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Abstract:
The role of students’ first language (L1) in foreign language (L2) classrooms has
generated increasing debates in the field of the teaching of English as a foreign language
(EFL). The present study, which took place in a Saudi college, approached the subject
from a sociocultural angle and used Activity Theory (AT) to investigate the attitudes and
beliefs of EFL stakeholders and sought as well to determine the role of Arabic in EFL
classes. The research also made use of a mixed methods approach and involved only
male participants.

Thus, it t surveyed 197 students, observed 8 EFL classes and

interviewed 13 EFL teachers and 3 policy-makers. The findings indicate that most
participants support the use of Arabic in EFL classes and suggest that Arabic served
mainly as a teaching/learning mediation tool. In view of these findings, an EFL teaching
methodology that takes into account the use of Arabic as a teaching/learning tool is
suggested.
Keywords: L1 and L2 - Arabic in EFL classes – Activity Theory – teaching-learning
mediation
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Introduction
The issue of the students’ first language (L1) use in foreign language (L2) classrooms has
generated an extensive body of literature over the last three decades (e.g., Cook, 2001;
Medgydes, 1994; Turnbul, 2001; Turnbull and Daily-O’Cain, 2009). Some of these
publications reflected views by proponents of the practice (Atkinson, 1987; Auerbach,
1993; Butzkamm, 2003 and 2007; Cummings, 2009; Macaro, 2005 and 2009; and Swain
& Lapkin, 2000); while others contained opinions by its opponents (Canal and Swain,
1980; Duff and Polio, 1990; Ellis, 1994; Krashen, 1982; and Swain, 1985). The issue of
Arabic as a students’ L1 in EFL classes has not been studied enough to inform EFL
pedagogies and policies. The study presented in this paper is a contribution to filling the
existing knowledge gap. It took place in a Saudi college, approached the subject from a
sociocultural angle and used Activity Theory (AT) to investigate the attitudes and beliefs
of EFL stakeholders and sought to determine the role of Arabic in EFL classes.

L1 use in L2 as a controversy
Calls for the exclusive use of the target language in EFL education have been in vogue
since the 1960s (Phillipson, 1992). However, while the monolingual approach may be
more appropriate in contexts where English is taught as a second language and where
learners do not share the same L1, in many parts of the world where English is taught as a
foreign language to linguistically homogeneous classes وthe English only approach may
not be practical. This state of affairs should explain why both ELT theory and practice
have started shifting “towards acceptance of judicious and theoretically principled L1 use
in L2 classes (e.g. Cook, 2001, 2004; Macaro, 2005; Turnbull, 2001)” (Macaro, 2009, p.
15). Others conceded that it might not be of any use to ban L1 completely and that “there
is little point in trying to stamp it out completely” (Harmer, 2001, p. 132).
According to Macaro, the attitudes relating to the use of L1 in L2 classes fall into three
different classes; the ‘virtual position’ that favours the exclusive use of L2, the ‘optimal
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position’ that calls for a ‘judicious and ‘principled’ use of L1, and finally the ‘maximal
position’ that believes that L2 can be learnt only through the use of the target language
(2009, p. 35). The virtual and maximal positions have been influenced by the input and
interactions theories in works like (Krashen, 1982; Ellis, 1994) where L1 was not
completely banned but considered unnecessary. Other teaching methodologies such as
the Direct Method and the Communicative Approach also discouraged the use of L1 in
L2 classes.
On the other hand, some language teaching methodologies were in favour of L1 use in
L2 classes. For instance, proponents of the code-switching theory argue that when
teachers use code-switching to put their message across, their behaviour is similar to
naturally occurring code-switching activities that take place in various real-life situations
(Macaro, 2009). This optimal use of L1 was defined as one “where code-switching in
broadly communicative classrooms can enhance second language acquisition and/or
proficiency better than second language exclusivity” (ibid, 2009, p. 38). A number of
scholars seem to share this view (e.g., Atkinson, 1993; Auerbach, 1993; Butzkamm,
2003, 2007; Cook, 2001; Harmer, 2001).
Furthermore, the usefulness of L1 as a cognitive and mediating learning tool has been
gaining significance for some time already ( e.g Anton & DiCamilla, 1998; Cook, 2001;
Swain & Lapkin, 2000, Macaro, 2009). For instance, Swain and Lapkin acknowledged
that “to insist that no use be made of the L1 in carrying out tasks that are both
linguistically and cognitively complex is to deny the use of an important cognitive tool”
(ibid, p. 269). Another example of this cognitive mediating role of L1 comes in the form
of the ‘inner voice’ or ‘inner speech’ of the learners (de Guerrero, (2005); as learners’
silent monologues occur usually in L1 and constitute essential cognitive activities for
both learning and thinking processes.
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Research studies bearing on the use of L1 in L2 have grown in number as well as in
approach (e.g. Cohen, 1998; Edstrom, 2006; Moore, 2002; Py, 1996; Skinner, 1985).
Some researchers focused on the frequency and amount of L1 use while others
investigated the attitudes and beliefs of the teachers and/or students towards such
practice. However, most research findings suggest the usefulness of L1 in L2 classrooms.
A number of studies (e.g. Crawford, 2004; Duff & Polio, 1990; Macaro, 2005; Moore,
2002) researched the attitudes and beliefs of students and teachers and concluded that
most teachers and students expressed positive attitudes towards L1 use; while very few
held negative attitudes. Other studies have concluded that L1 is used as a facilitating and
mediating tool for teaching as well as for learning ( e.g. Flyman-Mattsson & Burenhult,
1999; Macaro, 2001; Polio & Duff, 1994; Rolin-Ianziti & Brownlie, 2002; Storch &
Aldosari, 2010).
There has also been some attention paid to the use of Arabic in EFL classes especially in
the Gulf region. In Oman for instance, (Al-Hinai, 2006) is a quantitative study that
investigated the use of Arabic in the elementary classrooms and has concluded that
Arabic is widely used in EFL classes due to the students’ low proficiency in English.
(Alawi, 2008) made use of a survey to research the teachers’ use of Arabic in Omani
schools and concluded that some teachers resort to Arabic extensively while others avoid
it completely. Nevertheless, teacher participants agree that the use of Arabic had some
benefits in the EFL classes. (Al-Hadrami, 2008) reported that all surveyed teachers are of
the view that Arabic can be useful in EFL classes, but some of them were opposed to its
excessive use. Finally, (Al-Shidhani, 2009) - another study that has sought to establish
teachers’ beliefs regarding the use of Arabic in EFL classes - has concluded that the
teachers were at odds with their learners; as while teachers feel that the use of Arabic in
communicative classes goes against the communicative approach, their learners expect
them to make use of it.
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In Saudi Arabia, there has been very little research on the use of Arabic in EFL classes.
The first published research that bears on the issue was a quantitative study (Al-Abdan,
1993) that surveyed 451 high-school EFL teachers and reported that 75% of the
participants used Arabic to teach English for about 10% of the class time. A very recent
study (Al Nofaie, 2010) has researched the attitudes of 30 students and 3 teachers in one
of the Saudi intermediate female schools and concluded that the overall attitudes towards
the use of Arabic is positive. The participants have indicated however that the use of
Arabic could only be suitable for certain occasions. Yet, while both teachers and students
agree on the usefulness of Arabic in EFL classes, they also disagree on its uses. Another
relevant study is (Storch and Aldosari, 2010) that has investigated the effect of learning
proficiency pairing and task type on the amount of L1 use in EFL classes. The study took
place in a Saudi college and involved 30 students divided into 15 pairs based on their
proficiency levels. The conversations between these students were recorded and the
analysis of the transcript showed that the use of L1 was ‘modest’ in general and that the
task type had a greater impact on the amount of L1 used.
This study
There seems to be a scarcity of research on the role of Arabic in EFL classes. In addition,
EFL teaching in Saudi Arabia is growing every day and there is a pressing need for
research projects that would inform its policy. The present research has sought to
contribute into filling this knowledge gap. It anticipated that its findings will be useful in
gaining more insight into the role of Arabic in EFL classes through paving the way for
future research endeavours of the issue.
As far as I am aware, this study could be the first research investigating the use of Arabic
in EFL classes that involves all stakeholders (students, teachers and policy makers). It
also is the first known research that has used a mixed methods approach in order to study
the phenomenon from different perspectives by adopting research methods that build on
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and complement each other. Finally, it is the first known research that has made use of
the Activity Theory (Engeström, 1987) as a theoretical framework for its data analysis.
Activity Theory (AT)
The research has adopted AT in order to interpret its findings from a socio-cultural
perspective and transcend the commonly used descriptive approach to the issue of L1 use
in L2. AT is a sub-theory of social constructivism (Vygotsky, 1978) that stresses the
importance of the socio-cultural context in understanding any given human activity. The
theory treats human behaviours as activities in which subjects (people) act within a
community governed by rules that affect the tools (artifacts) used to act on the object
(what is being done) for a purpose or outcome (see figure 1). The theory originated in the
1920s with Vygotsky, Leont’ev, Luria, and was subsequently developed by Engeström
(1987). Recently it started gaining popularity among researchers as a versatile but
practical research framework applicable in various fields, mostly in Computer Mediated
Communication (CMC) (Bodker, 1991; Kaptelinin et al, 1995).
The unit of analysis for this theory is any rule-governed, goal-oriented human
activity that involves the use of cultural and technical aids. For instance, in this research
EFL teaching is the human activity that involves the use of Arabic, as an aid or tool
amongst others, for the teaching/learning activity.
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Figure 1 Activity Theory Adapted from (Engeström, 1987)

Engeström’s model (1987) illustrated by Figure 1 is a useful tool for understanding how a
wide range of factors work together to impact an activity. In order to reach an outcome, it
is necessary for subjects or participants to interact with an object using tools in order to
mediate achieving the pre-set goal. In fact, any human activity needs to be mediated,
which makes mediation one of the most important principles of an activity system.
However, an activity system does not come with rules or a ‘user’s manual’ on how to
apply it in any situation. It is rather up to the researcher or user to adapt it to the situation
s/he envisages to study as s/he sees fit. It is a kind of a general but flexible theory that
could be applied in more than one context. In the case of the present research, the
application aims to explain the attitudes and beliefs regarding a phenomenon in the EFL
classroom using AT as a lens.
In order to allow for a systematic and clear interpretation of the data collected by this
research, the EFL classroom was approached as a setting for a human activity to which
AT was applied as described below.
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 The subjects are the EFL teacher and the students
 The object is EFL teaching/learning
 The purpose of the activity is to master the four skills of the English language.
 One of the very important tools is Arabic used by teachers as well as students to
achieve their goal or purpose.
 The community is the college in which the educational process is taking place.
 The rules exist both in the classroom and at the college level.
 The distribution of roles is that teachers teach, students learn while management
creates an environment conducive to the educational operation.
All the above elements have been taken into consideration as socio-cultural
realities for the purposes of a meaningful interpretation of the research findings but the
focus in this article is on the use of Arabic as a mediation tool for both teaching and
learning.
Mediation is a key concept in AT which refers to the use of tools or ‘artifacts’, physical
or symbolic, to shape the way things are carried out. Tools could be any media that assist
in manipulating an environment in order to get the required product/information from it.
Language is considered to be the most important tool of all teaching/learning tools
(Vygotsky, 1978). For instance when computers are used to improve students’ writing,
the computer becomes a tool and so does the language as it allows the expression of ideas
(Capper & Williams, 2004). When a teacher or a student in an EFL class uses Arabic to
explain a notion or a function that is not comprehensible in English, such practice is a
case of L1 use as a mediating tool. In fact, language in general has been recognised as a
very important mediation tool in the learning activity system. According to Lantolf and
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Thorne, “language is the most pervasive and powerful cultural artifact that humans
possess to mediate their connection to the world, to each other, and to themselves” (2006,
p. 201). I am of the view that the suggestion made by Lantolf and Thorne is applicable
to the use of Arabic in EFL classes as will be discussed further on in the paper.
Research Context
The study took place in an English mediated college in Saudi Arabia. This and similar
colleges and universities offer a compulsory English preparatory year programme which
aims to equip students with the required proficiency level to continue their college
education with success. Hence, all new students must successfully complete a twosemester intensive course in English before they are admitted to specialise in one of the
college majors. During the preparatory English programme, the use of L1 is both required
and used as EFL classes tend to be made of students with mixed levels of L2 proficiency
(Syed, 2003, Jenkins, 2010). Despite the fact that all indications on the ground suggest
that the use of Arabic in

EFL classes is sometimes necessary, mainly with low-

proficiency levels, the wide-spread belief is still to ban the practice. This prohibition goes
against the reality on the ground and also against the substantial volume of research
findings throughout the world favouring a limited and justified use of the learners’
mother tongue in foreign language teaching (e.g., Atkinson, 1987; Auerbach, 1993,
Bolitho, 1983; Butzkamm, 2003, 2007; Harmer, 2001; Nation, 2003).

Research Questions
The crucial aim of the research was to establish the role that Arabic actually plays in the
Saudi EFL classes through investigating the attitudes and beliefs of the stakeholders. It
was believed that while trying to determine attitudes and beliefs, the reasons provided by
the participants to justify their views would reveal the role that Arabic plays in EFL
education. This descriptive interpretive study has aimed to answer the following
questions:
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 What are the attitudes and beliefs of the students toward the use of Arabic in EFL
classes?
 What are the attitudes and beliefs of EFL teachers toward the use of Arabic in EFL
classes?
 What are the attitudes and beliefs of the policy makers towards the use of Arabic in
EFL classes?
 What are the reasons for these attitudes?
 What role, if any, does Arabic play in EFL classes?
The Participants
The three groups of participants who took part in this research are all stakeholders in
EFL education from the male campus of the college where the research took place.
Hence, 197 preparatory year students were approached randomly over two academic
years (2008-2009 and 2009-2010) in their classes where surveys were distributed and
collected by their teachers at the end of the class. This approach guaranteed an amazing
100% return rate. The participant students were all males in their late teens / early
twenties enjoying proficiency levels varying from false beginner to upper elementary.
Equally, 13 EFL teachers were interviewed and 8 of their classes were observed and
video-taped. Finally and in order to get the management’s point of view, 3 policy makers
were as well interviewed.
Research methodology
The research design in this study adopted a mixed methods approach based on an
“equal-status concurrent triangulation” strategy (Creswell, 2009; Johnson & Christensen,
2004) in order to allow all used research tools to complement each other. Hence,
questionnaires, interviews and video-taped class observations were used in a harmonious
fashion and built on each other. Naturally, the research went through a very lengthy
piloting process that served to refine the tools and allow for an acceptable degree of
validity and reliability. A mixed methods research is defined as “the class of research
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where the research mixes or combines quantitative and qualitative research techniques,
methods, approaches, concepts or language into a single study” (Johnson and
Onwuegbuzie, 2004: 17). At the analysis stage data from various methods were
integrated through the triangulation process.
Data Collection and Analysis
All the 197 questionnaires were filled in and returned by the students successfully.
These questionnaires contained yes/no questions with ranked multiple choices, a Likert
scale question and open-ended questions to encourage students to explain their choices
and comment on them in details. This last category proved to be a significant source of
information as it afforded the students a platform to explain what would appear to be
contradictory positions. In addition, the results of the pilot study suggested the usefulness
of the open-ended questions.
Classroom observations, which involved 8 EFL teachers, were also conducted using
check-list to note down instantaneous and timely observations. In addition, the entire
class was video-recorded for a closer analysis and future reference. The two techniques
aimed to complement each other, and this proved useful later on as most actions and
behaviours missed by the camera were noticed by the researcher and recorded in writing.
Subsequently, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 13 teachers and 3 policy
makers. The content of the videos was summarized and instances of the use of Arabic
with the observed impact were noted down for further corroboration and triangulation
with the rest of the data. Equally, semi-structured interviews were used to allow the
interviewer some flexibility while still empowering the interviewee (Nunan, 1992).
Finally, the audio-recorded interviews were transcribed, summarized, coded then
triangulated with the findings from questionnaires and classroom observations. All data
collected were analysed both quantitatively and qualitatively using relevant computer
software packages namely; SPSS 17 and Nvivo 8.
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Data analysis was carried out first quantitatively to get a numerical representation of the
attitudes and beliefs of the participants, then a qualitative analysis was undertaken to
delve into further details and explanations of these attitudes and beliefs using AT as a
lens. Many themes emerged through the adoption of AT i.e., learning mediation, learning
expansion and the use of Arabic as a source of contradictions. For the purpose of the
present paper, however, only the data related to the role of Arabic as a mediating
teaching-learning tool in EFL classes is discussed.
The general attitude
Statistically, it seems that the majority of the participants advocate measured and
productive use of Arabic in EFL classes, particularly with low-level students. However,
all the findings from the questionnaires, classroom observations and interviews needed
to be corroborated through a qualitative analysis using evidence from statements made by
the stake-holders. On the whole, 69% of the participants supported the use of some
Arabic in EFL classes as Figure 2 shows.
Figure 2 EFL Stakeholders' attitudes towards the use of Arabic in EFL classes

Figure 2 illustrates the expressed attitudes of all participants while table 1 that
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follows shows the distribution of these attitudes amongst the different sets of participants
based on the yes/no question “should Arabic be used in EFL classes?”. These attitudes
were mostly positive and fell within the range of 63% to 77%. It would seem that
teachers are most in favour of such use as 77% of them expressed support for the
practice. This relatively high percentage could be attributed to the fact that teachers
would be more aware of what goes on in the classroom, and given their daily class
experiences and observations, their views are expected to be better informed. This claim
is backed by one of the policy makers' assertion that he would listen to the teachers
before devising a policy:
My policy would be based on what the teachers say to me. I wouldn’t just sit in
my office and try to come up with a policy because at the moment I am not most
of the time in the classroom. I have many teachers in the classrooms and they
are all very competent teachers in English and I would rely heavily on what
they tell me. (Policy maker 3)
Table 1 should Arabic be used in EFL classes?
Attitudes

Students

Teachers

Policy Makers

For

63%

77%

67%

Against

37%

23%

33%

The same view seems to be held by the teachers themselves. After all, they are closer to
the needs and requirements of their students and their attitudes are believed to be
influenced primarily by this fact. Opinions by practicing teachers, in my view, ought to
be given priority and credence over theories hatched in contexts far from where they are
actually practiced. As a case in point, the English only policy triggered reactions by
teachers similar to the one below:
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Who are these policy makers? Again, are they acquainted with what teaching
is? What English language teaching is? Have they ever been to the classroom?
I mean they just mimic in a parrot way what somebody like Krashen said; that
the use of L1 is a fatal error… So if it’s a policy, I mean governments have
changed their policies, how on earth can we not change this policy?
(Teacher1)
Equally, the comparatively lesser percentage of the students and policy makers in favour
of the use of Arabic in EFL classes could be attributed to the lack of information and
awareness regarding what works and what doesn’t in the EFL classroom. The data
collected strongly support the conclusion that Arabic is used as a mediating teaching/
learning tool in EFL classes.

The role of Arabic in EFL classes as a teaching-learning mediation tool
According the findings of this research, Arabic seems to be primarily used to facilitate
understanding and comprehension in EFL classes, which is a form of providing
‘comprehensible input’ (Krashen, 1982). Incidentally, comprehension is an essential
requirement for any learning to take place. As explained above, mediation tools are at the
heart of activity systems and without tools subjects can neither interact with nor act on
their objects. As far as this research is concerned, students’ L1 is seen as ‘the greatest
asset people bring to the task of foreign language learning and provides a language
Acquisition Support System’ (Butzkamm, 2003, p. 29). It will be argued, based on the
evidence collected by this research, that the use of Arabic mediates the learning of
English by rendering the presented content comprehensible.
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The Students attitudes
The role of Arabic as a mediating learning tool is illustrated by Figure 3 which shows
that for 71% of the students Arabic should be used to enhance comprehension. The figure
is based on responses to the question ‘what should Arabic be used for?’.
Figure 3 Reasons for which students thought Arabic should be used for in the EFL
classroom

This positive attitude was also expressed by the students in response to another
question in the survey about the ‘possible uses of Arabic in EFL classes’ (see table 2),
and the majority opted for uses that mediated learning such as ‘to explain difficult words’
(86%), ‘to explain Arabic/English linguistic differences’ (78%) and ‘to seek help from
fellow students’ (67%).
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Table 2 Possible uses of Arabic in EFL classes (Students’ Questionnaire)
Question 4 Possible uses of Arabic in the EFL classroom
Yes
Uses

No

V*

P*

V

P

To explain difficult words

169

86

28

14

To check understanding

99

51

98

49

To crack jokes with students

89

45

108 55

To make students feel relaxed and confident

126

64

71

36

To explain exam instructions

135

69

62

31

To help progress pair and group work

69

35

128 65

To explain Arabic/English linguistic differences

153

78

44

22

To seek help from fellow students

132

67

65

33

* : V= Value P= Percentage
The above findings, which reflect that the majority of the students in this research were
of the view that the use of Arabic is a way of mediating learning in EFL classes, were
also supported by the students’ replies to the open-ended questions; ‘any other?’. In fact,
a detailed analysis of these comments revealed that 86% of the students believed that
Arabic was mostly used to explain English vocabulary. This view is exemplified by the
following comments provided by the students:
1. The use of Arabic helps in understanding and connecting meaning in Arabic to
English. (Student 1)
2. Arabic is useful in facilitating the learning of English. (Student 2)
3. Sometimes there are new language items that require the use of the original
language. )Student 3(
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4. Arabic should be used in order to teach the meaning of useful vocabulary. )Student
4(
These finding have also been corroborated by what was recorded during the class
observation as the students have observed to use Arabic to seek each other’s help and to ask
for the meaning of certain words.
Teachers’ attitudes
The majority of the EFL teachers who participated in this research (77%) agree that the
use of Arabic should be justified and purposeful. Figure 4 below summarises the attitudes
of the participant teachers towards the use of Arabic in their EFL classes.
Figure 4 Teachers' Attitudes towards the use of Arabic in EFL classes

However, only one of the three teachers who expressed their opposition to the practice
remained faithful to the monolingual approach in his observed class. The other two
teachers admitted that Arabic could be used in the classroom to explain difficult
vocabulary for instance. In light of these findings, Figure 4 becomes Figure 5 to reflect
this change of heart.
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All in all, the majority of the teachers openly expressed their support for the inclusion of
Arabic in their EFL classes and facilitated that use in their observed classes. This could
be an indication that local critical pedagogies, such as the ones observed in these classes
where Arabic is made use of against all odds, emerge based on and informed by the
practice in the classroom. Due to their dissatisfaction with the status quo, the participant
EFL teachers have displayed attitudes that are in line with their conviction of the
practicality of the use of Arabic in their EFL classes.
Figure 5 Teachers' Attitudes (final analysis)

Discussion
While these participants took for granted that the default language in EFL classrooms
should be English, they accepted that Arabic should only be used when necessary. As a
case in point, when faced with the question ‘when do you resort to using Arabic?’ a
teacher replied: “comprehensibility, whether the input which I am giving them is
comprehensible or not, if it is not comprehensible and nothing I do can help, and by
anything I mean L2, then I resort to L1” (Teacher 3). This teacher maintains that he uses
Arabic in his EFL class primarily to ensure the ‘comprehensibility’ of the EFL content he
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presents. He aims to make his instructions ‘more comprehensible, more efficient and
more effective’, and uses Arabic ‘as a device or as a confirmatory device to check that
the students have understood vocabulary and abstract concept’ (ibid). Arabic for this
teacher facilitates EFL teaching and learning as it functions mainly as a pedagogical tool
that mediates input comprehension.. These citations which are representative of most
teachers’ position underlines the claim that Arabic serves, amongst other things, as an
effective pedagogical tool that mediates learning in EFL classes.
As is the case with the students, teachers who opposed the use of Arabic in EFL
classes still acknowledged that it could be useful in explaining vocabulary and facilitating
comprehension. The following examples from other teachers’ interviews illustrate such
attitude:
It’s advisable to use Arabic at the beginning, I would say at a starting point stage
for the students. I mean step by step, you try to give them your hand to shovel
them to use the language. (Teacher 1)
It does have an impact especially if there is an abstract concept which I can’t
clarify with teaching and its paraphernalia like audio-visual things and other
things then the first language is a great help. You just say the word and they
understand what the teacher means. (Teacher 5)
Sometimes they come and thank you for using Arabic. They tell you thank you for
explaining this word in Arabic we thought it meant something else but when you
said it in Arabic, we realized its true meaning. (Teacher 2)
These students tend to communicate everything in Arabic, whether it’s in class
asking for details from friends etc. Sometimes one word in Arabic goes a long
way in kind of explaining the whole matter. So it’s really worthwhile using Arabic
now and then, of course within limitations. (Teacher 11)
These findings related by the EFL teachers and students were also corroborated by
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what was recorded during the classroom observations where it has been observed that
students and teachers resort to using Arabic to explain difficult words and grammatical
functions that could not be explained in English. In addition, the students used Arabic to
seek help from their peers during pair and group activities.
Policy makers
Equally, the same belief that the use of Arabic may have some mediating role in
learning English was expressed by a policy maker who acknowledged that Arabic could
sometimes be useful in increasing the learning outcomes. This statement is quite
important as it corrects the widespread belief that only English should be used in the
college as a whole and more specifically in EFL classes.
I think learning outcomes will be higher than if they use only English especially for
beginners because the teacher will spend more time explaining in English while the
students don’t know the language. It’s a kind of wasting time and effort for teachers.
(policy maker 1)
In addition, PM3 explains that ‘there are some areas like vocabulary where the mother
tongue might actually be quite useful and efficient in explaining words which cannot be
acted, for example some abstract words’ (policy maker 3). Embracing the same attitude,
policy maker 2 suggests that Arabic could be used to explain difficult concepts and
terminology in content subjects as well. Although the example he provides does not
relate directly to EFL classes, the suggestion that Arabic plays a role in mediating the
comprehension of English terms remains valid:
In physics for example, it would be useful to use it [Arabic] to teach about the
concept, ok? If you think that the students are no more with you, following you, I
think you can help them by providing the translation of some of the terms...may be
the student may get confused if the word is not translated into Arabic. (Interviews,
PM2)
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Conclusion
Based on the analysis of the data collected I have drawn the conclusions summarised by
the table that follows:
Table 3 The mediating roles of Arabic in EFL classes
The role of Arabic in EFL teaching

The role of Arabic in EFL learning

1- Teachers use Arabic as a pedagogical

2-

tool to:

Students use Arabic as a learning
strategy to:

 explain vocabulary, grammar and idioms

 mediate their learning

 build

 translate difficult, abstract words and

rapport

and

attend

to

the

psychological well-being of the students

instructions into Arabic

(motivation and relaxation)

 collaborate and seek each other's’ help

 make their teaching efficient and save time

during pair or group work

 promote collaborative learning

 explain instructions and interact with
each other

 explain instructions
 create interaction in their classes
 use the students prior knowledge

3-

Policy Makers support a limited use of
Arabic with beginners to:
 Facilitate and maximize EFL learning

Finally, while the English only approach could be useful in the ‘BANA’ countries
(Britain, Australia and North America) where English is taught as a second language, it
does not seem to work in contexts like Saudi Arabia where English is a foreign language.
This is due to the fact that the premises upon which the monolingual approach was based
were not similar to the EFL contexts. In fact, rejecting grammar translation as a whole
was perhaps not a sensible alternative as some of its ideas may still be useful. Hence,
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what is called for here is an informed re-consideration or ‘re-examination’ (Auerbach,
1993) of the role of Arabic in EFL classes.
The main purpose of the proposed approach is to highlight the positive role of Arabic in
EFL classes and stress its meditational role in facilitating the EFL teaching-learning
activity. It is believed that a justified and principle use of Arabic will help in achieving
that goal. Such use, however, has to be restricted to lower levels, and only when the use
of English becomes unpractical. Once the basics of the language have been acquired, the
use of the students' L1 will have to be withdrawn gradually, and at the same time the
input in English has to be increased. In line with this view, bilingual teachers would be
more suitable for the beginner and false beginner levels. The recommended uses of
Arabic would be to explain mainly abstract words and grammatical concepts. In addition,
such use should not be the aim in itself, but simply a pedagogical aid to mediate and
facilitate the EFL teaching-learning process. To conclude, Arabic is believed to play a
useful teaching-learning role that cannot, and therefore, should not be ignored in EFL
classes. In fact, for any practical methodology to be efficient in Saudi EFL classes, it
needs to make use of Arabic as a mediating teaching-learning tool. For Saudi learners,
Arabic is a key learning strategy that has been ingrained in their learning culture and
experience.
Implications
Based on the results above, it would be safe to conclude that:
 The use of Arabic with low-level students has proved to be a very useful and
advantageous mediating tool to the students’ comprehension and learning.
 The English only policy is not productive with low-proficiency level students,
especially when they are not able to understand the input and what goes on in their
classroom.
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 Local problems require local solutions, and opting for what works in the classroom
could prove more rewarding for the students as it would maximise their learning
outcomes.
 Untested beliefs and attitudes that are

based on common-sense need to be re-

examined and tested through methodical and systematic research.

In addition, the attitudes expressed and displayed by the participants of this research
were based on the realities on the ground that was relevant to the context where the
research took place. Those advocating the use of Arabic seemed to be motivated by
practicing what worked in the classroom in order to maximise the learning of their
students. As a consequence, an appropriate and relevant pedagogy, one that is
commensurate with the context where EFL education is taking place, is lacking.
Recommendations
An experimental and longitudinal research that would seek to establish the impact of the
use of Arabic on students’ learning outcomes in EFL classes would be of great use to the
field in Saudi Arabia. Such research should take place simultaneously in two classes that
would include learners with the same level of proficiency. Some use of Arabic would be
allowed in one class and prohibited in the other. The results of an exit test in various
skills for each participating student should be compared to the results previously obtained
following the entry test.
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Appendices
Appendix 1: Students’ Questionnaire (the Arabic version)
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Appendix 2: Students’ Questionnaire (Translated)
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Part A: Demographics
College Level:

Engl001 □

English proficiency level:

Excellent □

Engl002 □
Good □

Average □

Poor □

Part B: Attitudes
Please answer the following questions in a manner that reflects your personal opinions and
attitudes toward the use of Arabic in EFL classrooms.
1.1- EFL teachers and students at prep year level should use some Arabic in the English classes.
□ completely disagree

□ disagree

□ agree

□ completely agree

2- If you believe that Arabic may be used in English classes, is it because...?
2.1- it helps you learn easily

Yes □

No □

2.2- it helps you learn quickly

Yes □

No □

2.3- it makes you relax

Yes □

No □

2.4- it helps you understand better

Yes □

No □

2.5- Others; please specify:
.................................................................................................................................................................
.................................................................................................................................................................
.................................................................................................................................................................
.........................................................................
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3- If you believe that Arabic should not be used in the EFL classroom, is it because....?
3.1 - it encourages dependency on Arabic

Yes □

No □

3.2 - it diminishes exposure to English

Yes □

No □

3.3- it becomes a bad learning habit

Yes □

No □

3.4- it contributes to cognitive laziness (spoon feeding)

Yes □

No □

3.5- Others; please specify:
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………
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Part C: Possible uses of Arabic in EFL classes
4- In your opinion, could Arabic be useful for any of the following during EFL classes?
4.1- To explain difficult words

Yes □

No □

4.2- To check understanding

Yes □

No □

4.3- To crack jokes with students

Yes □

No □

4.4- To make students feel relaxed and confident

Yes □

No □

4.5- To explain exam instructions

Yes □

No □

4.6- to help progress pair and group work

Yes □

No □

4.7- To explain Arabic / English linguistic differences

Yes □

No □

4.8- to seek help from fellow students

Yes □

No □

4.9- Others; please specify:
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……....…………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
…………………………………………………………

Arab World English Journal
ISSN: 2229-9327

228
www.awej.org

The Use of Arabic in English Classes

Machaal

Appendix 3: Class Observation check list
Activity

Yes No

1

Is the instructor Arabic speaking?

2

Did the students seem relaxed?

3

Did the instructor seem relaxed?

4

Did the students and teacher give their consent to the use of the video
camera?

5

Was the instructor a native-speaker or near native-speaker of English?

6

Was English used as a medium of instruction all or most of the time?

7

Did the students use Arabic?

8

Did the students use Arabic to speak to each other?

9

Did the students use Arabic to communicate with the teacher?

10

Did the students use Arabic during pair or group work?

11

Did the students use Arabic to seek each other's’ help?

12

Did the instructor use Arabic?
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13

Did the instructor use Arabic to explain vocabulary?

14

Did the instructor use Arabic to explain grammar or language
differences?

15

Did the instructor use translation to check understanding?

16

Did the instructor assist students; rather than provide them with the
translation in Arabic?

17

Did the instructor try a variety of techniques to convey the meaning of
the new words?

18

Was Arabic used only as the last resort?

19

Was English used the majority of the time throughout the class?

20

Did the use of Arabic seem to have any learning benefits?
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Appendix 4: Interview Protocol

1- EFL teachers’ interview


What is your attitude toward the use of the mother tongue in foreign language
teaching?



What is your attitude toward the use of Arabic in EFL classes?



What ‘impact



What factors affect your language choice in class?



How often should Arabic be used in EFL classes?



For what purposes should Arabic be used in EFL classes?



How would students be affected by the use of Arabic in the EFL class?



How does the ‘English only’ policy affect teachers and their practices?



What guidelines should be observed by the user of Arabic in EFL classes?



Based on your observation, what do your students use Arabic for in EFL classes? (

does using Arabic have on English learning?

other questions were asked as they arose)
2- Policy makers’ interview
Departmental level


What is your attitude towards the use of Arabic in EFL classes?



Does the department or the college as a whole have a policy regarding the use of
Arabic in EFL classes?



What is the rationale behind this policy if any?



In case there is no policy, what would a departmental policy look like? What would
be its broad lines?



On what grounds will this policy be based?



What will be its impact on the EFL education in general?



What would its purpose be?( other questions were asked as they arose)
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College Level


What is your attitude towards the use of Arabic in EFL classes?



What is the official policy regarding the use of Arabic in EFL classes?



If there are no such policy, what would a policy related to this issue look like?



If there are policies in this regard, what is their aim? What are they based on?



How would these policies affect the teachers’ and the students’ practices in

EFL

classes?( other questions were asked as they required)
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