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STUDENTS’ USE OF L1:  

A STUDY ON ADVANCED GRAMMAR STUDENTS’ PERSPECTIVES 

Pembayun Pujiastuti 

 

Abstract 

 The debate between the proponents and the opponents of L1 use has been going on 

for years. While the researchers are debating about this issue, the teachers often decide about 

students‟ use of L1 by themselves based on what they think is best for the students. Related to 

this situation, it is suggested that the teachers do the need analysis of students instead of 

deciding based on their beliefs or assumptions (Auerbach, 1993). Therefore, this study is 

aimed to investigate the students‟ perspectives toward the L1 use. The 121 participants 

included in this study were taken from four Advanced Grammar classes in English 

Department of Satya Wacana Christian University, Salatiga, Indonesia. This study uses a 

research question: what are the students’ perspectives toward students’ use of L1 in 

Advanced Grammar class? Open-ended questionnaires were distributed to collect the data. 

The findings were analyzed using quantitave data analysis and categorized into three themes: 

students‟ attitudes toward L1 use, students‟ preferred frequency of L1 use, and students‟ 

preferred occasions of L1 use. It was found that the majority of the students had positive 

attitudes toward the use of L1. They preferred to use L1 frequently in the classroom, and their 

most preferred occasion in using L1 was in a group/pair discussion. 

Keywords: L1, L2, students’ attitudes, preferred frequency, preferred occasions.     

INTRODUCTION 

For many years, scholars have been agreeing that “the exclusive use of English in 

teaching EFL has come to be seen as a natural and commonsense practice which can be 

justified on pedagogical grounds” (Auerbach, 1993). English, as the target language (L2), is 

the medium of instruction and also the only language that is allowed to use in the classroom. 

Because of that common pedagogical practice, the use of first language (L1) has also been 

excluded from EFL education for a long time.  

Recently, as a challenge for anti-L1 that dominated EFL pedagogy for decades, there 

have been many increasing attentions to the use of L1 in EFL learning (Scott & Fuente, 

2008). Many scholars emerged, such as Auerbach (1993) and Atkinson (1987), provide a 
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growing number of literature which proposes the roles of L1 in EFL learning. Of course the 

proposed roles of L1 offered by scholars are not directly accepted in EFL education. Instead, 

it creates a dilemma about using or not using L1 in the classroom for both teachers and 

students.  

While the scholars are busy debating whether L1 should or should not be used in EFL 

settings, teachers who stand in the middle of dilemma seem to “determine what is best for the 

students based on his/her status and knowledge of the field” (Auerbach, 1993). Teachers 

decide about students‟ use of L1 in the classroom by themselves, according to their beliefs 

and assumptions of what is appropriate for the students. Responding to that kind of situation, 

Auerbach (1993) suggests that actually teachers can lay the question of L1 use to the students 

instead of making decision by themselves. Thus, teachers will know about what the students 

exactly want and need in order to create the more effective L2 learning.  

As a realization of Auerbach‟s previous suggestion, this study is conducted to seek for 

students‟ perceptions toward the use of L1. The study comes with the research question: 

What are the students’ perspectives toward students’ use of L1 in Advanced Grammar class? 

By conducting this study, it is hoped that the teachers are no longer making the decision 

about students‟ use of L1 only by what they think is good for the students. In the case of L1 

use, it is important to look for students‟ perceptions because actually students understand 

what can make them learn L2 better. By referring to the finding of the study, the teachers will 

find what students think can help to facilitate their L2 learning. Also they will know whether 

the students prefer and need L1 use or not, how frequent they use L1, and in what occasion in 

the classroom L1 is being used. Thus when they know about those things mentioned before, 

teachers can supervise students‟ use of L1, so it will not become the obstacles and will 

accommodate the effectiveness of learning L2.    
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

OPPOSING THE USE OF FIRST LANGUAGE 

Although the promotion of L1 use starts to emerge, “the dominant approach in English 

foreign language (L2) teaching has advocated no use of L1 in L2 classrooms” (Campa & 

Nassaji, 2009). The dominant approach mentioned was monolingual approach which has 

been popular to use in EFL education for decades. Monolingual approach in a short 

explanation is defined as “the exclusive English policy” (Kafes, 2011). On the context of EFL 

classroom, monolingual approach is applied by using only English and prohibiting the use of 

students‟ first language in teaching-learning process. It is clear that the approach was one 

example of L1 use opposition. Several following argumentations have been voiced by 

scholars as the supports for monolingual approach. 

Firstly, scholars who oppose the use of L1 claim that the dominant use of L2 in the 

classroom accommodates the better L2 acquisition. Beginning with Allwright (1979) in 

Harmer (2007), he says that the best way to learn a language is by using the language itself. 

Therefore, according to him, the best way to learn L2 is by applying the L2 in the classroom 

through communication. Harmer (2007) explains that Allwright “seems to be suggesting, we 

learn to do something by doing it, and if the goal of language is communication, then 

communicating as we learn is the best way to go about it”. What Allwright claims, I would 

say, is just like the saying „practice makes perfect‟. When the students are required to 

communicate using the language they are learning, they will be exposed to that language and 

get used to it. Here Allwright believes by getting used to the L2, students will subconsciously 

acquire the language. Similar with Allwright, Pennycook (1994) in Miles (2004) also shared 

the same ideas by saying “monolingual teaching with authentic communication in L2 was the 

best way to learn a language”. Both Allwright and Pennycook here emphasize that the 
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communication using L2 is the most effective method in increasing students‟ L2 proficiency. 

Beside Allwright and Pennycook, another scholar who supports the dominant use of L2 is 

Krashen. He advocates that the maximum exposure of L2 should be given to the students, 

because there is a “definite relationship between comprehensible input in TL (target 

language) and proficiency” (Krashen 1985, in Miles 2004). By stating those ideas, Krashen 

asserts that the more use of L2 will increase the proficiency level of students because they get 

comprehensible input from the L2 exposure. 

Secondly, it is believed that the exclusive use of L2 in the classroom provides the 

students with a real life situation. Januliene (2008) states the benefit of using L2 exclusively 

in the learning “is putting a student into a real life situation where she/he have to survive with 

that particular level of linguistic and communicative competence”. After learning L2, 

students surely have the purpose to use L2 for communicating in real life situation. Since 

English has been a lingua franca, there will be a lot of chances to interact using English with 

people who don‟t share the same first language. By using L2 exclusively in the classroom, 

the students are trained to face that kind of situations which may happen in the future. 

Thirdly, L1 is considered as a hindrance of L2 learning. Krashen (1988) himself asserts 

that the first language is one of many causes of errors in target language performance. The 

similar thought comes from Ellis (1985) in Khati (2011) who states, “the L1 gets in the way 

or interferes with the learning of the L2, such that features of the L1 are transferred into the 

L2”. What Ellis meant is explained by Krashen‟s (1988) example which happens in sentence 

construction error. Students construct the sentences by directly translating a sentence from L1 

to L2. Because L2 and L1 have different grammatical rules, then the sentence construction 

will be wrong. According to Krashen and Ellis, the example indicates that students will create 

errors because they refer to their first language when they learn a target language. 
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Fourthly, it is insisted that the use of L1 can be addicted for the students. A proponent 

of L1 use believes that L1 can be a drug which helps students when they have difficulty in 

learning L2 (Podromou 2002, in Zacharias 2002). However, Januliene (2008) claims that the 

drug “may become addictive and damage your health”. In this case, the students may want 

the more usage of L1 because they find that it is easier. Then L1 will finally become an 

obstacle to teaching and learning L2, because the more student get used to L1 helps, the more 

they get dependent to it (Januliene, 2008). 

In addition beside the argumentations voiced by scholar, some previous studies 

conducted on students‟ perceptions also result on opposing the use of L1. According to 

Januliene‟s study (2008), the students as her participants support the great limitation to the L1 

use. More than half of the participants (58%) prefer rarely frequency to use L1 in the 

classroom. Nazary (2008) who used Iranian university students as his participants also has the 

similar result to his research. His participants are found to strongly reject the L1 use “for the 

sake of better exposure in L2”. Moreover, Storch & Aldosari‟s observation (2010) results that 

the students use limited extent of L1 in the pair discussion. From those studies, it indicates 

that not only scholars, even students also oppose the use of L1. Monolingual approach 

applied for decades in EFL settings affects students‟ perceptions toward L1 use.    

SUPPORTING THE USE OF FIRST LANGUAGE 

In the opposite side of monolingual approach and its resistant argumentations toward 

L1 use, there has been an approach, better known as bilingual approach, which exists as the 

favor of L1 use in EFL settings (Kafes, 2011). Bilingual approach has been neglected for 

years because of monolingual approach‟s popularity which has become a common 

pedagogical ground in EFL education (Auerbach, 1993). Since recently monolingual 

approach has been re-evaluated, there have been numerous movements of promoting L1 use 
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(Manara, 2007). Scholars concurring bilingual approach propose some following benefits that 

lead L1 to be regarded as a significant aspect in L2 learning. 

First, first language is a linguistic resource to learn a target language. Manara (2007) 

says that L1 is “a resource for the learners to draw their existing knowledge from and 

perceive the new language”. Podromou (2002) in Zacharias (2002) uses the metaphor 

„mother tongue as a window‟ to illustrate this L1 function. Students can use their knowledge 

of L1 to facilitate the L2 learning by comparing the features of first and target language 

(Celik, 2008). They will recognize the distinction between the two languages, and at the end 

they can use it as an advantage for learning. Celik (2008) asserts that the students‟ awareness 

of L1 and L2 distinctions will enable them to consciously reduce L1 interference in L2 

learning. 

Second, first language can be used as a tool for thinking. Concluding from the finding 

of his study, Khresheh (2012) argues that although L1 can be banished from the classroom, it 

can never be banished from students‟ minds. It is because L1 is “a tool of thought and 

cognition” for EFL students which accommodate them to brainstorm and produce the ideas, 

especially in reading and writing (Celik, 2008). Usually EFL students firstly think about the 

ideas in their L1, and then they will translate those ideas into L2. This kind of technique will 

make the process of learning become easier for the students. Manara (2007) calls the role of 

L1 in that case as a “scaffolded help”.  

Third, first language provides a relaxed atmosphere in learning a target language. It is 

believed that the best situations for language learning are when the anxiety levels are lower 

(Knibbeler 1989, in Zacharias 2002). Anxiety is one of the negative feelings included in 

Krashen‟s affective filter theory. Affective filter is the presence of students‟ negative feelings 

in learning the target language, such as anxiety, fear, stress, anger, etc (Harmer, 2007). 
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Experts have been suggesting that L1 can reduce students‟ affective filter which can hinder 

the learning of L2 (Auerbach, 1993; Celik, 2008; Manara, 2007; Khati, 2011; Sharma, 2006). 

As the example, Zacharias (2002) creates a metaphor „mother tongue as a shelter‟ to 

illustrate the affective function of L1. She explains that L1 gives less threatening atmosphere 

and make the students feel at ease in the classroom. 

Four, first language is actually efficient for the certain situations. When dealing with 

unfamiliar vocabulary, “first language gives quick and accurate translation which may take 

several minutes for teachers to explain” (Khati, 2011). In this case, L1 functions as time-

efficient tool for the situation (Atkinson, 1987; Zacharias, 2002). Although translation is 

considered old-fashioned, if the teachers force themselves to explain using L2, it cannot 

guarantee that the students will fully understand the L2 explanation. Besides, the L1 use in 

the form of translation is the most preferred technique chosen by students (Atkinson, 1987; 

Manara, 2007). If the students find that the technique is helping, it is worth for the teachers to 

consider about using the technique. 

Beside the benefits proposed by scholars, several previous studies have been conducted 

to seek students‟ opinions about the use of L1 in the EFL classroom. For example, Tang 

(2002), Schweer (1999), Shimizu (2006), Khati (2011), Hassanzadeh & Nabifar (2011), 

Sharma (2006), Manara (2007) and Alshammari (2011) finds that the participants of their 

research had positive attitude in using L1. Interestingly, Shimizu (2006) who carried on an L1 

research on advanced students asserts that even the advanced students whose TOEIC score 

are high still likely use L1 in the class. Alshammari (2011) reveals that the students are likely 

to use L1 in these three conditions: 1) they don‟t understand the teacher; 2) they don‟t know 

the answer; and 3) they can‟t express their ideas in English. Khati (2011) adds Alshammari‟s 
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list by mentioning that the fear of losing face when they speak L2 is another reason why 

students use L1. 

In addition, some studies also have found the potential occasions of L1 use for students. 

First, it is found that L1 is beneficial to use in the discussion among the students (Nation, 

2003). Schweer (1999) renames Atkinson‟s suggested occasion, „cooperation among 

learners‟, as „cooperating in groups‟. Then, it is proven that students‟ discussion usually takes 

place in working as a group. Knight (1996) in Nation (2003) supports that L1 is potential to 

use in students‟ group discussion by stating that learners who prepare the task using L1 had 

the better results in written L2 tasks. Second, according to Khanal‟s (2004) in Khati (2011) 

and Lucas & Katz‟s (1994) result of study, students use L1 in asking and answering questions 

to the teacher. In this case, L1 functions as the tool which facilitates communication between 

students and teacher (Harbord 1992, in Salah & Farah 2012). Sometimes, students, especially 

those who are not fluent in L2, are reluctant to speak to the teacher because they think that 

the teacher will exclusively use L2 in the classroom (Celik, 2008). It is advocated that using 

L1 in the classroom can avoid the barrier between students and teacher (Miles 2004, in Salah 

& Farrah 2012). Therefore, the students can freely express their thought to the teacher 

without the burdened feeling that they had to use L2 which they haven‟t been fully fluent at. 

From those two different views of L1 use (opposing and supporting), it can be 

concluded that students‟ perceptions can be different in other contexts. Therefore, it is 

interesting to look for similar research in different context as the additional references for the 

development of EFL education.   
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THE STUDY 

Context of the Study 

The study was conducted in English Department, Faculty of Language and Literature, 

Satya Wacana Christian University (SWCU) which is located in Salatiga, Central Java, 

Indonesia. The setting of the study was four Advanced Grammar classes taken in the second 

semester of academic year 2012/2013. Advanced Grammar classes were conducted on 

Monday (7 a.m–9 a.m, 10a.m–12 a.m) and Wednesday (10 a.m–12 a.m). Each class had 

approximately 35 students, but on the time of data collection not all students were present. 

There were two underlying reasons for choosing Advanced Grammar classes as the setting of 

the study. First, I wanted to meet the participants with advanced level criteria. The previous 

studies often mentioned that students who want the existence of L1 mostly come from the 

beginner level (Auerbach, 1993; Manara, 2007). Therefore I was curious about the finding if 

the study was conducted with advanced level students as the participants. Second, researchers 

often suggest that one usage of L1 is for explaining grammar items (Auerbach, 1993; 

Atkinson, 1987). It seemed to indicate that EFL students mostly need L1 in grammar classes. 

Zacharias (2002) strengthens this idea by saying that “tenses are the most troublesome for 

Indonesian learners since Bahasa Indonesia doesn‟t have them”. Thus from those two reason, 

I wanted to know whether advanced level students want the existence of L1 or not in the class 

regarded as the most difficult for them.  

Participants  

Participants of the study were 121 students who were taking four Advanced Grammar 

classes in the second semester of academic year 2012/2013. They were selected intentionally 

because I was looking for advanced students as participants. Here I considered Advanced 
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Grammar students to have advanced level criteria because they had passed the basic and 

intermediate classes in English Department of SWCU. Moreover, the participants consisted 

of the students whose academic years were 2011, 2010, 2009, 2008, and 2007. It meant that 

most of them actually have been learning English for almost two years or more. Because 

English is the medium of instruction in English Department of SWCU, the participants have 

got used to speaking and listening to English on their daily learning. In this study, the names 

of participants mentioned were pseudonym.   

Instrument of Data Collection 

This research used questionnaire as the instruments of data collection. The 

questionnaires were distributed to all students of four advanced grammar classes. There were 

121 questionnaires passed around. The use of questionnaire was needed because I sought for 

as many opinions as possible. The questionnaire consisted of five questions related to the 

topic of study. The questionnaires were open-ended (See the Appendix), because in this kind 

of questionnaire “participants are free to write their responses in questions given instead of 

being controlled by the choices designed by the researcher” (Zacharias, 2011). Since the 

purpose of this research was to obtain the students‟ perspectives, the open-ended 

questionnaire which “allow the participants to voice their individual points of views” 

(Zacharias, 2011) would trigger more varied answers. 

Procedure of Data Collection 

I administered the questionnaires in each Advanced Grammar class according to the 

dates I compromised with the teachers (February 4
th

, 11
th

, 18
th

, and 20
th

 2013). The 

questionnaires were distributed after class, so the data collection would not disturb the 

learning process. Before the participants fulfilled the questionnaires, I provided them with 
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explanation about the purpose of the study and the questionnaires in order to avoid the 

confusion. I collected and divided the questionnaires according to the class they were 

administered. 

Data Analysis 

After all the questionnaires had been gathered, the findings of questionnaires were 

analyzed using quantitave data analysis. The procedure of data analysis took four steps. First, 

the findings of questionnaires were read and coded. Second, I categorized the findings into 

the themes emerged. Third, the classified findings were analyzed by calculating the finding 

according to each themes, intepreting the data, and correlating the data with relevant 

literatures. The analysis of the finding would be delivered by presenting the tables and 

percentage, and providing the description for the answers of open-ended questions. For the 

last step, I drew a conclusion from the analyzed findings. 

FINDING AND DISCUSSION 

In this section, I would discuss and give the analysis of the finding as the answer of the 

research question stated in the introduction. From the data categorized, the students‟ 

perceptions consisted of students‟ attitudes toward the L1 use, students‟ preferred frequency 

of the L1 use, and students‟ preferred occasions of the L1 use. Those three perceptions will 

be the titles of the themes. The discussion of the themes was presented as follow.     

STUDENTS’ ATTITUDES TOWARD THE L1 USE 

This theme discussed about the attitudes of participants toward the use of L1. In this 

theme, there would be two sub-themes presented which were positive and negative attitudes. 

According to the finding of questionnaires, the majority of participants had positive attitude 

toward L1 use (see Figure 1). About 94% of the participants responded positively toward L1 
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use. The participants who had negative attitudes got the low percentage (6%). The following 

table 1 and figure 1 represented the finding calculation of students‟ attitudes toward the L1 

use.  

TABLE 1 

Students’ Attitudes toward the L1 use 

SUB-THEMES NUMBER OF PARTICIPANTS PERCENTAGE 

Positive 114 94% 

Negative 7 6% 

Total 121 100% 

 

FIGURE 1 

Students’ Attitudes toward the L1 Use 

 

Table 1 and figure 1 conveyed that 94% participants gave positive reactions when they 

were asked about their attitudes toward L1 use. It was a huge difference compared to the 

percentage of negative (6%). This finding indicated that almost all participants still welcomed 

the existence of L1 in Advanced Grammar class even though they were considered as 

advanced students. This also suggested that advanced students might still need the L1 as the 

assistance for learning grammar. The finding was not surprising because some former studies 

resulted alike. For example, the finding of the study was relevant to Shimizu‟s (2006) 

previous study. In the study, Shimizu also chose advanced students as the participants. She 

found out that even the advanced learner whose TOEIC score was very high were more likely 

to agree using L1. Another relevant finding was got by Schweer (1999) and Tang (2002). The 
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very high percentage of participants, like the result of this study, felt that L1 should be used 

in the classroom.  

Besides calculating the percentage of the finding, it is essential to understand the 

reasons underlying participants‟ attitudes toward L1 use. The analysis includes the 

description of participants‟ reasons, feelings, and opinions toward L1 use. The description of 

participants‟ attitudes would be presented in the two sub themes as follow.  

Positive Attitudes 

Participants who respond positively toward L1 use (94%) described their opinions with 

the words such as “helpful”, “okay”, and “fine”. They had positive attitudes toward L1 use 

because they found out that L1 was a facilitating factor which had some benefits for L2 

learning. Those benefits were explained in this following sections. 

L1 is the preferred strategy for communication    

According to the finding, there were two benefits of L1 participant felt. The first one, 

L1 was beneficial as a strategy to face the difficulties in speaking L2. One example of the 

difficulties which often occurred was lacking of vocabulary. L1 could be used when the 

participants didn‟t have enough vocabulary to express their ideas. Student A stated, “I think 

it’s okay to use Bahasa Indonesia. Sometimes, students can’t answer questions or be active in 

the class just because they have limited English vocabulary to express their answers”. From 

student A‟s statement, it is shown that L1 was the preferred strategy used by the students 

(Manara, 2007). Willis (1996) in Shimizu (2006) calls the role of L1 in this case as the 

students‟ communicative strategy to vocalize their thoughts in the class. Student A also 

mentioned that lacking of vocabulary hampered their active participation in the class. It 

implied that actually students wanted to show their abilities by stating ideas. Here L1 was 
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functioned to “gives them the opportunity to show that they are intelligent and sophisticated 

people” (Atkinson 1993, in Shimizu 2006).  

L1 gives sense of security in expressing ideas 

The second benefit was L1 gave a safety feeling for the students. Students often felt 

insecure when they spoke using L2 because they thought that they would make mistakes. 

Therefore, participants used L1 instead of L2 to speak their minds in the EFL learning. 

Student B said, “I enjoy speaking using Bahasa Indonesia because I feel free to speak 

whatever inside my mind without the need to consider any grammatical mistakes”. Student B 

used L1 to avoid the mistakes and keep stating the ideas. What happened to student B 

reflected that “L1 provides a sense of security and validates the learners' lived experiences, 

allowing them to express themselves” (Auerbach, 1993). In this case, because L1 allowed the 

students freely expressing their ideas, it also encouraged active participation of the students in 

the class (Pablo et al. 2011). 

Furthermore, although the participants had positive attitude toward the use of L1, they 

also gave limitations toward its use. It seemed to reflect that these participants thought that 

L1 was beneficial if it was not over-used. There are two limitations which were found in the 

finding of this study. Those limitations were discussed as follow. 

Limiting the use of L1 according to its frequency of use 

The first limitation participants gave was the limitation on the frequency of L1 use. 

Student E wrote, “I agree using Bahasa Indonesia because each student has different level of 

English. But I think it will be more beneficial not to use Bahasa Indonesia too often”. Student 

E implied that although L1 actually was beneficial to accommodate L2 learning, still L2 had 

to use more. Here student E also suggested the frequency “not too often” in using L1. 
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Atkinson (1987) and Polio (1994) in Usadiati (2009) support student E‟s suggestion by 

giving reasons that too often using L1 can “create an over reliance on it, can oversimplify 

differences between the two languages, create laziness among students, and a failure to 

maximize English”.  

Adjusting the use of L1 according to the interlocutors 

Participants sometimes limited the use of L1 when they spoke to a certain interlocutor. 

Interestingly, the finding of this study found out that participants limited L1 use when they 

were speaking to the teacher. Manara‟s study (2007) also got the similar result. Manara 

reveals that 80% of the participants strongly agree that they should use English with the 

teacher all the time. In this study, a participant, student F, conveyed, “It’s okay to use Bahasa 

Indonesia with friends because they often use it too. But when using it to the teacher, I’m shy 

because sometimes the teacher will say, English please”. When speaking to the teachers, 

student F felt uneasy using L1 because the teacher might demand him/her to use L2. 

According to student F, teacher‟s demand was seen from the saying “English, please”. The 

teacher‟s demand stated by student F seemed to be an example of “implicit policy” that 

English should be used in the classroom (Pablo et al., 2011).  

Negative Attitudes 

The lowest percentage of participants (6%) reacted negatively toward the use of L1. 

They said that using L1 in the classroom was “not proper”, “weird”, “not good”, and “not 

appropriate”. The overall reason of participants‟ negative attitudes was related to their beliefs 

that students had to use L2 in EFL classroom. Auerbach (1993) once argued that monolingual 

approach had been seen as a natural and common sense pedagogical ground in EFL 
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education. Because monolingual approach was common in EFL, it might shape the students‟ 

beliefs toward the use of L1. 

L1 use limits the chances to practice L2    

One of the participants, student C asserted, “I feel bad in using Bahasa Indonesia. This 

is an English grammar class. I’m here to study English, so I have to practice my English to 

increase my fluency”. The statement implied that student C‟s goal of learning L2 was to be 

able to communicate in L2. Student C seemed to believe that the more he/she used English, 

the more fluent he/she would be. It was relevant to Krashen‟s (1988) argument which 

conveyed that the maximum use of L2 correlated with L2 acquisition. Like Krashen, student 

C thought that the maximum use of L2 was applied to increase students‟ L2 proficiency. 

Therefore, student C felt guilty because he/she thought that using L1 made no contribution to 

the development of L2.  

L1 use shows the students’ low acquisition of L2  

Krashen (1988) claims that the use of L1 indicates students‟ low L2 acquisition. 

According to Krashen, students used L1 because he/she couldn‟t do well in English. 

Kavaliauskiene‟s finding of study (2009) in Usadiati (2009) supported Krashen‟s claim by 

stating that students‟ proficiency determines the use of L1 in EFL classes. Related to 

Krashen‟s idea, another participant, student D, had negative attitude towards L1 use because 

he/she considered the use of L1 as a sign showing their low L2 ability. Student D uttered, 

“When I use Bahasa Indonesia, I feel shy because others will know that I can’t speak English 

well”. Here student D viewed L1 as “a source of embarrassment” (Januliene, 2008). The 

student was embarrassed in using L1 because he/she thought other students would notice  that 

he/she had difficulty in speaking L2.  
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STUDENTS’ PREFERRED FREQUENCY OF L1 USE 

In this section, I would discuss about the frequency participants preferred in using L1. 

There would be three sections presented later on. Those sections were about the further 

discussion of the finding. Firstly, the following table and figure 2 would give a clear 

summary of the finding.  

TABLE 2 

Students’ Preferred Frequency of L1 use 

RANGE OF FREQUENCY NUMBER OF PARTICIPANTS PERCENTAGE 

Always 7 6% 

Often 56 46% 

Rarely 52 43% 

Never 1 1% 

Other 5 4% 

Total 121 100% 

 

FIGURE 2 

Students’ Preferred Frequency of L1 use 

 

      

 

      

 

Table 2 and Figure 2 revealed that participants mostly preferred often (46%) to use L1. 

Having a little difference of percentage compared to often, rarely got the second place with 

43%. The option always reached 6% as the third rank. Approximately 4% of the participants 

chose option other, and 1% picked never as the preferred option. Besides the percentage 

previously presented, this study also sought for the reasons why participants chose a certain 

frequency. Those reasons would be explained in the following sections. 
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L1 gives some benefits for learning 

For option always and often, participants chose those two options because they thought 

that L1 was beneficial. Beginning with option always, a participant who picked always as the 

preferred option, student G, said, “It’s much easier to learn Advanced Grammar in Bahasa 

Indonesia”. The statement implied that Advanced Grammar material became less difficult 

when the participant learned it using L1. Zacharias (2002) once claimed, students found that 

grammar class became troublesome because its materials didn‟t exist in Bahasa Indonesia. It 

seemed that student G really felt that the Advanced Grammar materials indeed troublesome 

like Zacharias had claimed. Advanced Grammar material contained many difficult concepts, 

so students who learned it carried “heavy cognitive load” (Nation, 2003). It meant that 

students not only had to focus on the explanation being said by the teacher, but they also had 

to be able to apply the knowledge the teacher had shared. In this case, by always using L1, 

students would reduce the burden in trying to understand on what being said, and could focus 

on the application of knowledge.  

The next was option often. According to the finding of questionnaires, participants 

preferred often to use L1 because they thought that L1 accommodates efficient time for L2 

learning (Atkinson, 1987). Student H explained that “L1 makes a quick understanding”. The 

phrase „quick understanding‟ meant that L1 made the explanation of materials quickly 

understood by the students. Zacharias (2002) explicated student H‟s explanation by giving a 

metaphor “mother tongue (L1) as a lubricant” which meant L1 was time-efficient for 

explaining the materials.  

L1 is used just for the certain situations  

 Participants who picked option rarely and other revealed that they picked those 

options because they thought that they only used L1 in the classroom for the certain 
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situations. Firstly, according to the participants‟ answers, for option rarely the certain 

situation was the situation when participants faced difficulty in the use of L2. It was proven 

by student J who stated, “I use Bahasa Indonesia to communicate only when I faced difficulty 

to arrange the good sentences to speak”. L1 was utilized by student J as the preferred 

strategy to face the difficulty in speaking L2 (Manara, 2007). Secondly, for option other, the 

questionnaires, participants explained that option with sometimes. Almost similar with the 

reason in the sub theme rarely, participants wrote sometimes as their preferred frequency 

because they only used L1 in a certain situation which was clarifying their comprehension. 

Student L asserted, “I used L1 to clarify that what I understand is matched with teacher’s 

explanation”. The situation student L meant was when he/she wanted to clarify the 

understanding. L1 in this situation functioned to students‟ check comprehension (Atkinson, 

1987; Auerbach 1993).  

L1 should be used minimally in L2 learning 

When the participant chose never as the option, it meant that he/she preferred not to use 

first language in the classroom. The reason of participant was related to the learning goal of 

L2. Student K said, “Because I’m learning English. I tried to use it as long as I can”. Student 

K wanted to use L2 maximally in order to develop their proficiency. It was relevant with 

Krashen (1985) in Miles (2004) who recounted that maximum use of L2 had a definite 

relationship with proficiency. 

STUDENTS’ PREFERRED OCCASIONS OF L1 USE 

This theme would present about the participants‟ preferred occasions to use the L1. The 

discussion included the percentage of each occasion the participants chose, and the reasons 
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behind their choices. The following table 3 and figure 3 would acquaint the summary of the 

finding. 

TABLE 3 

Students’ Preferred Occasions of L1 Use 

Occasions Number of Participants Percentage 

In group or pair discussion 85 73% 

In answering teacher‟s question 2 2% 

In giving questions to the teacher 4 4% 

In sharing ideas in the class 13 11% 

Others 17 14% 

Total 121 100% 

 

FIGURE 3 

Students’ Preferred Occasions of L1 Use 

 

 

 

 

 

From 121 questionnaires collected, group or pair discussion was the most preferred 

occasion which got the highest (73%) percentage in this theme. It had a huge difference of 

percentage compared to sharing ideas in the class (11%), giving question to the teacher (4%), 

answering teacher‟s question (2%), and others (14%). The result indicated that mostly first 

language was used in the interaction among students (Campa & Nassaji, 2009). In the 

group/pair discussion, students didn‟t need to use L2 all the time (Usadiati, 2009) because it 

was natural to speak using L1 with people who shared the same language (Nation, 2003). 

Therefore, the participants seemed to feel at ease to use L1 to their friends. In the other hand, 

The two lowest percentage were received by the option giving question to the teacher and 

answering teacher‟s question. It seemed that participants were likely to avoid using L1 in 
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communicating with the teacher. It was because the students usually expected that the teacher 

would use L2 exclusively in the classroom (Celik, 2008). Besides those options, for the 

participants who chose in sharing ideas in the class, they appeared not to differ the use of L1 

according to interlocutors. They didn‟t consider whether they spoke to teachers or other 

students in using L1. In addition, for the last one, I included the participants who double-

picked the options and chose all options to option „other‟. Participants double-picked the 

options „asking question to the teacher‟ and „answering teacher‟s questions‟. Those 

participants might want to relate about L1 and its use to teacher. Besides, about the 

participants who chose all options given, it seemed that they wanted to use L1 in all situations 

in the class.    

The Reasons Underlying Participants’ Preferred Occasions 

Besides the number and the percentage, the reasons participants said were elaborated in 

this theme. Because the reasons participants gave mostly had same ideas, those were 

concluded into two points to make a clear discussion. Those two points were: the influence of 

the interlocutor and the influence of situations. The two points were presented as follow.    

The influence of the interlocutors 

As stated before, participants chose their preferred occasions according to the 

interlocutors they talked to. Firstly, the participants who picked answering teacher‟s question 

and giving question to the teacher revealed that they preferred to use L1 in those occasions 

because according to them, it was essential to make the teacher understand what they meant. 

For example, student M said, “When I asked the teacher, it means I don’t understand the 

material. I use Bahasa Indonesia to make the communication easier”. Student M intended to 

give a clear question to the teacher, so the teacher could give the appropriate explanation 
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about the part he/she didn‟t understand. The student wanted to make a good communication 

with the teacher because the good communication led to successful learning (Usadiati, 2009). 

The same case happened for the participants who picked answering teacher‟s question. They 

wanted to give clear answer to the teacher, so the teacher could confirm whether they were 

right or wrong. Using L1, they didn‟t need to be afraid that the teacher couldn‟t understand 

and let the mistakes they made unconfirmed and unrevised.  

The influence of situations 

 Some participants chose their preferred occasions according to the situations they 

faced. As the example, participants who picked in group/pair discussion as the preferred 

occasion recounted that L1 was used in that occasion because of the limited time given in the 

situation. Student N mentioned, “It (Bahasa Indonesia) makes us easier to understand each 

other, so we will do the assignment better and quicker”. In a group/pair discussion, usually 

the teacher gave limited time to finish the tasks. Here like student N had said, the students 

used L1 as the strategy to face the limited time. L1 was time-efficient for the situation 

(Zacharias, 2002). If students used L2 in that situation, it would take more time just to 

understand each other‟s ideas. Because not all students had good proficiency, the chance to 

misunderstand each other was also bigger. Moreover, in the situation like group/pair 

discussion, “using the L2 can be a source of embarrassment particularly for shy learners and 

those who feel they are not very proficient in the L2” (Nation, 2003). 
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CONCLUSION 

The study sought for students‟ perceptions toward the use of L1. The result of the study 

answered the research question by analyzing three major themes which occured in the 

finding. Those theme were students‟ attitude toward L1 use, students‟ preferred frequency of 

L1 use, and students‟ preferred occasions of L1 use.  

The first theme was about students‟ attitudes toward L1 use. The finding of this theme 

asserted that the majority of the participants welcomed the use of L1 in the classroom 

although they had been considered as the advanced students. The highest percentage (94%) of 

participants reacted positively toward L1 use. They realized that L1 gave some benefit for 

them, such as 1) L1 became a communicative strategy; 2) L1 gave sense of security for 

students. However, they also stated that there should be some limitations for L1 use such as 

1) limiting the frequency of L1 use; and 2) adjusting the L1 use according to the interlocutor.  

The finding was equivalent with the previous studies conducted by Sharma (2006), Schweer 

(1999), Shimizu (2006), and Tang (2002). Besides, the minority of participants had negative 

attitudes (6%). The participants who had negative attitudes believed that L1 reduced their 

chances to practice L2 and it showed the low L2 acquisition of the students.        

 The second theme was about students‟ preferred frequency of L1 use. From the 

finding, there was only one participant who picked never as his/her preferred option. It 

indicated that almost all of the participants wanted the existence of L1 in the classroom. In 

addition, the participants who chose option „always‟ and „often‟ were likely to have positive 

attitudes toward L1 because they mentioned about the benefit of L1 as the reasons why they 

picked those options. The other participants choosing option „rarely‟ and „other‟ seemed to 

have neutral attitudes since they limited the use of L1 just for the certain occasions. The 

participant who chose „never‟ wanted L1 to be minimally used in the classroom.      
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 The third theme was students‟ preferred occasion of L1 use. From this theme, it was 

found that students‟ most preferred occasion in using L1 was in the group/pair discussion. It 

indicated that students preferred to use L1 mostly when interacting with other students. The 

occasion giving question to the teacher and answering teacher‟s question got the lowest 

percentage in this theme. It might show that participants tried not to use L1 to the teachers. 

Because the participants differed the use of L1 based on whom they talked to, it was 

concluded that their preferred occasions to use L1 were influenced by interlocutors. Besides, 

it was also found that the participants chose their preferred occasions based on the situation 

they faced. In the finding participants also mentioned that they used L1 in group/pair 

discussion because in that situation, the time given was limited. They used L1 to got a 

effecient discussion.    

 A suggestion from participants occurred in the finding. Nation (2003) argued, “The 

L1 needs to be seen as a useful tool that like other tools should be used where needed but 

should not be over-used”. Like Nation‟s argument, the participants stated they wanted the 

existence of L1 in the classroom, but they wanted the teachers to give limitations toward its 

use. As advanced students, participants seemed to understand that the maximum of L2 use 

was important to facilitate their effective L2 learning. They also reduced the dependency 

toward L1 by thinking of its limitations by themselves. Although the finding of this study 

mentioned that the majority of students favored L1 use, teachers had to consider the amount 

of its use to avoid the over-using of L1. My suggestion, teachers could discuss with the 

students to make a policy of L1 use in the beginning of the class, so it would manage its 

amount or occasion of use in the learning process. Because this study mentioned about 

influence of interlocutor, situation, and limitation, teachers could refer to the finding to make 

the policy.  
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 This study had limitations that should be kept in minds. The result of the study cannot 

be generalized to all cases, because there are many factors which will make the differences in 

finding. For example, although the similar study is conducted in different settings, the result 

may be different because the proficiency level of the advanced students in English 

Department Satya Wacana is different with the other advanced students in other places. 

However, it is hoped that this study can be used as the references for the teacher when 

dealing with L1 use, advanced students, and grammar class. As my recommendation, I 

suggest the further research in this topic uses interview and/or observation to collect the data. 

Thus, the more varied perspectives of the participants can be gathered and analyzed to get the 

deeper analysis for interesting findings.   
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APPENDIX 

QUESTIONNAIRE 

 

Dear Advanced Grammar Students, 

I am interested in researching advanced students’ opinion about their use of first language in 

English classroom for my S1 thesis at English Department of Satya Wacana. I would be very 

grateful if you would kindly answer this questionnaire. Feel free to fill in the questionnaire 

in English or in Bahasa Indonesia. Your answer will be treated with utmost confidence. 

Many thanks.   

1. What is/are the language(s) allowed to use in your Advanced Grammar class? 

           

            

2. What do you think about using Bahasa Indonesia in any occasion in Advanced 

Grammar class? 

           

            

3. How often do you prefer to use Bahasa Indonesia in Advanced Grammar class? 

 

a) Always 

b) Often 

c) Rarely 

d) Never 

e) Other      

 

Why do you prefer to use Bahasa Indonesia to that extent? 

           

            

4. In what occasion (in Advanced Grammar class) do you usually prefer to use your 

Bahasa Indonesia? 

 

a) In group or pair work discussion 

b) In answering teacher‟s question 

c) In giving questions to the teacher 
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d) In sharing ideas in the class 

e) Other      

 

Why do you prefer to use Bahasa Indonesia in that occasion? 

           

            

5. How do you feel when you use Bahasa Indonesia in your advanced grammar class? 

           

            

Why do you feel that way? 

           

            

 

If you have more interesting answers or information about my topic, would you kindly join 

the interview? Please write your contact number below: 

 

Name   : 

Student number : 

Phone number  : 

 

MANY THANKS!  

 


