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Abstract

The use of mother tongue (L1) in teaching English has always been a debatable issue 
as there are multiple opinions of the teachers regarding it. They are not sure to either 
use mother tongue in English language teaching or avoid it for effective teaching.  The 
primary purpose of this phenomenological study of qualitative research was to find 
out the university teachers' perception on the use of mother tongue along with their 
effectiveness of L1 use at undergraduate level of Far Western University in Nepal. The 
participants of this study were four English language teachers teaching in the same 
university having more than ten years of teaching experience. The researcher used 
semi-structured interview and classroom observation for collecting data. The findings 
demonstrated that most of the teachers supported the judicious use of mother tongue 
in English language teaching classes based on their own experiences. The study also 
showed that overuse of L1 in second language (L2) classes might have some harm. 
It concludes that judicious use of L1 is a better way to deal with the students having 
poor proficiency in English language and enhance students' participation. The study 
recommends that teachers can make use of the students’ mother tongue purposefully 
whenever they think it is necessary to do in their classes.

Keywords: English language teaching, perceptive, judicious use, mother tongue, 
second language

Introduction

The use of mother tongue (L1) in teaching English has always been a 
controversial issue. The English teachers throughout the world seem to be in the 
state of dilemma either to use it or avoid it for effective teaching.  According to 
Sharma (2006), there are several studies which either support or oppose the use 
of first language in a foreign language classroom. This is the reason the teachers 
are confused about what to adopt in their real practice of teaching English. The 
supporters of mother tongue use argue that exclusion of L1 use from the classroom 
is impractical and likely to deprive learners of an important tool for language 
learning. Supporting the idea, Larsen-Freeman (2000, pp. 101-102) says, "The 
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native language of the students is used in the classroom in order to enhance the 
security of the students, to provide the bridge from the familiar to unfamiliar and 
to make the meaning of the target language words clear".  However, the advocates 
of monolingual approach go against the use of mother tongue in English language 
teaching classes. For example, "immersion models, the monolingual principle, and 
the maximum exposure hypothesis are still dominant…" (Lin, 2012a, as cited in Lin, 
2013, p. 525).  Ellis (1985, p.9) clearly states "It is widely acknowledged that the 
role of the mother tongue in foreign language learning is a negative one". Similarly, 
Cook (2001) also believes that L1 use cuts down exposure to the second language 
(L2). For them, target language should be the only medium of communication in 
the classroom since they believe that avoiding the use of mother tongue enhances 
effectiveness of teaching. However, the recent trends in second language acquisition 
(SLA), multilingualism and education there is reaction against the monolingual 
bias that takes the native speaker as the reference (Cenoz & Gorter, 2011). Grosjean 
(1989) and Cook (1995) highlight qualitative difference between the mental systems 
of monolinguals and multilinguals (as cited in Cummin, 2007). In this regard, 
Auerbach (1993, p. 9)  says that "L1 and/or bilingual options are not only effective 
but necessary for adult ESL students with limited L1 literacy or schooling and that 
the use of students' linguistic resources can be beneficial at all levels of ESL". 

In the context of Nepal, we find teachers who follow different approaches 
to the use of L1 in L2 teaching. Some of them support the use of L1 whereas others 
reject it completely and there are some teachers who follow the middle way path, 
i.e. judicious use of mother tongue in English language classes.  In fact, there are 
no unanimous views about the use of mother tongue in English language teaching. 
In this respect, I found several studies carried out on the same issue of mother 
tongue. However, the studies primarily focusing on university teachers' perspectives 
regarding the use of mother tongue and students' participation have not been much 
emphasized so far. 

As an assistant professor at the Department of English Education at Far 
Western University, I have witnessed the problems faced by the undergraduate 
students learning English whose major subject is not English. I think these students 
have very limited knowledge of English though there are some exceptional cases. 
They take Compulsory English as a difficult subject to learn and pass examination. 
The results also prove the higher ratio of failure mainly in English. This is one of the 
reasons of drop out of the programme as well. The main problem I found was that the 
students find it very difficult to learn English due to high emphasis on English-Only 
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medium of instruction. Despite the fact that English has a far and wide reach today 
as it is used as a lingua franca, the impact of foreign-language-only principle remains 
as a strong barrier for these students. Moreover, the English course books are firmly 
based on the foreign language only principle. They are created by native speakers of 
the respective language and are meant to be taught in the same language. The general 
assumption found among the teachers is that English-language-only as a medium 
of instruction is the best to achieve high level of communicative and linguistic 
competence in the learner. In this regard, my assumption is that English-language-
only principle is not developing the competency, but instead it is creating problems 
on the learners. They are discouraged to learn English as they mostly have limited 
knowledge of English. In fact, due to English language barrier, they are not able to 
properly understand English. On the other hand, the teachers and administrators are 
still focusing on English-language-only principle. My own experience shows that the 
teachers have inferiority complex if they use Nepali language in the undergraduate 
level class of the university.  They think that they are university teachers who are 
far better than school teachers and if they use any other languages except English, 
people might tell them weak ones in subject matter.   As a result, their high emphasis 
in English has created problems on the part of the students. Especially, the students 
whose major subject is not English face many problems. In fact, the reality is that 
majority of the students are not able to produce a single sentence in English despite 
the excellent marks in the exams. I believe that there is lack of participation in the 
class due to high emphasis on English-language-only principle. As a result of this, 
they are not able to develop communication skills. That's why this study attempts 
to explore the perspectives of the research participants on the issue of mother 
tongue use in English language teaching. I believe that the findings of the study 
may be useful for university teachers teaching English as a compulsory subject to 
get insights into this controversial issue and enhance students' participation in the 
classroom. 

The following research questions were designed to frame the study under 
qualitative research approach:

How do the English teachers think about the use of mother tongue in English 1. 
language teaching classes of the university?
Why are the students not interested in classroom interactions especially those 2. 
whose major subject is different from English?
How do they deal with the students having poor proficiency in English?3. 
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Literature Review

Whether or not L1 has a place in the L2 classroom has been a controversial 
issue for decades. Despite a growing number of research studies that have 
been carried out to explore the potential role of L1 in L2 teaching and learning, 
monolingual immersion ideologies are still dominant in many contexts all around the 
world (Lin, 2015). Therefore, due to these monolingual ideologies, the role and use 
of local indigenous languages are underestimated. Observing the context of Nepal, 
Phyak (2013) reveals that long history of monolingual policy and top-down policy 
in Nepal has affected the use of any other local languages in education. Further 
explaining the history, he clearly mentions that before 1990, Nepal adopted one 
language one-nation policy for the sake of national unity and multilingualism was 
thought to be a great threat but after 2006, the Ministry of Education provided space 
for the promotion of indigenous languages as the medium of instruction in schools. 
After that, English medium of instruction became the main marketing strategy of the 
private schools that exaggerated the myth that learning English is the yardstick for 
quality education promoting the English-only monolingual ideology in education and 
underestimating the local indigenous languages. Likewise, Awasthi (2008) observes 
western ideology of monolingualism which influences  the use of local indigenous 
languages in policy making and pedagogies in Nepal. Similarly, Phyak (2015) argues 
that monolingual ideologies have been reproduced in Nepal by making Nepali 
as the national language and English as the language of global market place and 
technology. He claims that the reproduction of these monolingual ideologies ignores 
the importance of local languages and culture. By observing the gap in achievements 
between the students in private schools and public schools in Nepal, Giri (2011) 
believes that private English medium schools have developed an ideological 
impression on the parents that English-medium provides quality education. 
Therefore, most of the parents in Nepal prefer to send their children to schools where 
there is English-only medium of instruction. In this regard, Phyak (2011) observes 
that many community schools in Nepal are shifting to English medium of instruction 
claiming that they can also provide quality education and compete with institutional 
schools. These schools strictly follow English-only medium of instruction and they 
do not see the importance of using students' L1 as a resource in L2 teaching and 
learning.

Basically, there are two approaches to the use of L1 in L2 teaching based on 
anecdotal evidence. These two approaches are monolingual approach and bilingual 
approach. The followers of monolingual approach strongly believe that even a 
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single word of mother tongue should not be used whereas the followers of bilingual 
approach seem to be skeptical about the use of L1 (Nazary, 2008). In addition to 
these two approaches, Nation (2003) talks about balanced approach which finds 
a role for the L1 but also recognizes the importance of maximizing L2 use in the 
classroom. In fact, there are no unanimous views about either to use mother tongue 
or not to use it. It has both advantages and disadvantages depending on the context. 
For example, Harmer (2008, as cited in Khati, 2011) points out that there are many 
occasions when using the students' L1 in the classroom has obvious advantages. For 
example, to discuss making a learning contact with their students, or to ask students 
what they want or need, then they will get more from lower-level students if they 
use the students' L1 than they try to struggle by using English. At the same time, his 
serious objection is over-use of the students' L1 that reduces exposure to English. 
Dawson (2010, as cited in Khati, 2011) accepts the fact that teachers try to control 
the students from using their L1 in the class, but they cannot stop them from using 
L1 in their brains. The students' brain space is already filed with the knowledge 
of L1. They try to understand the thoughts through the use of L1.That means the 
learners make use of their previous linguistic resources in order to understand the 
target language that they are learning.

Several studies have been carried out on this controversial issue of either 
or not mother tongue should be used in English languages classes. In his study, 
Khati (2011) finds out that the students mainly from government-aided schools with 
their poor background feel more need of L1.  He conducted this study to explore 
the frequency and occasion of the use of mother tongue in language classroom by 
observing three separate classes in different schools of Nepal. He also elicited the 
views from two focused group discussion among teachers and students studying 
at the secondary level. He found that teachers generally use Nepali to explain 
difficult concepts, grammar rules, new words and they use it to give instructions. 
Khanal (2004) concluded that moderate and judicious use of mother tongue aids the 
learning and teaching of the target language. The teachers in the study think that it 
is necessary to use Nepali in the English classroom to explain difficult concepts or 
ideas, to practise the use of some phrases and expressions and to present complex 
grammar points. Similarly, Tang (2002) conducted a study among 100 students 
attending first-year at university in Beijing and 20 teachers to find out the attitudes 
of the participants towards using Chinese in the EFL classroom by using different 
research methods including classroom observations, interviews and questionnaires. 
The study found out that both the students and teachers had positive attitude towards 
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the use of mother tongue in Chinese EFL context.  The teachers participating in 
this study indicated that the translation of some words, complex ideas, even whole 
passage is a good way to learn foreign language. The study also showed that the 
teachers think Chinese should be used only when necessary to help them learn better. 
Likewise, Timor (2012) conducted a study to find out English teachers' attitudes 
and ways of implementing with regard to the use of Hebrew as the mother tongue 
in EFL teaching at elementary and secondary schools in Israel. This was done by 
conducting a study among EFL teachers and presenting their attitudes and practical 
implementation regarding the use of Hebrew as the mother tongue in class. Findings 
demonstrate that teachers' attitudes are positive and most of them see the benefit of 
using mother tongue in EFL teaching.From these studies, it is clear that there is rich 
literature in the issue of use of mother tongue in English language teaching especially 
focusing on school teachers and students in different contexts. However, there is a 
need to explore university teachers' perspective on the same issue in our context. 
Considering this fact, I find myself motivated to explore their perspective on the use 
of mother tongue. Moreover, I intend to observe how the use of students' L1 has a 
connection with students' participation in the classroom interaction which has not 
been explored yet.

Methods and Procedures

This study employed phenomenology of qualitative research. I used semi-
structured interview and participant observation for collecting data. Far Western 
University, Kanchanpur was a study area. I selected Far Western University as 
my research site because I myself is involved in the university as an assistant 
professor of English under the Department of English Education. I have witnessed 
and experienced of teaching English especially at central department of English 
education. My own involvement in the research site helped me better understand the 
perceptions of the research participants on the issue in the study. This is the reason 
why I chose Far Western University as my research site. 

Gaining access to the site was not a big problem for me due to my own 
involvement. I had good relationship with all the faculties working there. Therefore, 
I had an easy access to the research site although I had to fix the convenient 
time with the participants for collecting information. I decided all these things in 
collaboration with them.  I selected four teachers who were teaching English at 
undergraduate and graduate level for more than ten years as the study participants 
by using purposive sampling from the study area. The reason behind selecting the 
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participants purposefully is entirely dependent on my personal judgment keeping 
in mind the purpose of the study. For the collection of data, I developed a flexible 
informal in-depth interview guideline including several open-ended questions so 
as to find out information to address the research questions that I posed. I also 
collected data from participant observation and interaction in and out of the premise 
of the university. I recorded the interview by using audio recording device and I 
also took notes during the interview. In addition, as an insider researcher, I made 
use of my own lived experiences of teaching and learning English as a text data. 
For the analysis, I transcribed the collected data. After transcribing data, I read the 
transcription several times to generate the clear ideas and codes.  The generated 
codes helped me reduce the data into meaningful and manageable chunks of text. 
Then, I searched for common patterns by combing codes into potential themes. 
Moreover, I kept the common codes under a theme. After that I reviewed the themes 
checking if the themes work in relation to the coded extracts. Having reviewed, I 
developed a thematic map. Then I focused on defining the themes and identifying the 
essence of the themes. I crosschecked data obtained from field notes and interview 
to make the results more trustworthy for my research. Finally, I analyzed the themes 
for answering the research questions and write description of the data as part of the 
interpretation.  I drew the conclusion from the thematic analysis.

Ethical consideration in a social research is inevitable from the beginning 
to the end. Therefore, my research was guided by some ethics starting from data 
collection process to its analysis. I regulated and maintained all the required quality 
and ethical standards.

Results and Discussion

The paper presents the results and discussion from the qualitative study 
using three main themes including using mother tongue: the force of students, using 
mother tongue: the best medicine and over-using mother tongue: spoil the English 
environment.

Using Mother Tongue: The Force of Students

The students from private and government-aided schools join the university 
after they complete grade 12. Generally, the students coming from private schools 
are relatively better than the students from government-aided schools in terms of 
linguistic proficiency in English. This is one of the reasons that a teacher teaching 
in university classes faces difficulties in dealing with these students having different 
level of English language skills. Therefore, totally banning L1 and using monolingual 
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approach to teach English seems to be a great challenge for the teachers. To deal with 
the situation like this, the teachers do not seem to have unanimous opinion regarding 
the use of L1 in the class. There are some teachers who like the idea of using mother 
tongue in their class whereas there are some teachers who do not accept it.  

When asked about their experiences and reasons for using mother tongue 
in the class to the participants who had the teaching experiences of more than ten 
years at the university level, the response was different: poor proficiency level of 
students, weak and hesitant students and difficult lessons written in foreign context. 
It was only when I inquired more about it that the force of students as one of the 
most important reasons for them to use L1 in the class was mentioned. One of the 
participants who taught compulsory English to the undergraduates revealed that 
he started using L1 because the students in his classes forced him to use it. The 
participant stated:

My students force me to translate some words and concept in their native 
language. So, as per the demand of the students I have to use mother tongue. 
If I reject to use L1 in the class, my students don’t understand. So I use it to 
help my students better understand (Interview vignette of Teacher 2)

Another participant started sharing his experience of using mother tongue in the 
class. He stated:

When I began my career as an English teacher of the university, I was 
against the use of mother tongue in the class. My students always wanted 
me to translate the lesson into their language. I found them having trouble 
with my English- only principle. Finally, I decided that I should use mother 
tongue whenever necessary and there is no harm at all. (Interview Vignette of 
Teacher 1)

The results of the present study on the  use of mother tongue in English 
language teaching classes bear many similarities to Timor's (2012) study in the 
context of EFL teaching in elementary and secondary schools in Israel and Tang's 
(2002) study in Chinese EFL context. All these studies show that the teachers have 
positive attitude for the use of L1 in English language teaching classes. For example, 
teachers from China in Tang's (ibid) study and teachers from Israel in Timor's (ibid)  
study see more benefits of using mother tongue in English language teaching classes 
which support the present study carried out in the context of Far Western University 
in Nepal. However, the present study differs from Timor's (ibid) study in terms of 
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study site. The study site of present study was university, but the study site of Timor's 
(ibid) was elementary and secondary schools in Israel.  Similarly, the present study 
revealed that most of the teachers started using L1 in the class under the pressure of 
students as they demanded their teachers to use it. However, the participants found 
it useful to use in their classes. They used students' mother tongue to scaffold the 
learner when they faced problems as Vygotsky (1978) says that students' L1 can be 
used for scaffolding students' L2 acquisition.

The present study showed that the teachers have positive perceptions towards 
judicious use of mother tongue, although they started using students' L1 under the 
pressure in the beginning of their career. However, Cook ( 2001) and Ellis (1995 ) 
believe that L1 use in foreign language learning is negative one. It shows that the 
scholars do not have the same opinion on the issue of mother tongue.

Using Mother Tongue: The Best Medicine 

Generally the students who have passed Intermediate from government-aided 
schools are found to have problems in English proficiency though there are some 
exceptional cases. These students face many problems when they join university 
classes. Mainly the students whose major subject is not English have to struggle a lot 
to cope up with compulsory English course of the university. Likewise, the teachers 
dealing with these students have to face several problems. Therefore, the teachers 
find using mother tongue is the best medicine to tackle the problem with the students 
having poor proficiency in English. 

 Using mother tongue to deal with poor proficiency level of students is the best 
medicine (Interview Vignette of Teacher 4)

All the participants have the experience of teaching compulsory English 
course to these students. In the study, most of the participants agreed that there are 
several benefits of using students' mother tongue in the class. They believed that 
benefits are more than the possible harms. Here are some common benefits that 
the participants explained in the interview like saving teachers' time, good way to 
deal with students having poor proficiency in English, encouraging students to see 
connection between L1 and target language and removing unnecessary worries on 
the part of teachers and enhance students' participation in interaction. Majority of the 
participants emphasized that the level of students is poor in class. The students do 
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not want to participate in any interaction due to poor proficiency in English language. 
They believed that using students' mother tongue they can easily make the students 
understand the course of study prescribed by the university and enhance their 
participation in classroom interaction. The participants revealed that using mother 
tongue in English language class is not completely bad.

The study also tries to find out the perceived effectiveness of using mother 
tongue in English classes. Majority of the participants in the study pointed out 
several benefits of using mother tongue in the English class. The benefits shared 
by most of the teachers also bear similarities with the findings of Khanal (2004). 
They take mother tongue use as the best medicine to deal with students having poor 
proficiency in English. In fact, it is true that using students’ L1, one can easily make 
them understand in short time without struggling a lot. My own observation of the 
classes also showed that L1 use in case of need in the classes seems to be promoting 
students' participation in the interaction. Therefore, L1 linguistic knowledge and 
skills can be beneficial for the development of corresponding abilities in the L2 
(Cummins, 2007).

Over-using Mother Tongue: Spoil the English Environment

There are some negative things about over-using mother tongue in the class 
despite the support of most of the participants regarding the issue. The participants 
pointed out some disadvantages of using it. Most of the participants agreed that over-
using mother tongue spoils English speaking environment, encourages mother tongue 
use, reduces opportunities to practise English and provides less exposure to target 
language. The class observation of one of the teachers clearly showed that there was 
lack of learners' participation in the classroom interaction. They were found just 
sitting passively in the class due to the fact that they had problems in expressing and 
sharing things in English language. The participant observed in the study saw more 
harms than benefits. He seemed strictly against the use of students' mother tongue 
even judiciously. He stated

 I strictly oppose the use of students' mother tongue because our goal is not to 
teach  students' native language but to develop proficiency in target language. Using 
mother tongue reduces exposure and opportunities on the part of the learners. As a 
result, they do not develop good skills in English. (Interview Vignette of Teacher 3)
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The opinion of this participant revealed that the use of mother tongue is a 
great hindrance from achieving goals of learning English. The points of objections 
revealed by the participants in the present study were like difficulty in creating 
English speaking environment, encouraging students to use mother tongue in 
English classes, reducing students' opportunities to practise English and providing 
less exposure to the target language.  Findings of the present study support the view 
of Cook (2001) and Ellis (1985). They see L1 use negatively. However, Norton 
(2013) sees several benefits of identity investment of the learner. Therefore, she 
finds it necessary to develop the construct of investment to complement constructs 
of motivation in language. She believes that merely being motivated does not work 
in language acquisition unless there is identity investment of the learner. Moreover, 
the learners' language and culture should be valued in the classroom so that they feel 
they have also some kind of investment in learning. When they invest, they become 
highly motivated in learning language.

The study clearly shows that there are pros and cons of using Nepali in 
English language teaching classes. However, judicious use of mother tongue has 
more benefits than harm. Therefore, the study suggests that following the middle 
path, i.e. using mother tongue judiciously is the best way to deal with the university 
students having poor proficiency in target language. Moreover, it is the way to 
enhance students' participation in classroom interaction as well. The study result 
revealed that majority of teachers accepted judicious use of mother tongue when they 
realized that they could do better using it. The study result also shows that most of 
the teachers did not see any harm on using students' native language in the class.

Judicious use of mother tongue does not seem to have harm in learning English. The 
teachers thought that over use of mother tongue is not desirable. The mother tongue 
should be used if it is necessary in some occasions and the use of it should be very 
purposeful. 

Conclusion

The present study looks at the experiences of English teachers' perception 
about the use of mother tongue and their perceived effectiveness of it. It also 
attempted to find out the way they deal with the students having poor proficiency 
in English. The study revealed positive perceptions of teachers towards judicious 
use of L1. They believed that totally banning L1 and excessively using it might not 
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be a better idea. However, they tend to use L1 whenever they feel the requirement 
and necessity of using it in the class. They believed that using L1 helps the students 
understand the difficult concept and enhance participation in interaction. There are 
several occasions where use of L1 is proved to be a better solution to deal with the 
students having poor background in English. There are, of course, pros and cons 
of using L1 in the class, it depends on when and in which situations it is used. In 
fact, several studies that have been carried out in different contexts previously have 
supported judicious use of mother tongue and no studies recommend the excessive 
use of it as it reduces the opportunities to get exposed to target language. The study 
suggests that if L1 is used judiciously, there is no harm, but it helps develop students' 
participation in interaction.

The study has several limitations that should be noted. Research findings 
are limited to Far Western University which is located in the Far Western Region 
of Nepal. Similarly, the study has only used interview and participant observation 
to collect data for the study and it is not supplemented by learners' experience and 
perception. There might be mismatch between what the teachers said and what the 
learners actually experienced regarding the issue of mother tongue use in the English 
classes. However, the present study could be useful for the teachers teaching English 
in the universities of Nepal. They could gain insights into the controversial issue of 
either to use or not to use mother tongue in their classes. Similarly, the study could be 
helpful for the researchers who want to study about issue of mother tongue use and 
students' participation in university classes.
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