1 in ELT, followed by discussing role of L1 in 

classroom and why L1 is used. Finally the study reports the results of some research on L1 

use in teaching language. 

The controversy of using L1 in ELT 

The issue of using L1 in ELT has always been a controversial. It could not be denied if 

the controversy about L1 use in teaching language happens between monolingual and 

bilingual proponents. Both of these approaches have contrary assumption toward L1 use. 

Monolingual approach emphasizes on avoidance of L1 use in English classroom. On the  

contrary, bilingual approach suggests the use of L1 in English classroom.  

The proponents of monolingual argues that learning second language is different from 

learning first language.  It should be kept separate in mind. To develop a second language 

properly means learning to use it independently of the L1. Monolingual believes that the use 

of L1 causes failure in learning L2, especially when L1 is used too much. So the  

Monolingual Approach creates some fundamental principles that emphasize on L2 use. Cook  

(2001) summarizes monolingual principles as follows: 

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

 exposure of the L2), 

 2. Successful learning involves the separation and distinction of L1 and L2,  
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 3. Students should be shown the importance of the L2 through continual use (as cited 

 in Miles, 2004, p.7).  

According to the summary of the monolingual approach above, learning a second 

language is different from learning first language because there is already one language 

present in their minds. Children who learn a second language already know how to mean and 

know that other people have their own minds (as cited in Cook, 2008). Children acquire first 

language do not have another language to fall back on. So, second language learners would 

ideally acquire second language in the same way as children, without reference to another 

language. The two languages should be kept separate in mind. To develop a second language 

properly means learning to use it independently of first language and eventually to think in it. 

It means that the learners of second language actually know how to convey the meaning in 

second language because they are already mature, so it can get better result in acquiring 

second language using only English without using first language at all. Monolingual argues 

the presence of first language in learning target language will cause serious problem if the 

students keep both languages in their minds. The first language is often used as a reference to 

the target language when they are producing sentences in the target language. Note that the 

structure of target language is totally different from the native language, the use of native 

language will exactly make errors in producing sentences. That is the main reasons why the 

use of first language should be avoided in teaching language.  

Monolingual also believes the use of target language in the classroom engages the real 

language use. When a teacher uses the target language in his teaching it means that the 

teacher directly practices using the target language. The atmosphere seems to be a real use of 

target language. The students practice using the target language and experience genuine 

communication through target language for communicative purpose. By using it more often 

in their practices, students would successfully learn L2.  
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  On the contrary, Bilingual approach strongly suggests the presence of L1 in ELT. The 

use of L1 in ELT gives advantages that help learner acquire L2 easily. Neokleous and 

Copland (2011) claims bilingual teachers who share the first language with their students 

have an advantage over teachers who can only speak L2. The bilingual considers L1 is a 

pedagogic tool that facilitates learners in EFL classrooms. Nasaji and Campa (2009) states 

that L1 plays important role in teaching, teachers use L1 as pedagogical tool. The use of L1 

helps students acquire the target language easily.  

Bilingual Approach also shows some weaknesses of Monolingual Approach. Miles 

(2004) states that Monolingual Approach is impractical.  Native teachers are not necessarily 

the best teacher and exposure of L2 only is not sufficient for learning. This is related to the 

reality in EFL classroom. Students in EFL classroom are not native speakers, they would face 

difficulties if only target language is used as medium of instruction in classroom.  

Why L1 is used in Classroom 

 English teachers in teaching English often use L1 in class. Cook (2008) describes 

some occasions where English teachers use L1 during their language teaching. They use L1 

to: (1) convey meaning of words or sentences and to explaining grammar. (2). English 

teachers use L1 to organize class: for managing the classroom, for giving instructions for 

teaching activities and for testing. Tang (2002) also put that teachers often use L1 in 

beginning and intermediate classes to: (1) give instructions, (2) explain meaning of words, (3) 

explain complex ideas, (4) explain complex grammar points ( cited in Hung, 2012).  

Cook‟s and Tang‟s theories of L1 use in EFL classroom lead others to find reason 

beyond L1 use in the particular occasions. For example, Al-Nofaie (2010) states L1 is used to 

teach grammar because students usually find difficulty to understand linguistic terms in 

English. He also claims giving instruction in L1 was preferred by teachers to avoid confusion. 

Cook (2008) also claims that it could not be denied that without translation, explaining 
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grammar is going to make little sense, particularly when the grammar of the students‟ own 

culture differs from the English school tradition: do not have concept of grammatical plural. 

In conveying word(s) or sentences, vocabulary translation from L2 to L1 also facilitates 

students to learn L2 in completing task. Yi- chun & Yi- ching (2012) asserts that the teachers 

could use task-based translation method since it is seen as an integrative skills to help 

students to complete task. Bateman (2008) also found that L1 was used when the students 

teachers experienced confusion, lack of time, discipline problems and in order to establish a 

relationship with students ( as cited in Nilson, 2013).  

Bilingual teachers have reasons beyond L1 use in teaching English in EFL classrooms. 

Bilingual teachers consider L1 helps EFL students in L2 acquisition, both pedagogically and 

psychologically. L1 is seen as beneficial resource that can facilitate L2 acquisition. Bilingual 

proponents believe teaching language would be successful if L1 is used in teaching language 

since both teacher and students know well about the language. Butzkamm (2003) asserts L1 

use has advantages for some reasons: L1 use gives a sense of security and helps learners not 

to be stress, L1 is the greatest asset that brings to the task of foreign language acquisition, 

friendly atmosphere in learning foreign language is best achieve through L1 use, L1 use saves 

learners from a feeling of frustration they might face within L2 acquisition (as cited in 

Jadalah & Hasan, 2011, p 6). 

Another reason of L1 use in EFL classroom is L1 helps EFL students to learn L2 as 

new language for them. Florence (2009) asserts pedagogically L1 is a cognitive bridge 

connects to L2. It helps learners to analyze the language and work at a more demanding level 

than using only L2. Learners who have mastered L1 are sophisticated cognitive individual. 

They are able to use L1 to make sense the world, new concept and new language. In other 

words, when EFL students learn L2, it would be easier to teach them using L1. They would 

easily be able to understand concepts taught in L2 because they already know how to mean.  
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Psychologically, teachers should make their students feel comfortable during the 

learning process. This statement is supported by Cook. Cook (2008) asserts “teacher should 

make students feel uncomfortable with a normal part of L2 use” (p. 213). It means that EFL 

teachers should help their students to take advantage of their existing L1 to facilitate the 

learning of L2. In other words, the most important thing in teaching language is to make the 

students feel as comfortable as possible so the students enjoy the learning process in second 

language learning. 

 Cook (2008) also points out that L1 use in the classroom activities such as class 

discussion might be more useful rather than first language use is banned. The discussion 

among students would be done smoothly. Students who enjoy discussing the problems given 

in the activity would bring better result than the students who do not. This is related to the 

research by Halasa and Al- Manseer. They (2012) showed that students use L1 freely in 

classrooms, the importance of teacher‟s knowledge of students‟ native language comes here. 

The students who use their native language is seen as a part of the main learning activity. 

Here in the group work, the presence of first language could not be minimized since the 

students share the ideas among others. This is also seen as normal use and even the presence 

of first language supports their interaction with one another.  

Even though there are a lot of studies on avoiding L1 use, there are no principle reasons 

for avoiding the first language other than allowing students to hear as much L2 as possible. 

The result of the study of Carson and Kashihara (2012) directly suggests that L1 use should 

be used since it helps students to learn L2. They (2012) found that the quickest way for 

students to learn L2 is connect the L2 to L1. The reason is; there are no explicit reasons 

where L1 use strongly avoided. From this point, it may be more effective to resort to the L1 

in the classroom. The reconsideration of L1 use in ESL classroom has been proven by Hung 

(2012) who states that mother tongue use should not be viewed as having drawbacks. The 
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mother tongue use can be used as teaching strategy to explain meaning effectively and 

efficiently. Cook (2001) also argues that a teacher who is able to use two languages 

effectively and efficiently could be a model of successful bilingual (as cited in Hung, 2012,p 

27). 

There are factors underlying the teachers‟ reasons of why L1 is used in teaching 

English. This is commonly based on the reality of EFL students and context. Nassaji and 

Campa (2009) report that teachers‟ reasons to use L1 in classroom are affected by foreign 

language context, students‟ low proficiency level, set up of course, students‟ objective of 

learning L2, acoustic layout of classroom, and speed of discourse. This implies that EFL 

classroom is not a real context of L2 social culture, so teachers prefer using L1 in order to 

make students engage in and make sense in L2 learning process.  

 

Research on L1 Use in ELT 

 Researchers have been conducting some research to prove that the presence of L1 in 

EFL classroom has contribution in L2 learning process. The research conducted by Halasa 

and Al –Manseer in Jordan by selecting 50 students from Jordan University. Halasa and Al-  

Manseer (2012) found out that L1 use decreases error made by students in learning L2. The 

finding of  Mirza, Mahmoud and Jabbar (2012)  also strengthen the contribution of L1 use at 

tertiary level in Dhaka, Bangladesh. From the data of 60 students, they find out the use of 

Bangla does not hinder English but Bangla works as facilitator that gives more 

comprehensible input in English. L1 facilitates learner to learn English. Bangla helps students 

increasing their ability to learn English.  

 The other research that shows L1 contribution to L2 learning is done by researchers at 

English Preparatory School of University of Lefke based on the data of 105 participants. 

Mahmutoglu and Kicir (2013) assert that mother tongue can be effective in right situation and 
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right time. They found out that contribution of L1 could be considered. L1 could be used as a 

mediating tool .Teachers should support their students‟ learning of L2 by using effective 

teaching and technique. It is highly recommended that English teachers use L1 in order to 

help their students understand the meaning of vocabulary and to explain difficult grammar 

concept. 

Methodology 

Context of the Study 

The study was conducted at SMPN 1 Banyubiru. It is located in Jalan Melati Number 

19 Banyubiru, near Ambarawa city. The class observations only focused on the seventh grade 

since much Indonesian is used in seventh grade. The students were considered as beginners 

and the class was divided into six groups; 7A,7B,7C,7D,7E, and 7F.  

Participant 

Participants of this study consisted of two English teachers from SMPN 1 Banyubiru, 

Jalan Melati 19 Banyubiru. The two English teachers were chosen to take a part in the study 

as they taught seventh grade students, where Indonesian was more often used. The first 

teacher was an English teacher who taught 7A, 7B, 7C, and 7D. The second teacher was an 

English teacher and headmaster of SMPN 1 Banyubiru who taught English in 7E and 7F. 

Instrument of Data Collection 

The researcher used two instruments in collecting the data. They are classroom 

observation and stimulated- interview. The researcher used audio recorder to record the 

teaching learning process without disturbing the process of teaching and learning process 

itself. Each class was observed once.  After doing the observation, the researcher transcribed  

it, analyzed it, and categorized the transcripts into initial themes based on when L1 was used. 

The semi structured interviews were conducted to find the teachers‟ reasons why Indonesian 
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was used during teaching and learning process. The interview questions were made based on 

the problems appeared in the transcripts.  

Procedure of Data Collection 

 The data were obtained by doing class observations and conducting interviews with 

the two English teachers. The class observations were conducted using audio recorder. The 

class observations would be done for seven times, once for each class.  

Table 1. Class Observation Data 

Observation Date Clas

s 

Time Length Topic Teacher 

1 25/1/2014 7E 8.35-9.15 

( break) 

9.30-9.51 

61.21 

minutes 

Writing: 

Descriptive 

Text  

Teacher B 

2 27/1/2014 7A 9.15-9.57 42.12 

minutes 

Reading: 

Asking and 

Giving Fact 

Teacher 

A 

3 28/1/2014 7C 7.55-9.10 75.11 

minutes 

Reading: 

Asking and 

Giving Fact 

Teacher 

A 

4 29/1/2014 7F 8.35-9.15 

( break) 

9.30-10.35 

104.59 

minutes 

Writing: 

Descriptive 

Text 

Teacher B 

5 3/2/2014 7B 11.35- 12.15 40.21 

minutes 

Writing: 

Announcement 

Teacher 

A 

6 12/2/1014 7D 11.35-12.11 36.32 Writing: Teacher 
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minutes Questions 

Words 

A 

 

After doing the class observations, the recordings were transcribed, analyzed and classified 

into initial themes to be used as bases for interview questions later. The interview was 

conducted four times. Finally, the data from teachers‟ interviews was transcribed and 

descriptively analyzed. 

Table 2: Teachers‟ Interviews 

Interview Teacher Date Length 

1 A 2014/02/25 13.57 minutes 

2 B 2014/02/25 6.58 minutes 

3 A 2014/03/24 3.11 minutes 

4 B 2014/03/24 5.52 minutes 

 

Data Analysis 

 After the recordings from class observations were finish being transcribed, the 

researcher analyzed and classified the data for each episode into initial themes  based on 

when L1 was used. The researcher would count the percentage of each theme in order to be 

used as bases for interview questions. The data of the percentage would be displayed from the 

highest number to lowest number. Finally, the teachers‟ interviews would be transcribed and 

analyzed descriptively to answer the research question.  

 

Findings and Discussion 

 This section presents the results of the study. Each episode in the observation 

transcript was analyzed using the framework proposed by Cook (2008) and Tang (2002). 
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Table 1 shows the two English teachers used Indonesian in the classrooms in some occasions 

and the frequency of Indonesian use for each occasion.  The data was used as bases for 

interview questions to find out the teachers‟ reasons of using Indonesian in teaching English.  

Use of Indonesian and its frequency  

Table 3. The use of Indonesian in English classroom and its frequency 

Occasion Frequency of Using 

Indonesia 

Frequency of Using 

Indonesian (%) 

To convey meaning of words 

or sentences 

58 47.54% 

To explain grammar point 32 26.23% 

To give instruction 22 18.03% 

To manage classroom 4 3.28% 

To create relaxing 

atmosphere 

4 3.28% 

To clarif difficult concept 2 1.64% 

Total 122 100% 

 

  Table 1 shows that the greatest number of Indonesian use was to convey meaning of 

words or sentences. The two English teachers used Indonesian fifty eight times (47.54%) to 

convey meaning of words and sentences. They also used Indonesian thirty two times 

(26.23%) to explain grammar point, the tense of the sentences used in the reading text. The 

third greatest number is used to give instruction. The two English teachers used Indonesian 

twenty two times (18.03%) to give instruction in order to get the activity going in.   In their 
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teaching English, the two English teachers also used Indonesian four times (3.28%) to 

maintain discipline. The teachers also used Indonesian four times (3.28 %) to create relaxing 

atmosphere. Finally the lowest number of L1 use is used to clarify difficult concept (1.64 %).  

Teachers’ reasons of using Indonesian in English classrooms  

 The following section discusses about teachers‟ reasons of using Indonesian in 

teaching English. The discussion of teachers‟ reasons of using Indonesian in English 

classroom was based on the interviews with two English teachers who taught seventh grade at 

SMPN 1 Banyubiru.  

To convey meaning of words or sentences 

 From the observation, Indonesian was mostly used to convey meaning of word (s) or 

sentences. The teachers believed that the use of Indonesian to convey meaning helped 

students to build up their English vocabulary and to carry out task.  The first teacher said that 

the use of Indonesian was simply to enrich students‟ English vocabulary. The teacher referred 

to the characteristics of students in seventh grade; they were beginner, they did not like 

reading English books, and English was not a subject in elementary schools around 

Banyubiru.  Below is an example of using Indonesian to convey meaning of a word or 

sentences done by teacher A. 

Situation (the teacher just finished reading a dialogue).  

Teacher A: …Here is the story. Ini lho ceritanya. A motorcycle without lamp, apa? 
Sebuah sepeda motor… 

S1: tanpa lampu 

Teacher A: Yang ga ada lampunya, tanpa lampu. Hit him yesterday. Menabrak dia 
kemarin. He broke his leg. Apa? Dia mengalami…  

S2: Patah  tulang. 

S3: Kecelakaan. 
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Teacher A: Apa itu leg? 

S4: Kaki. (3rd observation, 28th of January) 

The episode showed that the teacher used Indonesian to explain meaning of a word 

„leg‟ and sentences such as „A motorcycle without lamp hit him yesterday‟ and „He broke his 

leg‟. The use of Indonesian in his teaching was used to explain meaning of word(s) or 

sentences so that the students would know and understand the meaning of words or sentences 

in English through the use of Indonesian. As the teacher A said in his interview,  

„…I have a strategy to enrich their vocabulary. I always ask the students to look up the 

meaning of word( s)  in their English- Indonesian dictionaries . So they know the meaning in 

both languages, Indonesian and English. This strategy automatically would enrich their vocab. 

For example the word man in Indonesian is laki-laki. So laki-laki in English is man‟ ( 1
st
  

interview) 

This belief is similar opinion to Al- Nofaie (2010) who stated that teachers prefer to use L1 

with beginners and low achieving students to help them understand the new language. The 

belief also supported by Hung (2012) who said that the teacher used L1 since the mother 

tongue use could be used as teaching strategy to explain meaning effectively and efficiently.  

 The second teacher also argued that the use of Indonesian was simply because the 

design of exercise in students‟ book did not enable students to do the exercise. There were no 

clues such as picture and exposure that helped students to guess the meaning of words used in 

the exercise. The teacher B said, 

 „…The design of the exercises in LKS book is not good, so I have to use Indonesian.  If the 

design is good; there is clue such as picture or exposure I could use only English because 

students could guess the meaning. So when the students could not guess the meaning, I use 

Indonesian…‟( 1
st
 interview)  
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Because of the design of student‟s book, the teacher used translation from English to 

Indonesian to figure the meaning out in order to make the students  carried out the task. Yi-  

chun & Yi- ching (2012) also agree that the teachers could use task-based translation method 

since the translation in L1 is seen as an integrative skills to help students to complete task.  

To explain grammar point 

 From the teachers‟ interviews, the finding showed that there was a general agreement 

from the two teachers toward the use of Indonesian to explain grammar. They believed that 

Indonesian helped students to get the point of grammar taught. The first teacher stated that 

English grammar was totally different from Indonesian. English has tense, but Indonesia does 

not have. For example:  

Situation (The teacher reviewed the previous explanation) 

Teacher A: Apa yang sudah saya terangkan? Ada dua ekspresi, minta keterangan minta fakta. 
Jadi fakta itu kejadian yang sudah lewat, kalau belum terjadi bukan fakta. Tadi dalam bentuk 

apa? 

S1: Lampau 

Teacher A: Lampau, simple past tense. ( 3
rd

 observation, 28
th
 of January) 

The episode showed that in English, there were tenses that indicated when an event 

happened.  In the example above, fact was said as an event that already happened. In 

Indonesian, there are no tenses that differentiate the time when events happen; there is no 

differentiation of verb form and there is no rule in plural and singular noun. From his 

experiences, the absence of Indonesian made the students feel confused and knew nothing 

about grammar they were learning because the difference rule between Indonesian and 

English. It makes sense since Cook (2008) claims without translation, teaching grammar is 

going to make little sense, particularly when the grammar of the students‟ own culture differs 

from the English school tradition: do not have concept of grammatical plural (Cook, 2008).  
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 The second teacher also explained that English grammar was full of terms. The 

teacher gave examples of terms: first person, second person and third person. By looking at 

the students‟ characteristics in seventh grade at SMPN 1 Banyubiru, the teacher was afraid 

his students would lose the point of grammar he taught if he did not use Indonesian to teach 

grammar. In addition, the teacher stated,  

.... from educational training I ever joined, educational experts in Indonesia suggest that 

Indonesian is preferred to use when English teachers teach technical terms, include 

grammatical pattern. The most important thing is the mission could be achieved. (1
st
 interview) 

Al-Nofaie (2010) also stated L1 is used to teach grammar because students usually find 

difficulty to understand linguistic terms in English. The teacher goes on explaining the 

difficulties he encountered when Indonesian was absent,   

....If I use only English, it is difficult. For example when we explain present tense, we 

talk about first person, second person and third person. At the beginning when I just 

became a teacher until became a headmaster, I do not understand. After I think it 

carefully for few years, I understand. It is not taught in college. It is only said the first 

one is I, the second one is you and the third one is he, she, it. They are not explained 

more who I actually is, who you actually is, and who he, she, it actually are. If I explain 

it in English, it would be hard to understand. When I explain in Indonesian, it is also not 

as easy as I imagine. It is not as easy as physic lesson. The teacher gives example how to 

run, and then he asks the students to run. Finish. (2
nd

 interview) 

The terms first person, second person, and third person are three examples of grammatical 

terms. The example shows that grammar is completely full of terms that not all students 

would not understand the terms easily. Some students may understand, but not all students 

understand the terms without using Indonesian explanation. 
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To give instruction 

 Based on the interviews, the finding showed that the two teachers claimed if they used 

English all the time without using Indonesian, the students would not get the point of 

instruction for their learning activities.  In order to make students understand better the 

instruction in doing the activities, the two teachers use Indonesian. Here are two examples of 

using Indonesian when the two teachers gave instruction.  

1. Situation (The class just finished reading the dialogue) 
Teacher A: Nah sekarang dicari yang mana yang merupakan ekspresi asking fact.Mengerti? 
(Look up which one is the expression of asking fact! Understand?) (2

nd
 observation,27

th
 of 

January) 
2. Situation (The teacher pointed at a student to write his work on the board) 
Teacher B:  Oke silahkan selanjutnya, tiga kalimat terakhir yang kamu punya. (Ok, next, three 

last sentences you wrote on your book) (4
th

 observation, 29
th
 of January) 

Those instructions above are two examples of giving instruction uttered by the two 

teachers. The teachers used Indonesian in giving instruction to make his students knew 

exactly what they had to do. The first teacher stated L1 use in EFL classroom helped the 

students to know and understand better about what their teachers asked to do in their English 

learning activities. The second teacher also added, L1 was also used to give instruction 

because the instruction in student‟s book was difficult to understand. The teacher B said that 

the instruction in the student‟s book was too long. As the teacher said “...listen and repeat 

after the teacher and find the meaning of the words. Two instructions are written in one long 

sentence. Moreover, the instruction is wrong. This is not words, but noun phrase.” (2nd 

interview). If the teacher did not use Indonesian, the students would be confused and did not 

know exactly what they should do in their learning activities. The reason of the teacher to 

give instruction in Indonesian was similar to Al- Nofaie‟s view (2010),  the teachers preferred 

giving instruction in L1 to avoid confusion.  

To maintain discipline 
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 From the finding, the first teacher used Indonesian  for  maintaining  discipline. Here 

are the examples of using Indonesian to maintain discipline.  

Situation ( a group was reading a dialogue in front of class, the class was so noisy) 

Teacher A: Yang lain tolong dengarkan! (The others, please listen!) (2nd observation, 
27th of January)  

Teacher A:  Dengarkan temanmu ! (Listen to your friends!). (2nd observation, 27th of 
January)  

The examples above showed that teacher A used Indonesian to make the students kept silent 

and listened to the dialogue. The use of Indonesian to maintain discipline was proposed to 

make students understand exactly what the teacher means. From my observation, the teacher 

A used Indonesian when he warned his students and the students responded quickly since 

they know what the teacher meant. Bateman (2008) stated the use of L1 in maintaining 

discipline is natural phenomenon in EFL classroom since L1 is used when the teacher deal 

with discipline problems. Bateman‟s view was applied by the first teacher. As the teacher A 

said,  

….In managing classroom, I warned the students in English, but they do not know what I 

want. For example when I ask them to be silent. I use English first, and then I translate it 

into Indonesian in order to make them understand what I mean. (1
st
 interview) 

The statement of the teacher A showed that the students did not know what their teacher 

meant when his teacher tried to warn them in English. Because of that, the teacher translated 

it into Indonesian to make his students knew exactly what the teacher meant. This was 

showed in the class observation, the translation into Indonesian was able to make students 

being silent. Cook (2008) asserted that it is prefer to use L1 rather than English to manage the 

classroom since L1 is more familiar in their ears. The use of L1 in managing discipline in the 

classroom shows the threat is real.  

To create relaxing atmosphere  



 

19 
 

 The finding showed that the two English teachers also explained why Indonesian was 

used in teaching English to grade seventh at SMPN 1 Banyubiru. It was simply because the 

use of Indonesian psychologically helped students to enjoy learning English. The two English 

teachers stated their students thought English was difficult. To EFL students at SMPN 1 

Banyubiru, English was difficult to learn. It was more difficult than mathematic, so the two 

English teachers used jokes in Indonesian during teaching English to decrease stress and 

increase students‟ motivation to learn English.  

These are the jokes used by the teachers during the teaching and lerarning process.  

Situation ( Teacher read a student’s work about WH questions) 

Teacher: How long is Hafidz‟s tooth? Giginya Hafidz berapa panjangnya?( Looking at 
Hafidz who has busktoothed.) (6th observation, 12nd of February)  

Situation (The teacher corrected students’ mistake made in their writing) 

Teacher B: Dian’s father is semapai semester tak sampai ( not more than one metre) 
and simpatik simpanse pakai batik (ape in batik cloth). (4th observation, 29th of 
January) 

These words made students laughed out loud. These jokes made the students more relaxed, so 

the students did not feel stressed to learn English. The students seemed enjoy following the 

next lesson after the two teachers made jokes. 

 The two teachers‟ belief is similar to Cook‟s (2008) view who reported that teacher 

should not make students feel uncomfortable with a normal part of L2 use. The two teachers‟ 

belief is also in line with Butzkamm‟s (2003) belief. He reported that L1 use is able to give a 

sense of security and help learners not to be stress during L2 learning process since friendly 

atmosphere in learning foreign language could be created through L1 use. As the first teacher 

said, “...to make them enjoy following the lesson, I try to make a joke to make them do not 

get stressed.” (1st interview) The second teacher also said”... I bring jokes to the class to make 
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situation is more comfortable...” (1st interview) By using Indonesian in making a joke, the 

students would enjoy and be comfortable following the lesson.  

To clarify difficult concept  

 The observation showed that the first teacher used Indonesian to clarify difficult 

concept. Here are the two concepts: 

1. Situation (The teacher explained about ‘ what’ question was to ask something as object) 
Teacher A: Ask something as object. What digunakan untuk menanyakan sesuatu sebagai 
objek. Objek itu apa saja? Selain manusia bias benda, hewan, dan tumbuhan.   Kalau arm 
tangan? 
S1: Manusia. 
Teacher A: Kalau bagian-bagian tubuh itu bukan manusia tapi benda. Jelas?( 6

th
 observation, 

12
th

 of February) 
 
2. Situation ( The teacher explained how long) 
Teacher A: Kalau how long bisa  menyatakan panjang bisa menyatakan lama. How long is 
your ruler? Berapa panjang penggarismu? Kalau ukuran yang bias diukur dengan alat ukur. 
S1: Size 
Teacher A: Yang measurement. Yang ukuran. How long bisa  menyatakan  jarak atau distance 
bisa menyatakan ukuran measurement. Kalau yang distance misalnya How long Jalan Melati 
from here to there? ( 6

th
 observation, 12

th
 of February) 

 

The examples showed that the teacher A used Indonesian to make difficult concept clearer, so 

the students understood the difficult concept. In example 1, the teacher clarified that arm was 

actually object. He explained to the students that all of parts of human body were known as 

object. In the example 2, the teacher classified the concept of the use of „How Long‟ that 

could be used to ask both distance and measurement. Those concepts above were complex 

ideas.Not all students knew the concept of the two ideas above.  The ideas of the teacher to 

use Indonesian in clarifying difficult concept was in line of  Tang‟s (2002) view that claimed 

during class discussion students find difficulties to understand the ideas, so the teacher use L1 

in explaining the ideas.  

Conclusion 

 The study has examined the teachers‟ reasons of using Indonesian in six- English 

classes at SMPN 1 Banyubiru. The interviews show a general reason and some specific 
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reasons of Indonesian use. The characteristics of students in seventh grade at SMPN 1 

Banyubiru who come from small villages around Banyubiru where English is not used in 

daily communication is the general reason why the two teachers often used Indonesian at 

specific moments in seventh grade. The use of L1 for students who are not familiar with 

English seems to be more preferable to make the students understand material.  

The specific reasons are related to design of English book and students‟ perception 

toward English. The second teacher said that the design of the book did not enable students to 

do the exercise since the instruction was too long and hard to understand. Sometimes, the 

teacher found out that the instruction was not correct. The two teachers also use Indonesian to 

help the students decrease stress and increase students‟ motivation to learn English. The two 

teachers say students in seventh grade at SMPN 1 Banyubiru have perception that English is 

more difficult than mathematic. Both of teachers also believe that despite controversy on L1 

use in teaching English, the most important thing to think is the mission to make students 

understand material could be achieved.  

 In sum, English is not used in daily communication, especially in small villages 

around Banyubiru, so the use of Indonesian to teach English in seventh grade at SMPN 1 

Banyubiru is preferable. The characteristics of the students in seventh grade at SMPN1 

Banyubiru are also beginners, they are not really familiar with English. They also think that 

English is difficult. Finally, the use of Indonesian is seen as a way to teach vocabulary, to 

explain grammar, to give instruction, to maintain discipline, to create relaxing atmosphere 

and to clarify difficult concept.  

 The limitation of this study is its small size of participant. With only two participants, 

the result may not be generalized. Furthermore, the length of each lesson in classroom 

observation is different in some classes, the amount of Indonesian use for each purpose may 
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be not reliable. This study is descriptive, with its goals to examine teachers‟ reasons toward 

L1 use based on its amount and its purposes. In other words, this study does not totally 

examine effects of L1 use on students‟ L2 acquisition in details. The researcher hopes future 

research may look into this issue and conduct a research whether L1 actually contributes to 

students‟ L2 language learning or not. The answer of this issue may contribute to the 

controversy of L1 use for L2 learning.  
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