
Use of L1 in FL Classroom 

 

Any student who has spent time studying a foreign language in school is 

doubtless familiar with the screech of an angry teacher at the slightest utterance of a 

word in the wrong language. Many are also familiar with seeing their otherwise 

dignified teachers pacing around the classroom with sweat dripping off their foreheads 

making wild gestures to desperately act out some small impossible word. After 

witnessing years of this awkward spectacle, language students and teachers have begun 

to wonder whether direct translation may not be so futile after all.  Besides saving the 

time, energy, and dignity of a teacher, researchers have discovered that the use of 

Language 1 in the foreign language classroom may allow for a more culturally 

enlightening, more interactive, and more memorable learning experience.  
 The plurilingual approach to foreign language teaching and learning creates an 

intercultural environment in the classroom. In her article, “Translation in FLA: Why the 

Bad Press? A natural activity in an increasingly bilingual world”, Davies Gonzalez 

explains that since language is so closely linked to culture, the interweaving of the 

mother tongue into the foreign language allows students to explore foreign cultural 

phenomena without isolating their background. Through the active interaction of the 

languages, cultures are also coming in contact, allowing students to achieve a deeper 

understanding. Deller and Rinvolucri further emphasize the importance of making 

lingusitic comparisons in “Using the Mother Tongue. Making the most of the learner’s 

language”. While discovering the cognates, the calque, or the borrowing of words 

between the two languages, students also discover the history and roots of the cultures. 

Thus, students begin to break down modern stereotypes and misunderstandings. For 

example, a British student studying German may achieve a more rounded understanding 

of German culture by acknowledging that lexical borrowing from German is not limited 

to the words ‘lager’, ‘Nazi’, or ‘angst’. German also lent English words such as 

‘noodle’, ‘poodle’, and ‘doodle’, signifying a history of cultural interaction that went 

beyond war, anger, and beer. The coexistence of the two languages in the classroom 

thus facilitates a deeper dialogue of language and culture, while at the same time 

encouraging student participation, creating a more impressive lesson, and breaking 

down stereotypes.  

 Despite these qualities of a plurilingual classroom, there are still many staunch 

opponents of translation. As found in a questionnaire cited by Gonzalez Davies in 

“Humanising Translation Activities: Tackling a Secret Practice”, teachers feared that 

their students’ progress would be hindered by the interference of the mother-tongue. 

They preferred a communicative approach to immerse students in the language and 

decrease dependency on the mother-tongue. However, the classroom is meant to also 

teach students with very basic knowledge of a language who may be isolated and 

intimidated by the forced language. There is also no way to compare the learning rates 

of students immersed in the target country with those in the classroom. The first group 

would be spending more time exposed to the language, but it is not clear how much of 

that time would be spent actively learning and engaging with the language rather than 

standing aside as passive listeners.  Thus, to achieve the learning value of an immersion 

trip, students in a classroom would need to spend more time as passive, infant-like 

students soaking up information before they achieve the understanding to actively 

participate. The classroom environment could speed this process and pass the infancy 

stage of learning by providing a more approachable and efficient learning experience 

through translation.  



 With the growing influence of globalism and migration, the plurilingual 

approach to foreign languages is becoming more relevant. Even on immersion trips for 

language learning, students are encountering more locals who want to engage in 

bilingual conversations. Intercultural interactions are now a two-way exchange of the 

entire repertoire of language shared by all participants. Thus, instead of sweating about 

new ways to force students into isolating the target language from their first, teachers 

should prepare students for these intercultural and plurilingual conversations. This 

means more translation, deeper comparisons of language and culture, more 

confrontations of stereotypes, and more meaningful and open classroom participation.     
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