
1 INTRODUCTION
There is an increasing recognition that the beliefs that individuals hold are the

best indicators of the decisions they make during the course of everyday life
(Bandura, 1986). In education, in fact, there is a growing literature that shows that
the beliefs teachers hold affect their behaviour in the classroom. This study
investigates the beliefs of five EFL teachers in Oman with specific reference to their
use of the L1 in teaching English. I also examine these teachers’ actual use of the L1
in their classrooms. 

2 TEACHERS’ BELIEFS & THE USE OF THE L1
2.1 Teachers’ Beliefs

There is a large literature on the study of teachers’ beliefs both in education and
in ELT. One general point to emerge from this work is that the study of teacher
beliefs is central to a better understanding of teachers' behaviours. Beliefs influence
knowledge acquisition and interpretation (Nespor, 1987), task definition and
introduction of course content (Gahin, 2000) and they influence teachers'
implementation of curricula (Fang, 1996). Beliefs, too, influence teachers’
instructional decisions. 

Various definitions of belief exist, though for this study that provided by Borg
(2001: 186) is used. She says that a belief is “a proposition which may be consciously
or unconsciously held, is evaluative in that it is accepted as true by the individual,
and is therefore imbued with emotive commitment; further, it serves as a guide to
thought and behaviour”. It is because beliefs influence behaviour that I decided to
study not only how teachers of English use the L1 but also the beliefs behind their
actions.

There has also been much interest in ELT in the factors which shape teachers’
beliefs. Richards &Lockhart (1996) suggest a number of factors: teachers’
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experiences as language learners, their experience of what works best, established
practice, personality factors, educational-based or research-based principles, and
principles derived from an approach or method. In addition, as Zeichner & Gore
(1990) point out, teacher education can also influence teachers’ beliefs. Investigating
the factors that influence teachers’ beliefs can allow us to better understand why
teachers behave in the ways they do and this was an additional focus of this study.

2.2 The Use of the L1
The L1, or mother tongue, “is the language which a person acquires in early

years and which becomes his/her natural instrument of thought and
communication" (Atkinson, 1987: 43). In the field of EFL, the use of the L1 has been
an issue of debate. Stern (1992: 279) described the role of the L1 in L2 teaching as
"one of the most long-standing controversies in the history of language pedagogy".
Below I outline some of the key arguments in the debate.

2.2.1 Arguments in Favour of L1
In the field of second language acquisition there appears to be an increasing

conviction that the L1 has a facilitating role in L2 learning. The L1 can be used for
practical reasons such as saving time, explaining vocabulary and giving instructions
(Kharma & Hajjaj, 1989). Hopkins (1989) adds that L1 use might increase learners’
confidence, while Bautz (1985) believes that at certain stages learners’ would want
to express their opinions and the only way they could do this is through their L1
because of their insufficient L2 knowledge. Mukattash (1984) also points out that
contrasting the L1 and L2 can facilitate the learning of the new language.

2.2.2 Arguments Against L1 Use
One common argument against L1 use is that it interferes in the process of L2

learning through negative transfer (Marton, 1988). Other arguments against the use
of the L1 are that it hinders L2, fluency, reduces motivation, and creates in learners
the expectation that the L1 will be used (Kharma & Hajjaj, 1989). Use of the L1 also
reduces both the exposure learners get to the L2 and their opportunities for using it. 

3 METHOD

3.1 Research Questions
The main research question for this study was: How do the beliefs about the use

of the L1 held by teachers in my school affect their classroom practices? 
The sub questions were:
1. How do they use the L1 in the classroom?
2. What are teachers' beliefs about the use of the L1?
3. What has influenced their beliefs?
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3.2 Data Collection
Data were collected from five teachers of English in my school (Table 1

summarizes their characteristics). Collectively, these individuals taught Grades 5 to
9. Data were collected through observations and interviews and I discuss each of
these below. 

3.2.1 Observation
The purpose of observation in this study was to collect information about

teachers’ actual use of the L1. One lesson was observed with each teacher and
during each lesson I completed an observation sheet on which I noted down
information about the teachers’ use of the L1 (for the observation categories, see
Findings below). 

3.2.2 Interviews
Interviews were conducted with the teachers on the same day as the classroom

observations and audio recorded. These were essential in providing qualitative
information about teachers' beliefs about the use of the L1. The interviews were
semi-structured (Drever, 1995); I had a list of issues I wanted to cover but teachers
were able to talk about additional topics they felt were relevant. Also, because my
precise questions were based on the observations, the questions varied from one
interview to another. An example of an interview is given in the Appendix. 

4 FINDINGS

4.1 Observational Data
The completed observation sheets were used as the basis of a quantitative

analysis of how often the teachers used the L1 and of their reasons for doing so. 
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Table 1: Study participants

Teacher Age Nationality Highest
Qualification

Experience
(Years)

A 34 Indian MA 13
B 30 Omani Diploma 10
C 22 Omani Bachelor 1
D 32 Indian Bachelor 11
E 25 Omani Bachelor 3



A summary of this analysis is presented in Table 2. 
This table shows the seven purposes for which the L1 was used in the five

lessons observed and the frequency with which each purpose featured. There is a
marked difference here between, on the one hand, Teachers A and E (who accounted
for 95 of the 99 occurrences of the L1) and, on the other, the remaining three
teachers, two of whom (B & D) did not use the L1 at all in the lesson observed. In
the case of Teacher D, he did not know Arabic and was therefore unable to use the
learners’ L1; Teachers B & C, though, were Omani.

In terms of the reasons why the L1 was used, giving instructions was the most
common (30.3% of all occurrences) followed by joking (22.2%). The use of Arabic for
classroom management was, surprisingly perhaps, infrequent.

4.2 Interview Data
Interviews provided insight into the beliefs teachers held about the use of the L1.

I analysed teachers’ answers to my questions and identified common categories
which these answers referred to. Four common ideas emerged, which I discuss
below. 

4.2.1 Efficiency
Four of the teachers said that the use of the L1 is efficient - they said that asking

difficult questions, explaining abstract words, and explaining grammar rules in the
L1 saved time.

4.2.2 Creating a Good Atmosphere
Two teachers said that the use of the L1 could reduce the tension in class and

help learners enjoy the experience of learning a foreign language. These teachers
like to have good relationships with their learners by joking with them or asking
personal questions in the L1. The L1 is thus used to create a positive classroom
environment. 
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Table 2: Use of L1 in observed lessons
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A 9 3 7 2 0 0 17 38
B 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
C 3 0 1 0 0 0 4 4
D 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
E 7 6 22 3 12 2 5 57
Total 19 9 30 5 12 2 22 99



4.2.3 Use the L1 Wisely
Two teachers commented on the dangers associated with over-use of the L1 in

teaching English. Firstly, learners might depend mostly on translation if the
meaning was offered in the L1 most of the time. Second, giving instructions or
providing feedback in the L1 will make learners reliant on the teacher’s use of the
mother tongue. These teachers were not completely against the use of the L1 but felt
it should be used ‘wisely’ – i.e. when absolutely necessary such as in order to
explain vocabulary when other means have failed. 

4.2.4 Avoid the L1
One teacher felt that only the L2 should be used in English lessons. This teacher

felt that learners should be surrounded with the L2 in order to develop proficiency
in it. Using the L1 might hinder the process of learning the target language. 

4.3 Factors Influencing Teachers’ Beliefs 
This study also examined the factors that had influenced the teachers’ beliefs

about using the L1. Information on this issue came from the interviews, which
highlighted a number of factors the teachers felt were relevant. These are
summarized in Table 3. 

All five teachers said their experience had influenced their beliefs about the use
of the L1 in teaching English. Reading was the influence referred to second most
frequently. The remaining influences on teachers’ beliefs were colleagues, training,
being a student, supervisors and studying at college.

5 DISCUSSION

5.1 Teachers' Use of L1
The observations showed varying degrees of L1 use during the English lessons

of five teachers. Two teachers used the L1 much more than the others, while two
avoided it altogether in the lessons I observed. Lessons taught to Grades 5 and 6
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Influence Number of Teachers
Experience 5
Reading 3
Supervisor 2
College 2
Colleagues 1
Training 1
Being a student 1

Table 3: Influences on teachers’ beliefs about using the L1



were those where the L1 was used least, which suggests that the level of the learners
may have been a factor; Polio & Duff (1994) have pointed out that teachers' use of
the L1 may be due to the learners' lack of confidence (which may be associated with
limited ability) in the target language. In terms of reasons for using the L1, my
observations suggested that these were mainly giving instructions, joking and
explaining word meanings. 

5.2 Teachers’ Beliefs about the Use of the L1
Overall, the teachers accepted that using the L1 had some benefits. In particular,

all but one of the teachers felt that using the L1 allowed teachers to be more efficient;
efficiency was defined in different ways, though the belief that using the L1 saved
time was common. Similar views were reported by Kharma & Hajjaj (1989), who
point out that many teachers who share learners' mother tongue may use the L1
because of time constraints.

As an English teacher in Oman, I appreciate the time pressures teachers are
under and can see how it can encourage the use of the L1. Teachers are required to
finish the curriculum in a predetermined time. Their progress is monitored by the
headmaster and inspectors. Such circumstances may force teachers to shift to the L1
to avoid falling behind. 

However, saving time should not always be a reason for L1 use. Harbord (1992:
335) believes that the L1 is a source of support in L2 teaching but he states that it
should not be seen only as "a device to be used to save time for more useful
activities, nor to make life easier for the teacher of the students". He argues that
teachers should resort to L1 strategies after exploiting L2 strategies. 

Only one teacher rejected the idea of using the L1 in English classes. His view
was based on a belief that it was important to create a rich English environment in
order to support learning. Ellis (1984) made a similar point about the importance of
exposure in L2 learning. This teacher’s belief was also based on the observation that
learners had limited access to English outside school. 

5.3 Factors Influencing Teachers’ Beliefs 
Teaching experience is the factor that emerged as the most common influence on

teachers’ decisions about using the L1. This finding reflects the view that beliefs are
shaped by teachers’ experience of being in the classroom (Richards & Lockhart,
1996). Reading was the second most influential factor. Two teachers mentioned the
influence of their inspectors (officially known as ‘supervisors’). Teacher E, in
particular, although he believed in the value of the L1 and did use it frequently
when I observed him, said that he avoided it when his inspector observed him
because this individual disagreed with L1 use in English lessons. This example
illustrates how teachers’ beliefs may sometimes not be implemented because of
other factors. 

5.4 Relationship between Beliefs and Practices 
The evidence from this study suggests that teachers’ beliefs about the use of the

L1 and their classroom practices were generally in agreement. Both Teachers A and
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E said in the interviews that they valued the use of the L1; they were also the
teachers who used it most frequently in their lessons. Teacher B was against the use
of the L1, and did not use it in his lesson. Teacher D, who said he believed in the
facilitating role of the L1, did not use it, but this was for the simple reason that he
did not share a mother tongue with the learners. 

5.5 Limitations 
A number of limitations must be acknowledged here. The number of teachers

studied and the number of lessons observed for each teacher were both small; there
is therefore a danger that at least in some cases teachers’ behaviours in the observed
lessons were not typical. Additionally, the interviews did not generate as much data
as I had expected; this may have been due to my own inexperience as an interviewer
as well as to teachers’ being nervous because they were being recorded.
Consequently, the information I collected about the origins of teachers’ beliefs was
not detailed.

6 CONCLUSION 
This research suggests that examining teachers’ use of the L1 is more productive

when both their behaviours and their beliefs are studied. Behaviours on their own
tell us what teachers do; insights into their beliefs help us to understand teachers’
practices. Both kinds of understandings are needed. While there has been much
research into teachers’ behaviours in using the L1, we know relatively little about
their beliefs about this aspect of their work.

Further, larger-scale and more detailed research into these issues is therefore to
be recommended in Oman. For example, a survey, using a questionnaire, could be
done of the beliefs of teachers from different regions in Oman. Case studies of
teachers’ practices and beliefs would also be interesting. Further studies could also
look at the relationship between teachers’ practices in using the L1 and learners’
proficiency; an analysis of learners’ perspectives on L1 use would also further
develop our understandings of the issues I have examined here. 
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APPENDIX: EXAMPLE OF INTERVIEW
[Q = Interviewer; A = Teacher].

Q. Do you think L1 could facilitate teaching and learning? Why?
A. Yes, very much. It helped me a lot to reduce the load of the curriculum. The

ministry assume that we have geniuses in classes. Many pupils are very
weak and there is a lot of individual difference even between average
students. Add to that the large number of pupils in class. L1 help me a lot
to deal with all of theses issues. 

Q. What has helped in developing your opinion on this issue? 
A. My own experience in teaching first. Also, the supervisor comments on my

teaching.
Q. Are there any specific activities or points where you see a need to use L1? 
A. Yes, grammar lessons in particular. I would spend the whole lesson in

explain a grammar rule if I depended on L2. 
Q. What are the factors which influence the decision of using L1 in English

classes?
A. Sometimes, I prefer to give feedback to pupils in Arabic since they can't

understand much of English. Also, I like joking with pupils and creating
good relationships with them. I can't use English to do all of that with class
5 students. This year is their second year in studying English. 
However, I would not use Arabic in front of the supervisor. I don't want him
to consider this as weakness point in my teaching. Once he blamed me for
my use of L1. so, I don't want any more headaches. 

Q. What do you think about the pupils' need to be exposed to L2? What is the
balance?

A. Yes, I know that pupils should be exposed much to English, but in low
grade classes they need more help with L1. In higher grades I think the use
of L1 should be reduced and increase the amount of L2 use.
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