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PRACTICES AND PERCEPTIONS OF L1 AND TRANSLATION USE:
THEMATIC ANALYSIS OF A FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEW W
ITH KAZAKHSTANI SECONDARY SCHOOL EFL TEACHERS

A. Smagul

From the latter half of the 20th century to the present day, monolingual or English-only teaching
has been conventionally considered the optimal approach in English Language Teaching (ELT) literature
and research. Nevertheless, there is a growing acknowledgement that mainstream ELT theory may of-
fer a less precise portrayal of classroom dynamics than the actual observed reality. Consequently, this
paper aims to explore teachers’ practices and perceptions regarding the use of learners’ first language
(L1) and translation in EFL classrooms. A focus group interview (FGI) was conducted with in-service
secondary school EFL teachers from Kazakhstan who were selected through non-probability sampling to
achieve this goal. Thematic analysis was applied to scrutinize the interview data. The results revealed
three primary themes: teaching English through L1, learners’ English level and L1 use, and drawbacks of
monolingual teaching. Each theme and sub-theme is substantiated by quotations from the interview and
discussed in connection with ELT theory and relevant studies.

Key words: L1 in ELT, translation in language teaching (TILT), translanguaging, multilingual teaching,
teachers’ practices, focus group, thematic analysis.
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EoTtBoww AopaHa yHuBepcuTeTi, ByaanewT k., MaxapcTaH
e-mail: saidanam@student.elte.hu

AHa TiAi MeH ayAaapma TarncbipmMaAapbiH KOAAAHY TaxXipubeci
)K9He KaObIAAAYbI: KAa3aKCTaHADBIK, OpTa MeKTenTepAeri arbIALLbIH TiAi
MyFanimaepimeH pOKyC-TONTbIK, CyX0aTTbIH, TAKbIPbINTbIK, TAAAAYbI

MoHOAMHIBaAABLI OKpITY 8aici XX FacblpAblH, eKiHWI >apTbiCbiHAaH Gactan Kasipri yakbITka
AEWiH aFblALLbIH TiAIH OKpITY (ELT) 8Ae6MeTi MEH FbIAbIMK 3epTTEYAEPIHAE ASCTYPAI TYPAE OHTaMAbI
SAIC peTiHAE KapaCTbIPbIAbIN KEAAL. AereHmeH, KeniHri kesae 6acbim ELT TeopusiCbl aFblALLbIH MOHi
CbIHbINTAPbIHAA GAKbIAQHATBIH LbIHAMBI OKY YAEPICiH apAarbiM ADA GerHeAelrt GepMenTiHi Typaabl
xabapAapAbIK, apTbin keaeai. COHAbIKTaH, 6YA MaKaAa afblALLbIH TiAl cabarbiHAQ OKYLUbIAAPABIH, aHa
TiniH (L1) >eHe ayaapMa TarcbipMaAapbiH KOAAAHYFa KaTbICTbl MYFAaAIMAEPAIH Toxipubeaepi meH
KabbiapayAapbiH 3epTTenai. Ocbl MakcaTka xeTy yuwiH KasakcraHHbIH OpTa MeKTenTepiHAe >KYMbIC
ICTEMTIH aFblALLbIH TiAl MyFaAiMi MaKCaTThl ipikTey 9AICI aQpKbIAbl TAaHAQADIM AAbIHbIM, OAApPMeH hOKYC-
TONTbIK, Cyx6at xyprisiaai. Cyx6aT AepeKkTepiH TaAAay YLLiH TaKbIPbIMNTbIK, aHAAM3 SAIC KOAAQHBIAABI.
TakbIpbINTbIK, aHAAM3 YL HETi3ri TaKbIPbINTbl aHbIKTAYFa XXOHE erKen-TerkenAi cunatrayra MyMKiHAIK
6epai: (1) aHa TiAl apKbIAbl aFbIALLBIH TIAIH OKbITY, (2) OKYLIbIAAQPAbIH aFbIALLbIH TIAIH MEHTepy AeHremi
J)KOHE MYFaAIMHIH aHa TiAIH maMaaAaHybl, COHAaM-aK, (3) MOHOAMHIBAAAbI OKbITYAbIH KeMLUIAIKTepI.
Op6ip TakbIpbIn MeH iWKi TakblpbinTap cyx6aT ASMEKCO3AEPIMEH PacTaAaAbl >KOHE aFblALLbIH TiAiH
OKbITYy BAICTEMECI MEH TUICTi 3epTTEeyAepre CylreHe OTbIPbIN TAaAKbIAAHAADI.

Ty¥#iH ce3Aep: aFbIALLBIH TiAIH OKbITYAQ aHa TiAl POAI, ayAapma Tarncblipmaapbl, TPAHCAMHIBAAAbBIAbIK,,
Kem TIAAI OKbITY, MyFaAiMAEp Taxiprbeci, (hOKyC-TOrM, TaKbIPbINTbIK, TAAAQY.

A. Cmarya
YnueepcuteT um. EoTBolia AopaHaa, r. byaanewT, BeHrpus
e-mail: saidanam@student.elte.hu
I'lpaKTuKa UCMOAb30BaHUSA U BOCINPUATHUE POAHOIO A3blKa U NepeBoAa:
TemaTu4yeckuii aHaau3 pOKyC-TpynnoBoro MHTEpPBbIO
C YUUTEAIMHU AHIFAMMCKOro si3blka B Ka3aXxCTaHCKMX CpeAHUX LLUKOAAX

Co BTOpOVI MOAOBUHbI 20-ro Beka A0 HaCTOSILLEro BpeMeHN MOHOAMHIBAAbHOE NnpenopsaBaHne Tpa-

AMUMOHHO pacCMaTPMBAAOCh KakK OMTMMAAbHAs METOAMKA B AUTEPATYPE U HayUHbIX MCCAEAOBAHUSIX B
006AaCT MpenoAaBaHust aHrAMICKOro g3bika (ELT). OaHako HabAl0AQeTCS pacTyliee 0Co3HaHUe TOro,
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4yTOo AOMUHMpYIoLLas Teopus ELT MoxkeT NpeAOCTaBASITb MeHee TOYHOE MPeACTaBAEHUE O AMHAMMKe B
KAAcce, Mo CPaBHEHMIO C TEM, UTO MOXKHO YBUMAETb Ha MpakTuke. [103TOMy, AaHHas CTaTbsl UCCAEAYET
MPaKkTUKM U BOCTIPUSITUS YUUTEAEll OTHOCUTEAbHO MCMOAb30BaHUSI POAHOIO s3bika yuawmxcs (L1) u
nepeBoAa Ha 3aHITUSX MO aHMAMIACKOMY $13bIKY Kak MHOCTPAHHOMY. AAS AOCTUXKEHUS 3TOM LieAW GbIAO
NPOBEeAEHO (POKYC-TPYNNoBOe UHTEPBbIO C PABOTAIOLMMU YUUTEASIMM QHTAUMIMCKOTO $3bIKa B CPEAHMX
wkoAax KasaxcraHa, 0TOGpaHHbIMK MO METOAY LIeAEHANpPaBAEHHON BbIGOPKM. TemaTUyeckmii aHaAn3
AQHHbIX MHTEPBbBIO BbIMOAHSACS BPYUHYIO, UTO MO3BOAMAO BbISIBUTb M MOAPOOHO ONMUCATH TPW OCHOB-
Hble Tembl: (1) NpenoAaBaHne aHrAMIACKOro Yyepe3 POAHOM 93blK, (2) ypOBEHb BAAAEHUSI aHIAMMCKUM
A3bIKOM YUaLLMXCS U MCMOAb30BaHME POAHOIO $I3blKa, a Takxke (3) HEAOCTaTKU MOHOAMHIBAAbLHOIO 06-
yueHus. Kaxkaasi Tema 1 NMoATeMbl MOAKPENAEHbI LMTaTamMu M3 MHTEPBbIO U 0OCY>KAEHbI B KOHTEKCTE

METOAMK NMPEnoAaBaHUsl aHFAMIACKOTO g3blka M COOTBETCTBYIOLWMX MCCAEAOBAHMI.
KAloueBble cA0Ba: poAHOI S13bIK B MPEnoAaBaHMM aHIAMIACKOTO 93blka, MEPEBOA B MPenoAaBaHUM
93blKa, TPAHCAMHIBAAbHOCTb, MOAMAMHIBAAbHOE OOyUeHue, NPaKTUKK yunTeaen, (hoKyc-rpyrmna, Tema-

TUYECKMIN aHaAM3.

Introduction

From the latter half of the 20th century to the
present day, monolingual or English-only teach-
ing has been conventionally considered the optimal
approach in English Language Teaching (ELT) lit-
erature and research. However, the globalization of
society and the rise of multilingual educational prac-
tices have necessitated a re-evaluation of traditional
English-only instruction. This shift, often called the
“multilingual turn” (for reference, see Conteh &
Meier, 2014; May, 2014), challenges the monolin-
gual approach to foreign language teaching and has
stimulated a great deal of research within the field
of Second Language Acquisition (SLA). Advocates
of this shift emphasize the importance of connect-
ing the second language (L2) with learners’ first lan-
guage (L1) and their broader linguistic repertoire.

Despite the increased emphasis on multilingual-
ism in educational research, its practical implemen-
tation in English as a foreign language (EFL) class-
rooms remains limited (Burner & Carlsen, 2023).
Studies across various contexts, including Kazakh-
stan, indicate a strong preference for English-only
instruction (for a review, refer to Burner & Carlsen,
2023; Goodman & Manan, forthcoming), highlight-
ing the monolingual bias and adherence to native-
speaker standards influencing English language
teaching globally (Zhunussova, 2021).

To understand the factors influencing this strong
preference for English-only instruction, a question-
naire study was conducted to investigate the atti-
tudes of Kazakhstani secondary school EFL teachers
towards L1 and translation use and the factors influ-
encing these attitudes (Smagul, 2024). The results
revealed that teachers displayed a mixed attitude
towards using L1 and translation in the classroom.
While they recognized the benefits of strategically
using L1 for lower-level learners and translation
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tasks for teaching vocabulary and culture-specific
expressions, they generally favored English-only
instruction. In addition, the survey results indicated
a correlation between teachers’ use of L1 and learn-
ers’ English proficiency levels. Lower proficiency
levels often led to more frequent classroom use of
L1 and translation, whereas higher proficiency lev-
els demonstrated a preference for English-only in-
struction.

To gain a deeper understanding of these findings
and explore them further, the present focus group
interview (FGI) study aims to answer the following
research questions:

1. How do Kazakhstani secondary school EFL
teachers perceive and implement L1 and translation
in the English classroom?

2. How do Kazakhstani secondary school EFL
teachers relate learners’ English proficiency levels
to their use of L1 in teaching?

These questions will guide the FGI and provide
deeper insights into the perceptions, practices, and
influencing factors regarding L1 and translation use
among Kazakhstani secondary school EFL teachers.

Literature review

The theoretical framework for this study encom-
passes critical themes related to the application of L1
and translation in ELT. It starts by defining L1, rec-
ognizing its complexities in multilingual contexts,
and highlighting its role in Kazakhstani secondary
schools. The concept of translation is explored with-
in language teaching paradigm. The section delves
into historical shifts in ELT methodologies and de-
bates about L1 and translation, offering arguments
for and against these practices. It also reviews prior
international empirical studies to gain insights into
teachers’ attitudes towards L1 and translation use.
The research identifies a notable gap in Kazakhstan,
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where existing studies have mainly focused on ter-
tiary-level teachers’ views on the use of L1, leaving
translation tasks underrepresented.

The Notion of First Language

In applied linguistics, the term “first language”
or mother tongue is defined as either the language
of full fluency (Thornbury, 2006) or that acquired
during early childhood (Richards & Schmidt, 2010).
This definition is sometimes challenged in multilin-
gual contexts, prompting some scholars to propose
the term “own language” (see, Cook, 2010) to reflect
diverse linguistic realities. However, in Kazakhstan,
where secondary education is predominantly con-
ducted in either Kazakh or Russian (Goodman &
Manan, forthcoming), the multilingual environment
does not complicate the use of traditional terms.
Here, both learners and teachers generally share a
primary language, facilitating straightforward com-
munication and making the term L1 clear and effec-
tive in educational settings.

The Notion of Translation

In language teaching, translation plays various
educational roles, as outlined by Howatt & Wid-
dowson (2004). This includes using a learner’s L1
to aid comprehension of texts in L2, incorporating
both glossing and the more pedagogically signifi-
cant activity of converting L1 texts into L2 while
maintaining the original meaning (Howatt & Wid-
dowson, 2004, p. 191). This study specifically fo-
cuses on the latter—text conversion. Translation
activities, which can be implemented as classroom
tasks or homework assignments, are conducted in
both directions: from L1 to L2 and from L2 to L1,
reflecting the comprehensive approach to language
acquisition.

L1 and Translation in English Language
Teaching: Advocacy and Opposition

The role of learners’ L1 and translation in ELT
has not been static, but has evolved significantly
over time, influenced by changing pedagogical
trends (Topolska-Pado, 2010). In the early days,
the Grammar-Translation Method (GTM) was the
dominant approach, where L1 and translation were
extensively used in foreign language classrooms.
This method was centred around grammar instruc-
tion and reinforced grammar concepts by translating
carefully constructed sentences to illustrate specific
language rules (Malmkjer, 2010, p. 186).

However, by the mid-20th century, the educa-
tional landscape shifted with the rise of communi-

cative language teaching methods. These methods
advocated for monolingual or English-only instruc-
tion, arguing that it promoted a more immersive
learning environment and discouraged the use of L1
and translation in classrooms (Cook, 2010; Howatt
& Widdowson, 2004).

However, in recent times, there has been a no-
table resurgence in the acceptance of L1 use and
translation, driven by the ‘multilingual turn’ in lan-
guage education. This new approach advocates for
the integration of learners’ L1 and broader linguis-
tic repertoires into L2 acquisition. It underscores
the advantages of multilingual approaches in bi/
multilingual educational settings, fostering a more
inclusive pedagogical framework (Conteh & Meier,
2014; May,2014).

Despite renewed advocacy for multilingual edu-
cation, the practical implementation of these prac-
tices in EFL classrooms, especially in places like
Kazakhstan, remains limited. This is often due to
enduring preferences for English-only approaches
and native-speaker norms (Zhunussova, 2021). In-
terestingly, these observations primarily apply to
higher education settings (e.g., Akhmetova, 2021;
Kuandykov, 2021; Tastanbek, 2019). There remains
a significant gap in understanding how secondary
school EFL teachers in Kazakhstan perceive and
apply L1 and translation in their classrooms. Ad-
dressing this gap is crucial for bridging the divide
between multilingual research and its practical ap-
plication in education.

Materials and methods

The study utilized empirical data from the FGI
conducted on the Zoom platform with Kazakhstani
secondary school EFL teachers. According to Ho
(2012), a focus group is defined as a “small struc-
tured group with selected respondents normally
chaired by a moderator” (p.1). Following estab-
lished practices in qualitative research, typical fo-
cus group sizes range from 4-12 participants, with
6-8 being common to ensure manageable and ef-
fective discussions (Galloway, 2020; Johnson &
Christensen, 2004; Langford et al., 2002; Krueger
& Casey, 2000). This study employed a focus group
of six participants, a number selected based on the
guidelines to allow all members to contribute mean-
ingfully without overwhelming the group dynamics.

The interviews were transcribed verbatim to pre-
pare for qualitative analysis. The analytical method
employed was thematic analysis, which involved
identifying primary themes that encapsulate the key
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insights from the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This
process was crucial in summarizing the content ef-
fectively. The data was collected in a two-hour ses-
sion, and participation was voluntary.

Participants

Participants were selected through non-proba-
bility sampling, specifically quota sampling, where
teachers were chosen based on specific non-random
criteria, including their willingness to participate
as indicated in a prior quantitative survey. This
method aimed to create a sample representative

Table 1 — The characteristics of the participants

of the target population. Teachers varied in terms
of years of experience, academic levels, types of
schools, and the educational levels at which they
taught English.

Six female English language teachers from sec-
ondary schools in Kazakhstan participated. Their
experience ranged from 1 to 38 years, and their aca-
demic levels varied from BA to MA degrees in ELT.
They taught in diverse school settings, including
state, private, international, and specialized schools
offering polylingual education. Additional details
are provided in Table 1.

Teaching Educational English English
Participants experience Academic level Workplace (school) level of proficiency proficiency
(year) learners (teacher) (learners)
Soviet Institute (5 Upper- Upper- .
T 33 years: BA+MA) State secondary intermediate Intermediate
T 38 Soviet Institute (5 | Specialized school with Lower- Near-native Beginner
years: BA+MA) polylingual education secondary speaker &
T3 13 BA State Lower- Advanced Intermediate
secondary
T4 5 MA State Lower- . Upper.- Intermediate
secondary intermediate
TS 5 MA Private Upper- Near-native - Upper.-
secondary speaker intermediate
T6 1 BA International Lower- Advanced Intermediate
secondary

Data Collection and Analysis

The FGI was conducted online and chosen for its
cost-effectiveness and ease of organization. The re-
searcher moderated the session, ensured adherence
to ethical guidelines set out by British Educational
Research Association (BERA, 2024), and facilitated
the discussion. Participants consented to the record-
ing and subsequent use of their data for research
purposes. At the start, the moderator welcomed the
participants, outlined the purpose of the discussion,
reviewed the rights of participants, emphasized ano-
nymity, and introduced ground rules. Participants
were informed that the discussion would focus on
personal views and experiences, emphasizing that
there were no right or wrong answers (Ddrnyei,
2007, p.129).

The initial discussion broadly covered par-
ticipants’ experiences using L1 in EFL classrooms
and the factors influencing their decisions to use
or avoid L1. Questions regarding the use of trans-
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lation followed. Inspired by findings from a prior
questionnaire study, follow-up questions probed
connections between learners’ English levels and
L1 use, opinions on L1 and translation as teaching
methods, and effective techniques for incorporating
these into language teaching. For specific questions,
see the Appendix. The focus group concluded with
participants discussing what they found most signif-
icant in the discussion and any topics related to L1
and translation use in EFL classrooms that they felt
strongly about but had yet to be covered. All partici-
pants were thanked for their active participation and
valuable insights.

Data analysis commenced immediately follow-
ing the focus group session, utilizing the thematic
analysis described by Howitt and Cramer (2014).
The process began with transcribing the focus group
discussions from the video recording. The research-
er then undertook a comprehensive familiarization
with the data to gain a thorough understanding. This
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step was critical to accurately identify overarch-
ing themes and relevant sub-themes that succinctly
summarized the data content. Once these emergent
themes were identified, they were aptly named and
refined for clear presentation in the final paper.

Results and discussion
The analysis of the focus group data identified

three primary themes: (1) Teaching L2 through L1,
(2) Learners’ English Level and L1 Use, and (3)

Drawbacks of Monolingual Teaching. These themes
are visually represented in Figure 1. For clarity, the
quotations included in this discussion have under-
gone minor edits, such as the removal of filler words
like “ums,” “uhs,” and “like.” The editing ensured
that the quotes were concise and focused on the rele-
vant content. Additionally, to enhance the reliability
of the thematic analysis, a co-coder was engaged to
verify the themes identified. This collaborative ap-
proach helped to ensure the thematic integrity and
the accuracy of the theme identification process.

C FGI Primary Themes )

Teaching L2 through I_1>

Learners' English Level
and L2 Use

Drawbacks of Monolingual
Teaching

< L1 and Grammar Teaching )
Granslatlom and Vocabulary Teach\n9
C L1 and Classroom Language )

Figure 1 — Primary themes as emerged during FGI

Theme 1: Teaching L2 through L1

Teachers shared their experiences of using L1
and translation in the EFL classroom. All six teach-
ers acknowledged that they have used both L1 and
translation at least once in their teaching practices
and continue to use them as necessary. The ways,
purposes, and reasons for using L1 and translation
varied, including explanation through first-language
commentary, comparing Kazakh and English to
highlight similarities and differences, and using
translation for more precise descriptions for lan-
guage learners. These methods were frequently dis-
cussed by several teachers. Within this broad cate-
gory, three distinct sub-types of teaching L2 through
L1 were identified, each labelled as separate sub-
themes due to their independence and distinctive-
ness. Each sub-theme was illustrated with examples
from the interview transcripts and discussed in rela-
tion to ELT theory.

Sub-theme 1: L1 and Grammar Teaching
Teachers strongly support the use of the learn-
ers’ L1 in teaching English grammar. They find it

beneficial to clarify complex grammatical concepts,
provide clearer explanations, and directly compare
L1 and English. One teacher stated, “Learners bet-
ter understand new grammatical categories when [
compare them with those in Kazakh or Russian, pro-
viding examples from these languages.”

Another teacher highlighted the instructional
value of linguistic similarities: “Explaining English
grammatical gender in reference to Kazakh, a non-
gendered language like English, aids understand-
ing. For third person singular pronouns, I refer to
Russian, as Kazakh uses a single pronoun for all
three English equivalents.”

A third teacher shared the broader educational
benefits:

Teaching foreign language grammar through
comparison with the learners’ mother tongue en-
hances analytical skills. This approach facilitates
linguistic analysis and cultural comparison. For
instance, one learner became so intrigued by the
concept of money in Kazakh and English cultures
that she researched the topic and won a regional
competition.
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The comments align with the Contrastive Anal-
ysis (CA) and Contrastive Grammar theories, wide-
ly popular among SLA studies in the 1950s. Practi-
tioners of contrastive linguistics at that time mainly
aimed at improving foreign language teaching based
on a pairwise grammar comparison. However, with
the arrival and total dominance of communica-
tive methodologies, the use and even the reference
to L1 has withered away from language teaching
(Kaye, 2014). Consequently, CA is rarely practised
in ELT today. A participant in the discussion also
mentioned this rejection of L1 and deductive gram-
mar teaching: “Sometimes, inspectors monitor our
classes to assess the quality of language teaching
delivery. The common remarks are related to the
use of Kazakh or Russian in the English language
class. They also question the time allotted to gram-
mar teaching”.

Sub-theme 2: Translation and Vocabulary
Teaching

Teachers viewed translation as a vital tool for
teaching vocabulary, idiomatic expressions, and
culture-specific phrases in line with Samardali and
Ismael (2017). They emphasized its importance in
conveying the nuances of new language construc-
tions and homonyms: “Ifyou do not provide a trans-
lation for a new linguistic construction, learners
might misinterpret it. For example, without proper
context, the construction ‘I want you to..." can be
misunderstood.”

The necessity of translation for clarity and ef-
ficiency was also highlighted: “We cannot avoid
translation because some words have multiple
meanings that learners cannot deduce on their own.
Especially with idioms and phrases, providing the
correct translation is crucial.” One teacher men-
tioned the practical benefits of translation in the
classroom: “I opt for translation when simple defi-
nitions fail. It saves time, and I believe learners also
learn new words through translation at home, so us-
ing it in the classroom makes sense.”

Sub-theme 3: L1 and Classroom Language

This sub-theme examines how L1 is utilized to
praise, encourage, and console learners during their
language learning journey and in their achieve-
ments, extending to classroom behaviour manage-
ment. Karabassova and San Isidro (2020) note that
some teachers prefer using L1 to maintain discipline.
In contrast, one teacher in the study explained that
she does not switch to Kazakh to discipline learners
but instead uses it when addressing lack of progress
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or interest: “... if they show no progress or interest
in learning, I switch to Kazakh to express concerns
about their attitude and performance. I find that the
native language has a stronger impact on motivat-
ing them.”

Another teacher described using L1 for posi-
tive reinforcement: “/ use L1 to praise my learners.
Praise in their native language resonates differently
and tends to be more encouraging.” This method
aligns with Edstrom (2006), who suggests that using
L1 to commend learners can reinforce the authen-
ticity of the praise. Furthermore, Bruen and Kelly
(2017) note that L1 can help reduce learner anxiety
in the classroom.

To conclude, Theme 1: Teaching L2 through
L1 can be summarized by the words of a partici-
pant: “There is no single method for using L1 in
ELT—it should be employed as necessary and can
be adapted in various ways.” This statement under-
scores the flexibility and situational appropriateness
of using L1 in English Language Teaching.

Theme 2: Learners’ English Level and L1 Use

The relationship between the use of learners’
L1 and translation methods in the classroom and
the learners’ language proficiency was a key point
of discussion during the focus group interview. This
topic served as the foundation for the second theme
of our analysis. Teachers’ practices align with the
findings of Goodman et al. (2022), who note that
learners’ proficiency level often determines the ex-
tent to which L1 is used. Some teachers emphasized
that L1 is especially beneficial for beginners and
lower-level learners, pointing out that these learn-
ers often require more explicit grammar instruction,
which can be more effectively provided through L1
for more straightforward explanations and direct
comparisons with L2. In contrast, with more ad-
vanced learners, the focus shifts towards enhancing
speaking and communication skills, reducing reli-
ance on explicit grammar teaching and L1 usage.

However, some teachers advocate for an Eng-
lish-only approach, even with beginners, using sim-
ple teaching materials and engaging methods such
as games, songs, and pictures. One teacher noted:

A monolingual approach is practical with first
and second-grade learners. However, it falls short
with older learners whose language proficiency of-
ten does not align with the curriculum prescribed
by the Ministry of Education. To ensure comprehen-
sion, I resort to using L1.

Another teacher shared a practical example: “/
attempted an English-only class with lower-level
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learners, which was unsuccessful. The less profi-
cient learners remained silent, while the more fluent
ones dominated the conversation.”

These experiences underscore that the extent of L1
use in EFL classes should be tailored to the learners’
educational levels, age, preferences, learning styles,
and prior experience. This flexibility allows for neces-
sary clarifications, where both learners can request and
teachers can provide explanations using L1 and trans-
lation, as noted by Cook (2010, pp. 129-131).

Theme 3: Drawbacks of Monolingual Teaching

The third theme critiques the prevailing as-
sumption that English is best taught without using
the learners’ mother tongue. In the focus group, all
six teachers expressed scepticism about the effec-
tiveness of monolingual or English-only teaching
in Kazakhstani schools. They speculated that ELT
theorists might soon reconsider and recognize the
advantages of connecting the language taught to the
learners’ L1.

One teacher, currently pursuing her PhD, shared
arevealing example involving her scientific supervi-
sor from Slovakia. Although her supervisor is fluent
in English, he does not speak Kazakh or Russian:

Initially, many learners were eager to join his
English classes due to his foreign status. However,
the lack of L1 usage led to widespread confusion
and demoralization, causing about 80% of learn-
ers to drop out. Only those with higher English
proficiency or a specific interest in improving their
speaking skills remained.

Another teacher highlighted a fundamental flaw
in monolingual teaching:

This approach fails the primary goal of lan-
guage teaching — enabling learners to learn. Speak-
ing only in English, I would see learners struggling
to understand and unable to express their confusion
in English, which slows their progress and reduces
their motivation to learn.

Furthermore, the teachers criticized the mono-
lingual strategy for ignoring the contextual reali-
ties of language learning, such as limited classroom
exposure and lack of English practice opportunities
outside of school. Additionally, one teacher empha-
sized the disregard for learner identity, stating, “We
are a nation with our own language and identity.
Forbidding the use of mother tongue in the class-
room is wrong.” This point resonates with Cook’s
(2010) observations that while communicative lan-
guage teaching is considered learner-centred, it of-
ten fails to acknowledge a crucial aspect of learner
identity — their mother tongue.

Lastly, teachers emphasized the relevance of
the focus group topic, reflecting on their daily di-
lemmas about whether to use their learners’ L1
and translation methods in teaching. They also ex-
pressed difficulties reconciling the monolingual
policies promoted during in-service teacher train-
ing events, such as webinars and conferences, with
their classroom experiences. Despite anticipating a
shift from monolingual teaching methods towards
strategies that recognize the multilingual realities
of our globalized world, teachers were surprised to
learn that the academic field already strongly sup-
ports these multilingual approaches, often referred
to as the “multilingual turn” in SLA as discussed in
the Introduction. This revelation highlights a signifi-
cant gap in teachers’ awareness of current academic
trends. This misconception underscores a critical is-
sue identified by Burner and Carlsen (2023): despite
strong academic support, the practical implementa-
tion of multilingual education in EFL classrooms
remains limited. This disparity underscores the ur-
gent need for improved communication between
researchers and educators to effectively bridge this
gap and better integrate multilingual methodologies
into teaching practices.

Conclusion

The FGI revealed three primary themes: (1)
Teaching L2 through L1, (2) Learners’ English
Level and L1 Use, and (3) Drawbacks of Monolin-
gual Teaching. Kazakhstani secondary school EFL
teachers widely recognize the benefits of incor-
porating L1 and translation into EFL classrooms,
particularly for grammar and vocabulary teaching.
Additionally, L1 is used for classroom management
to offer praise and encouragement and make learn-
ers feel more comfortable and motivated. However,
teachers adapt their use of L1 based on learners’
English proficiency levels. Beginners and lower-
level learners may require more explicit grammar
instruction and direct comparisons with their L1,
leading to the frequent use of L1 and translation for
clarity. Conversely, for advanced learners, the focus
shifts towards enhancing speaking and communica-
tion skills and reducing the reliance on L1. Despite
these benefits, challenges posed by monolingual
teaching policies still influence classroom practices.

Overall, the findings indicate a need for flex-
ible, context-sensitive teaching approaches tai-
lored to learners’ proficiency levels and individual
needs. Moreover, the discrepancy between academ-
ic theory and classroom practice underscores the
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necessity for improved communication between
researchers and educators to integrate multilingual
methodologies more effectively into EFL teaching
practices.

Limitations and recommendations

This study was subject to certain limitations
that impacted the results. Notably, the “dominance
effect” (Ho, 2012) was observed during the focus
group discussions. Teachers with substantial ex-
perience (35 and 38 years) predominantly led the
initial discussion, emphasizing the positive aspects
of using the L1 and translation in the EFL class-
room. This dynamic potentially influenced group-
think, leading the less experienced participants
to conform to these views for group cohesion, as
described by Nyumba et al. (2018). Due to time
constraints and the moderator’s limited experience,
the discussion did not pivot sufficiently to explore
the criticisms or negative perspectives of L1 and
translation use.

These observations underscore the necessity for
further research that explicitly examines the nega-
tive perceptions of L1 and translation use in EFL
settings. Additionally, there remains an unresolved

question about the appropriateness of L1 use across
different educational levels and age groups, war-
ranting more comprehensive studies.

Implications for researchers and teachers

The insights gained from this focus group dis-
cussion can serve to support the arguments in favor
of multilingual teaching and the use of translation
in language teaching (TILT). This research is par-
ticularly relevant for secondary school teachers con-
sidering the integration of L1 and translation into
their pedagogical approaches. Importantly, the find-
ings provide English language teachers with novel
perspectives on multilingual instruction, enhancing
their understanding of its practical implementation
in the EFL classroom.

This study highlights the need for tailored ap-
proaches that consider the specific context and
learner demographics within each educational set-
ting. For practical applicability, researchers and
teachers are encouraged to explore how these find-
ings can be operationalized to improve language
teaching methodologies and outcomes, potentially
leading to more engaging and effective language
learning experiences.
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Appendix
Focus Group Interview Guide

Welcome and Instructions

Dear teachers,

Welcome to our session. Thank you for agreeing to participate in a discussion about L1 and translation use in the EFL classroom.
My name is Aidana Smagul. [ am a PhD candidate in the Language Pedagogy and Applied Linguistics program at BTK, ELTE,
Budapest, Hungary. I am researching Kazakhstani teachers’ practices and perceptions of L1 and translation use in the English
language classroom.

I will ask you some questions about your experiences and views on L1 and translation use in the EFL classroom, which will
stimulate discussion. There are no right or wrong answers, just differing points of view. Please share your perspective, even if it
differs from what others have said. While your views are highly valued, your identity will remain confidential. I will be recording
this discussion for research purposes, but no one will have access to the file or transcript.

I will not contribute to the discussion but will moderate the session to ensure that all the topics of interest are covered. You can
ask me to repeat a question if needed, but other than that, [ will contribute as little as possible. I will now introduce the topic, and
then we will introduce ourselves before starting with the first question.

Topic: The use of L1 and translation in the EFL classroom

Opening Question:

1. What are your experiences using learners’ L1 in your EFL class?

Introductory Question:

2. Who or what influences your decision to use or avoid learners’ L1?

Transition Question:

3. What are your experiences using translation in your EFL class? Who or what influences your decision to use or avoid it?

Key Questions:

4. Do you see any connection between learners’ English level and the teacher’s use of L1?

5. What are your thoughts on L1 and translation as a language teaching and learning method?

6. What techniques are appropriate for incorporating L1 and translation in language teaching?

Ending Questions:

7. Of all the things we have discussed, what is most important to you?

8. Finally, is there anything related to L1 and translation use in the EFL classroom that we have yet to discuss but that you feel
strongly about and would like to bring up now?
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