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Foreword 

This issue again illustrates the eclecticism that is inherent in the Asian EFL Journal system. We 

purpose an interesting and varied array of papers from a wide variety of settings and cultures. I 

hope you will learn as much as we have when reading them.  

   In this summary of a recent keynote in Malaysia, Disciplines of English and disciplining by 

English, Robert Phillipson emphasized the importance of seeing English in context, warning 

against thinking that a language of global importance can be ideologically neutral.  Phillipson 

recommends a multidisciplinary approach to studies into óglobal Englishô and underlines the need 

to consider the marginalization of other languages. He points out that bilingual education is 

recommended by UNESCO and is increasingly institutionalised in many parts of the world.  

   In The Applicability of Principles for Instructed Second Language Learning: A South Korean 

Perspective Jocelyn Howard and Susan Millar examine South Korean teachersô perceptions of the 

applicability to their contexts of the general principles for effective instructed second language 

learning proposed by Ellis (2005). They suggest that the principles provide a common point of 

international reference in spite of the fact that some of them would be subject to socio-cultural 

constraints. They argue that they help to give EFL teachers a sense of agency by helping them 

engage in self-reflection, and provide common points of reference for language teachers and 

researchers in the international community. 

   Yuri Kim and Eleni Petraki (Studentsô and Teachersô Use of and Attitudes to L1 in the EFL 

Classroom) examine the attitudes of students and teachersô attitudes to the use of L1 in EFL 

classrooms in multilevel language classrooms. They conclude that L1 plays a supportive role in 

the language classroom in certain types of activity, especially in the early stages of reading and 

writing. As Kim and Petraki suggest, more research is clearly required investigate further under 

what conditions L1 use is useful and successful.  

   In A Comparison of the Effects of Corrections on Definite/Indefinite Articles and 

Regular/Irregular Past Tense Forms: A Case of Iranian EFL Learners Azizollah Dabaghi and 

Mansoor Tavakoli investigate the effect of error correction on EFL learnersô acquisition of 

definite and indefinite articles as well as errors on regular and irregular past tense verb forms. 
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They find that the irregular past tense form is learnt before the regular past tense and the definite 

article ótheô is learned before indefinite articles óaô and óanô when corrective feedback is given. 

While further research of a longitudinal nature would be needed to confirm these results, they 

suggest that this initial study points to the importance of negotiation, saliency and individualized 

attention in language learning. 

   Omid Tabatabaei and Parviz Birjandi (The Impact of Gender on the Incidence and Quality of 

Form-focused Episodes in Task-based Conversational Feedback among EFL Learners) 

investigate the role of gender in task-based interactions and the incidence and quality of form-

focused episodes. The results indicated that the gender of both the learner and the interlocutor 

may influence the incidence and quality of form-focused episodes in task-based interactions 

among foreign language learners. 

   In Chinese Phonotactic Patterns and the Pronunciation Difficulties of Mandarin-Speaking EFL 

LearnersHui-Ling Huang, & James Radant investigate difficulties resulting from L1 phonotactic 

constraints. Using a 145-word reading passage with a total of 30 target sounds, their findings 

suggest that the successful pronunciation of individual sounds does not automatically transfer to 

successful pronunciation at word level. They also confirm the commonly encountered situation 

across borders in which segmental problems are far more easily identified and remedied than 

suprasegmental problems, such as syllable structures and prosody. 

   In a historical investigation (Impacts of Vietnamôs Social Context on Learners' Attitudes 

Towards Foreign Languages and English Language Learning: Implications for Teaching and 

Learning) Phan Thi Thanh Hangdiscusses the changes in Vietnamese learnersô attitudes towards 

foreign language learning. Phan finds that political, economic and socio-cultural changes have led 

to a change in Vietnamese learnersô attitudes from resentment to appreciation and motivation. 

Nevertheless, she argues that only a minority are fully aware of the importance of English 

competence. She emphasizes importance of this awareness for policy makers and educators and 

for the motivation of students. 

   In The Effect of Assisted RR on Fluency and Comprehension in Chinese FL Classrooms, Huifen 

Chen examines the effectiveness of Assisted Repeated Reading in improving the reading fluency 

and comprehension of Chinese College English students. He compares the Assisted RR treatment 

altered for a Chinese College English classroom context with the extensive reading treatment 

widely currently practiced and finds that it has significantly increased the learnersô reading rate 
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and comprehension.   

   Sheu Hsiu-Chinh (EFL Childrenôs Views on English Picture Story Books) investigates the 

views of a group of primary school students in Taiwan on reading English picture story books. 

The findings indicate that the majority of the students considered them helpful in enhancing their 

language learning, motivating their reading and stimulating their imagination. Vocabulary was 

perceived to be the main challenge encountered. Sheu identifies three educational values that 

emerged from the data: (1) the linguistic value, (2) the value of the story, and (3) the value of the 

pictures.  

   In Interaction Between Processing and Maintenance in Online L2 Sentence Comprehension: 

Implication for Linguistic Threshold Hypothesis, Shigeo Kato examines the L2 reading threshold 

phenomenon. Kato focuses on the relationship between processing and maintenance efficiency in 

self-paced reading performance. The results revealed a ótrace-decayô mechanism, but for the better 

performers there was also a ótrade-offô possibility. When the impact of the presence of irrelevant 

speech was introduced using the same experimental paradigm, improvement, rather than 

deterioration, was evidenced, particularly by the poor performers. Kato suggests that this provides 

evidence of strategy-switching from phonological to direct-visual word-recognition process.  

   Kenneth David Strang (How Multicultural Learning Approach Impacts Grade for International 

University Students in a Business Course) uses a survey approach to investigate the ways in 

which cultural background and learning approach may influence grades. Using a multicultural 

learning model, four of eight factors identified were found to be very predictive of grade. Strangôs 

study proposes an original interdisciplinary model of culture and learning and employs rigorous 

multiple research methods to measure the impact of his multicultural learning approach on 

academic grade. Nonetheless he underlines the difficulty of his undertaking with the modest 

claim that his study ómerely scratches the surface on integrating culture and learning style 

theories to measure academic performanceô.  
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Abstract 

The article stresses the importance of seeing English in context, both in terms of its global 

importance and how we refer to it: labels such as ólingua francaô are misleading. The fact that 

there is a standard form of written English of global relevance should not beguile one into 

thinking that the language is ideologically neutral. Academic freedom in universities is 

constrained in various ways, language policy being of central importance. Efforts in the Nordic 

countries to simultaneously strengthen national languages and English are reported on. English 

Studies should ideally serve the entire society, and contribute to promoting multilingualism, but 

academic specialisation is suspect if it lacks a holistic perspective and political awareness. The 

study of the international role of English needs to engage with US history, the consolidation of 

the language nationally, and with its promotion worldwide as a constituent of American empire. 

This necessitates a multidisciplinary approach. It is helpful to see regional integration, European 

or Asian, and óglobal Englishô as projects, entailing certain products and processes. The 

monolingual UK-US approach to English learning, of major importance for the British economy, 

is increasingly under attack. The export business of campuses in Malaysia and China needs 

careful scrutiny. Bilingual education, as recommended by UNESCO, is becoming more 

institutionalised in many parts of the world. Developments in the way the use of English is 

increasing in different parts of the world are of universal language policy relevance. The 

complexity of English as medium of instruction and a societal language in Malaysia has been 

insightfully analysed. The integration of higher education and research across Europe structurally 

favours English. In any given context, it is important to assess how far other languages are being 

disciplined and marginalised by English or not. 

 

http://www.cbs.dk/staff/phillipson


 9 

Keywords: English Studies, university language policy, lingua franca, academic freedom, 

American empire, imperial English, linguistic diversity 

 

This article began life as a keynote lecture at the conference MICOLLAC 2009: Languages, 

Literatures, and Cultures. Universals, Distinctions and Cross-Disciplinary Perspectives, held at 

the Universiti Putra Malaysia Serdang, Malaysia, in April 2009, where I assumed that I share 

much in common with participants. I lead a multilingual everyday life in a multi-ethnic society. I 

live in a country with a strong national language, in my case Danish; as an immigrant, I have 

needed to develop fluency in the language. Denmark is a country in which there are tensions, real 

or manufactured, between Christianity, Islam, and consumerist secularism. I have a primary 

professional identification with English, but academic competence in several other languages too. 

I am deeply involved in the ambiguities of English as an expanding language, and what the 

implications of this are for the rights of speakers of other languages and for non-anglophone 

cultures. My professional life started with training to be an English teacher in what I consider was 

a form of linguistic imperialism (Phillipson, 1992) with little awareness of the wider ecology of 

languages, even if I had learned several. In my research, I consider that the learning or teaching 

of English needs to be linked to a commitment to linguistic diversity and linguistic human rights. 

In my view, the English teaching profession needs to be seen in the light of an understanding of 

linguistic neoimperialism, its global and local impact, and how a more just balance between 

languages can be promoted. 

 

Functions and myths of English 

It is therefore salutary to consider whether the role and disciplines of English Studies are merely 

servicing global empire, as servants of what the brilliant Kenyan novelist NgȈgǫ wa Thiongôo (in 

Wizard of the crow, 2006) wittily refers to as corporonialism, the corporate worldôs variant of 

colonialism. Or alternatively, do we live up to the classic ideals of the university, committed to an 

unflinching principle of intellectual honesty and a profound search for truth? To cite NgȈgǫ wa 

Thiongôo again (1998, p. 131): ópaving the ways of seeing and willing a moral universe of 

freedom, equality, and social justice within and among the nations of the earth is surely the 

special mission of art. Art is dreams of freedom and creativity.ô NgȈgǫ works of óartô have been 

concerned as much with non-fiction scholarship (for instance his classic Decolonising the mind, 

1981) and teaching as with creative writing. One of the joys of the extensive use of English in 
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many cultures worldwide is that those proficient in the written language have access to creative 

writing and to high quality scholarship and journalism that may be produced in a plethora of 

Asian or African or other contexts. This makes it incumbent on practitioners of English Studies to 

be alert to local and global linguistic ecologies, to the causes of some languages being privileged, 

and to what the implications are for linguistic diversity and equality. 

   The context where I work is continental Europe, where the use of English is increasing. English 

is now the corporate language of many of the larger continental European companies, partially 

replacing German, Swedish, and other languages. Youth is consumerist, Coca-colonised, and 

more familiar with US products and norms than those of other European countries. 70-80% of 

films on TV and in cinemas in Europe are Hollywood products - whereas in the USA, foreign 

films represent only 1% of the market, which is indicative of the asymmetrical nature of cultural 

relations worldwide. English is the most widely learned óforeignô language in continental Europe, 

and other foreign languages, like French, German and Russian, are mostly in retreat. Research is 

increasingly published in English rather than national and international scholarly languages, 

which affects career prospects for the individual and the role of the national language.  

   Is English then merely a ólingua francaô, a neutral instrument, for inter-lingual, óinternationalô 

communication é or should it rather be seen as 

¶ a lingua economica: the language of corporate neoliberalism and Americanisation 

¶ a lingua emotiva: the language of Hollywood myth-making, of youth culture and  

pop music 

¶ a lingua cultura, when English is taught as a subject in general education , linked  

to the study of national cultures and literatures 

¶ a lingua bellica in wars of aggression in Afghanistan and Iraq, and in the arms  

trade that the permanent members of the UN Security Council profit from 

¶ a lingua academica, when it serves as the dominant language of publications,  

international conferences, and increasingly as a medium for content learning in  

secondary and higher education? 

 

   The language is seen by some as Godôs gift to humanity, a lingua divina, by others, the victims 

of genocide (Churchill, 1997) and linguicide, as a lingua diabolica. This is captured brilliantly by 

an Indian who was at the receiving end of injustice at the hands of elites who privilege proficient 
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users of English and stigmatize those less proficient: 

 

It wasnôt until he was 18 that Kanchedia Chamaar realized that God spoke and 

understood English and nothing else. Because unfamiliarity with the lingua divina was 

a matter of intense shame at Delhi School of Economics in the 1970s, he started 

learning English on the sly, and continues to be consumed by the process to this day. 

Over a period of three years after his masterôs degree, no fewer than one hundred and 

eight Indian firms found him unfit for gainful employment. While doing his PhD in the 

1980s, he found that at Universities in the US, even those not fluent in English were 

treated as human beings, a dignity that not everybody seemed willing to accord him in 

Delhi. He has been hiding in the US ever since. (Chamaar, 2007) 

 

   English as a diabolical language, a lingua frankensteinia, is captured by such terms as Louis-

Jean Calvetôs óglottophagieô, linguistic cannibalism (1974) to cover the way óbigô languages 

gobble up small ones; by John Swales (1996) seeing English as a lingua tyrannosaura, when 

some languages of scholarship are on the way to extinction because of a shift into English; and by 

Tove Skutnabb-Kangas (2000), who refers to killer languages and language murder because 

extinguishing minority languages has often been state policy, with the agents behind such policies 

identifiable. She also uses the term linguistic genocide in the international law sense, in order to 

determine when state policies fail to respect linguistic human rights, and can be seen as 

constituting crimes against humanity (Skutnabb-Kangas and Dunbar forthcoming). I have asked 

the question óEnglish, a cuckoo in the European higher education nest of languages?ô, a lingua 

cucula (2006) when assessing whether university policy for more English entails the rejection of 

other languages. 

   In my view (elaborated in Phillipson, 2009), the term lingua franca is a pernicious, invidious 

term if the language in question is a first language for some people ï or has been their primary 

language of learning - but for others a foreign language. This is asymmetrical communication. It 

is a misleading term if the language is supposed to be neutral and disconnected from culture, such 

as the óspecial purposesô that English serves, exemplified above. Similarly, it is a false term for a 

language that is taught as a subject in general education, since then the language is learned in 

symbiosis with familiarity with the cultures in question, English originating in England and then 

its speakers moving elsewhere. Ironically there is a historical continuity in that the term lingua 

franca was originally used by speakers of Arabic and Persian to refer to the language of the 

Crusaders, whom they assumed were all Franks, whose task was to re-impose Christianity in 
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Palestine and push out the infidel from the óHoly Landô. Whereas in the contemporary world, 

English is seen as integral to the crusade of global corporatisation, which is marketed as 

betokening freedom and democracy, the rhetoric that accompanied the unravelling of Communist 

Europe and wars of aggression in Iraq. 

   The fact that English was not an unmixed blessing for colonised people was seen clearly by 

Mahatma Gandhi: óTo give millions a knowledge of English is to enslave us. The foundation that 

Macaulay laid of education has enslaved usô (1908); óEnglish has usurped the dearest place in our 

hearts and dethroned our mother tonguesô (1921, both cited in Naik, 2004, p. 255). And 

specifically in relation to universities, he noted that there were problems of quality both in what 

was attempted and in what was ignored (1942, cited in Gandhi, 2008, p. 463): óI am afraid our 

universities are the blotting-sheets of the West. We have borrowed the superficial features of the 

Western universities, and flattered ourselves that we have founded living universities here. Do 

they reflect or respond to the needs of the masses?ô.  

   We need therefore to be cautious and precise in our use of sociolinguistic concepts (like lingua 

franca) and when assessing the issues of quality, appropriateness of content, and medium of 

instruction in higher education. Such issues are relevant in relation to English both in countries 

traditionally seen as multilingual (e.g. Malaysia) and in those with a strong monolingual tradition 

(most European countries). The multiple purposes which English now serves both in the 

postcolonial world and in contemporary Europe raise the question of whether the language can be 

seen as post-imperial (Fishman et al, 1996). As Asmah Haji Omar sees matters, when asked 

whether English is a linguistically imperialist language in Malaysia (1996, p. 532): óEnglish is 

now looked at as an entity which can be separated from English culture. This is evident in the 

urging ñto learn English but not to ape the Western [meaning Anglo-American] cultureò ô. At one 

level this is a factually correct statement. On the other hand, there are many challenges so far as 

both the forms and functions of English are concerned. The relationship between óGlobal 

Englishô and local Englishes needs unpicking, as do the sociocultural forms and functions, 

written and spoken, that characterize English as an Asian/Malaysian language, or English as a 

European/Scandinavian language, and the myths and realities of óglobalô English. The historical 

roots of the norms of the language, its disciplining into standardized semantic, syntactic and 

lexical conventions, cannot be totally ignored. 

   The Polish-Australian linguist Anna Wierzbicka warns against an assumption that English can 
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be detached from its original roots (2006, pp.13, 14): óPublications on ñglobal Englishò, 

ñinternational Englishò, ñworld Englishò, ñstandard Englishò and ñEnglish as a lingua francaò é 

neglect the Anglo cultural heritage é the semantics embedded in the words and grammar.[é] In 

the present-day world it is Anglo English that remains the touchstone and guarantor of English-

based global communicationô. Probal Dasgupta (1993, pp. 203, 215-6) makes a similar point:  

 

English is not a space. It is a piece of real estate. Its owners ï whose biological identities 

keep changing, as in the case of any real estate, - enforce normative spelling, punctuation, 

grammar, and phonological and lexical limits (within which accents and dictions may 

vary) throughout the domains of English discourse. Indian use of English will forever 

remain a tolerated, degenerate variant of the norm in the eyes of the owners. Hence the 

striving by Indians to attain near-native command, to count as individuals who may be 

co-opted into the metropolitan Herrenvolk. (é) The forces that keep this fact in place 

have not been and are not being contested. You and I may coin a new expression for our 

private games in the language: but our coinage will not be part of the language unless the 

Anglo-American mint canonizes our doings in standard reference works.  

 

   It is this variant of English that English learning in general education in Europe aims at, even if 

receptive competence may be built up in relation to the diversity of ways in which English is used 

worldwide: the weighting is more towards Quirkian standard English than Kachruvian liberation 

linguistics (for analysis see the contributions to Sharifian, 2009). In international communication 

there are modifications in óworld Englishesô of a minor type in lexis, syntax, and discourse 

patterns, and more major ones in pronunciation. There is substantial variation in the use of 

English within and across countries, but especially in writing, there is a standardised product that 

ensures intelligibility (Rajadurai, 2007). There are serious theoretical and empirical weaknesses 

in the way óworldô Englishes are classified and analysed, since the reification involved in any 

standardisation is not faithful to the variety and complexity of sociolinguistic realities (Bruthiaux, 

2003). Analyses of ópostcolonialô Englishes tend to ignore the constraints that affect the way 

languages are experienced and used: decolonisation óhas become another convenient term used to 

legitimise world Englishes without problematising its political, economic, educational and 

ideological significations [é] world Englishes are played out across such structures and 

determinations of inequalityô (Ruanni Tupas, 2001, 87, 93). 

   Thiru Kandiah of Sri Lanka (2001) insightfully notes these complexities: 

é the written English prose medium which, in some óstandardô form, is the staple of 

the global medium is hardly a neutral or innocent instrument. It defines a discourse 

whose conventions of grammar and use are heavily vested ideologically, affirming and 



 14 

legitimising particular ways of seeing the world, particular forms of knowledge and 

particular relations of power, all of which work decidedly against the best interests of 

the disadvantaged countries. 

 

To ócountriesô I would add classes, languages, and marginalised peoples. This does not mean 

that I am in any way arguing against using English. Whether English has functioned as an 

imperialist language in any given context, in the colonial or postcolonial periods, and currently in 

the neoliberal age of US-dominated corporate empire, is an empirical question: what is at issue is 

whether there is an inequitable structural and ideological favouring of one language ï in this case, 

English - and the interests behind it, at the expense of (speakers of) other languages As I see it, 

the challenge for the English teaching profession is to strike a balance between promoting 

maximal competence in English while being deeply aware of the issues of the appropriateness 

and consequences of its use in diverse cultural contexts and multilingual ecologies, and of the 

purposes that English serves in any society. For universities, this means addressing the question 

of academic freedom, a fundamental principle. 

 

Academic freedom and university language policy 

óFreeô universities in The Netherlands and Belgium are so designated because the particular 

institution is free of religious ties, affiliated neither with Roman Catholicism nor Protestantism, 

unlike many universities. How free is an óAmericanô university in the Arab world or a óChristianô 

university in Japan? How freedom is understood is flagged openly at the Margaret Thatcher 

Center For Freedom, based at the Heritage Foundation in Washington DC: the Centerôs goal is to 

ensure that the US and UK can ólead and change the worldô
i
? The ófreeô of the Freie Universität 

Berlin means free of communism, so named because the university was established, with US 

funding, in the non-Soviet Union sector of Berlin
ii
. Ironically the unfree university in communist 

east Berlin, the Humboldt University
iii

, is named after the polymath scholar of the early 19
th
 

century whose higher education principles underpin the modern university ideal: university 

teaching should be delivered by active researchers; academic freedom and the search for 

knowledge and truth should not be constrained by any orthodoxy. The search for truth is 

encouraged in the Peopleôs Republic of China, but not its dissemination: an óunwritten rule for 

academics is that there is no taboo for research but there are regulations governing what can be 

published and what cannot be publishedô (Zhou and Ross, 2004, p.10). Freedom is evidently a 
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semantic chameleon, adapting to a range of historical and ideological constraints. 

   The magnificent chapels of Cambridge colleges, like the names of many of them (Christôs, 

Trinity) signify the close bond between the Church of England and scholarship in earlier 

centuries, others laud the state (Kingôs, Queensô) or mammon (Churchill, Wolfson) and 

occasionally science (Darwin). Christianity has been integral to the spread of Euro-American 

values and languages worldwide, and is at the heart of the Myth of America, the sense that the 

USA sees itself as having a Christian God-given right to spread its values worldwide by military 

and economic force, a warfare society, initially national, now global (Hixson 2008).  Economic 

gospels underpin higher education activities in our more secular times, making it unlikely that 

universities are committed to the needs of the masses (Gandhi), or to cultural diversity or 

multilingualism. What then of the óEnglish-medium universityô ï is it purely utilitarian, a practical 

necessity, a productive panacea (Phillipson, 2009, chapter 9)? Or is English so imbued with the 

values and senses of an unjust world order that it needs to be controlled vigorously by well 

qualified people like any other infectious disease or pandemic
iv
? Are the language policies of 

universities disciplining English, or is academic freedom being disciplined by the way English is 

used?  

   A number of European universities now have explicit language policies. The University of 

Helsinki, Finland, for instance, states that its Language Policy (promulgated in Finnish, Swedish, 

and English, 14 March 2007) is based on key strategic precepts, in particular that 

Languages are a resource within the academic community. The Universityôs bilingual 

and multilingual environment and internationalisation are sources of enrichment for all 

and are a necessity for the international comparability of its research performance. 

Language skills are a means to understanding foreign cultures and for making Finnish 

culture known to others. The university promotes the language proficiency of its 

students and staff as well as supports their knowledge of different cultures. Multilingual 

and multicultural communities promote creative thinking. 

 

   There are bilingual universities in Europe in several countries, among them Italy and 

Switzerland. Helsinki University is explicitly bilingual in Finnish and Swedish because both 

languages are official in Finland. Many other universities in the country, and in Scandinavia, have 

become bilingual in recent years ï without ever being designated as bilingual - in the sense that a 

large number of course books are in English, with Danish, Norwegian or Swedish as the language 

of instruction
v
. In addition óinternationalisationô leads to more degrees and courses being offered 

in English, especially at MA level and in specific subjects, such as business studies. Some 
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universities have encouraged the use of many languages of scholarship. Thus at the University of 

Helsinki, doctoral theses have been written in Finnish, Swedish, English, German, and French 

(Haarman and Holman, 2001)
vi
. The current trend, especially in the natural sciences, is for most 

to be in English. But even if a European university offers a large number of MA courses and 

degrees in English, the students on the courses will predominantly be foreigners, whereas for 

many Finnish postgraduate students, or Dutch postgraduates in The Netherlands, the medium of 

instruction will still be the local language. 

   The very considerable expansion of the use of English in demographically small continental 

European countries has led to concern about whether national languages are being marginalized 

and might risk losing their status as the nationally unifying language. The governments of the 

Nordic countries have commissioned study of the issue, as a result of which a Declaration on a 

Nordic Language Policy was approved in 2006 by the Nordic Council of Ministers, and 

promulgated in Danish, Faeroese, Greenlandic, Finnish, Icelandic, Norwegian, Saami, Swedish, 

and English
vii

. The document specifies the language rights of all residents in a Nordic country, 

sets out goals for language policy, and specifies four issues to work with: Language 

comprehension and language skills; the parallel use of languages; multilingualism; the Nordic 

countries as a linguistic pioneering region. 

   Choice of language in higher education and research is a central concern of the governments. 

The Declaration declares as goals for óThe parallel use of English and the languages of the Nordic 

countries, 

that it be possible to use both the languages of the Nordic countries essential to society and 

English as languages of science, 

that the presentation of scientific results in the languages of the Nordic countries essential to 

society be rewarded 

that instruction in scientific technical language, especially in written form, be given in both 

English and the languages of the Nordic countries essential to society 

that universities, colleges, and other scientific institutions can develop long-range strategies 

for the choice of language, the parallel use of languages, language instruction, and 

translation grants within their fields éô. 

   In effect what the policy aims at is to ensure that the vitality of national languages is 

maintained, while education should aim at achieving equivalent proficiency in English. Quite 
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how óparallel competenceô in the two languages should be understood has yet to be clarified, just 

as implementation of the many recommendations has yet to be undertaken. However, since this is 

the first time that government-level language policy in this area has been made explicit, it is 

positive that language policy is not merely being left to market forces. The underlying thinking is 

both/and rather than either/or: not a focus on a single medium of instruction (an English-medium 

or local language-medium school or university) but a combination. This is the way language 

policy is understood by representatives of Copenhagen University, in chemistry, mathematics, 

and life sciences, see Harder, 2009. 

   A contribution to a recent survey of the future of French worldwide by a Mexican scholar, 

Rainer Enrique Hamel (2008) makes related points of general relevance. While pleading for 

multilingual strategies in higher education, he stresses the importance of ensuring the priority of 

the national language in the production of knowledge, whereas knowledge can be disseminated in 

English and other languages. He also stresses the importance of ensuring that French remains 

attractive as an international language. This presupposes the use of the national language in 

higher education in all key scholarly fields. 

 

English Studies 

Specifically so far as óEnglish Studiesô is concerned, we need to consider what the implications 

are of scholarly specialisation, the fact that since the 1970s, English Studies has expanded in 

countless directions. Syllabuses, publications, and conference papers reveal few efforts to 

integrate the study of óLiteratureô, ósocietyô and ólanguageô. Absence of a holistic perspective is 

aggravated by scholarly specialisation, the ósubdivision of knowledge into an ever-multiplying 

profusion of mutually incomprehensible and inward-looking academic disciplinesô, to quote 

Colliniôs study of intellectuals in Britain (2006, p. 461). Sub-specialisations (e.g. on the language 

side, between theoretical and applied linguistics, language pedagogy, sociolinguistics, grammar, 

phonetics, translation, ócompositionô et al) run the risk of failing to form a coherent whole, of not 

seeing the societal wood for the academic trees. We suffer from the Humpty Dumpty 

syndrome
viii

, the problem of being more knowledgeable about less and less: our professionalism 

makes us good at segmenting knowledge, at working with isolated bits of language or text, but 

not at reassembling it and maintaining holistic thinking. 

   Simultaneously, external pressures, accountability to the óknowledge societyô, marketisation, 
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and competition for research funding, are transforming communities of learning, independent 

scholarship and truth-seeking. We run the risk of English Studies not living up to the ideals of the 

intellectual: 

Academic intellectuals will have to continue to foster the rigour, the respect for 

evidence, the disinterestedness, and the wider perspective which are among the 

animating ideals of academic scholarship while at the same time managing to break out 

from its increasingly self-referring hermeticism to bring these qualities to bear in wider 

public debate. (Collini, 2006, p. 504) 

 

   There is a tension between a legitimate requirement that our research time can be shown to 

produce results, and academic freedom. This presupposes no undue influence from funding 

bodies. Bertrand Russell (1960, pp. 166-8) expressed concern 80 years ago about the academic 

being limited by utilitarian constraints and an excessive influence on universities by business. 

   As I see it, the macro-level challenge for English Studies is to ask how English Studies can aim 

at generating truth, wisdom, peace, and justice, with critical students in ethically based societies, 

in a world that is characterised by marketisation, economic rationales, consumerism, militarism, 

ecological disasters, and glaring inequalities between Haves and Have-nots internationally and 

nationally. English is a primary carrier and constituent of both sets of values. The central themes 

of my paper are therefore how we can continue to ensure that universities should seek truth 

(NgȈgǫ) and serve the entire society (Gandhi), with universities that are seen as a public good, 

enjoying academic freedom and university autonomy, and promoting cultural diversity (see 

UNESCOôs Recommendation concerning the Status of Higher-Education Teaching Personnel, 11 

November 1997
ix
), universities that actively promote multilingualism (Finland); the use of 

English reflects and constitutes particular interests, and is inherently problematical (Kandiah); 

academic specialisation is suspect, especially when it is politically detached (Collini); and to 

constrain scholarly disciplines within their own internal logic entails grave risks. 

   There are several traditions of critical scholarship in sociolinguistics that live up to these ideals. 

They have mostly evolved within English Studies in its broadest sense, the study of the forms and 

functions of language. There is solid empirical evidence and theorisation of the key role of 

language in diagnosing inequality based on race (Labov), gender (Cameron), class (Bernstein), 

capitalism (Halliday), and language (Skutnabb-Kangas). Such analysis permits the study of 

respectively racism, sexism, classism, growthism, and linguicism. The latter in particular can lead 

to proactive strategies and action in minority education, linguistic human rights, resisting 
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linguistic genocide, and counteracting linguistic imperialism and neo-imperialism (Skutnabb-

Kangas, 2000; Phillipson, 2009). 

 

Imperial English and its advocates 

It is imperative to see English in historical, socio-political, and cultural context. The powerful 

forces behind the expansion of English in many parts of the world are identifiable. The following 

representative quotations are drawn from more detailed studies (Phillipson 1992, 2009): 

 

¶ In 1838 the óBoard of Foreign Missions of the USAô, propounded óa belief in the manifest 

destiny of Anglo-Saxon culture to spread around the worldô (Spring, 1996). 

¶ óThe whole world should adopt the American system. The American system can survive 

in America only if it becomes a world systemô, President Harry Truman, 1947 (cited in 

Pieterse, 2004, p. 131). 

¶ óTeaching the world English may appear not unlike an extension of the task which 

America faced in establishing English as a common national language among its own 

immigrant populationô (Annual Report of the British Council, 1960-61). 

¶ The process of European integration might never have come about had it not been 

imposed on Europe by the Americans. (Holm, 2001). 

 

   US involvement in creating what became the European Union is narrated in detail in Winand 

1993. There are annual summit meetings between the EU and the USA. The 2007 summit 

endorsed the Transatlantic Economic Integration Plan and the coordination of foreign policy 

globally, essentially implementing what the corporate world had plotted in many fora, the 

European Round Table of Industrialists, the Transatlantic Business Dialogue, the Transatlantic 

Economic Partnership, etc. 

   English has been a central constituent of the US strategy for global dominance. The hierarchy 

of languages established on the North American continent is being extended worldwide. British 

governments and politicians have advocated the promotion of English consistently since the 

1950s, with Gordon Brown continuing in this tradition. Prior to his first visit as Prime Minister to 

China and India, on 17 January 2008, Gordon Brown announced a scheme to consolidate the 

teaching of English worldwide: óEnglish is our heritage, but it is also becoming the common 
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future of human commerce and communicationé. the bold task of making our language the 

world's common language of choice.ô This óbold taskô, which has a massive importance for the 

British economy and for British influence, dovetails with US bodies in the same business of 

promoting English. For instance, Educational Testing Services of Princeton, New Jersey, 

responsible for the TOEFL test of language proficiency, declares on its website: óOur global 

mission goes far beyond testing. Our products and services enable opportunity worldwide by 

measuring knowledge and skills, promoting learning and performance, and supporting education 

and professional development for all people worldwide.ô A global mission indeed, but stressed by 

a rhetoric of óchoiceô.  Governments and scholars who stress freedom of choice, or the provision 

of education or English ófor allô, tend to ignore such determinants as class, cost, gender, 

urban/rural access, and, in many multilingual contexts, the significance of the mother tongue: for 

a study of the myth of the neutrality of English and óchoiceô, and how the ódemandô for English 

has been orchestrated in Cambodia, see Clayton 2008. 

   The study of the international use of English and demand for it is complex and demands a 

multi-disciplinary approach (Phillipson, 2009). It needs to draw on the literature on language 

planning and policy, macro-sociolinguistics, language óspreadô, linguistic imperialism, the 

sociology of language, and language in education; critical theory and critical discourse analysis; 

nationalism, language, nation and state in political science; comparable to global financial and 

economic capital, the study of linguistic capital accumulation and dispossession; linguistic human 

rights in national and international law; language and language rights in globalisation and 

regional integration (ASEAN, European Union) and the management of multilingualism in 

supranational institutions and in administering citizenship; the economics of language, North-

South relations, foreign óaidô, laissez faire and US empire. There is in fact a flood of books and 

articles on English and other languages worldwide. Research needs to engage with language 

policy both as multi-disciplinary theory and as practice, in application and implementation. 

Language policy is at the interface between scholarship and ongoing social policy and politics, 

national and international. Language policy is even more important in a technological age than 

earlier. 

   What is happening currently in Europe demonstrates this clearly. The EU is a new type of 

polity, with sovereignty and decision-making shared between the member states (currently 27) 

and the supranational, inter-governmental level. There is uncertainty as to whether the EU is 
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moving towards what de Gaulle envisioned, a óEurope des patriesô, international partnership, or 

Jean Monnetôs óUnited States of Europeô, federalism. There are currently 23 official and working 

languages, and some recognition of the rights of other languages, but de facto a hierarchy of 

languages with English now at the top. Just as it is helpful to see the construction of Europe in 

terms of a project, with specific products and processes, one can also see óglobal Englishô as a 

project that powerful forces wish to bring about, visible in certain products (functions, forms, 

texts), and promoted through a range of processes (Phillipson, 2009, chapter 7). The projection of 

óGlobal Englishô as the default language of international communication can be seen in the 

administration of EU and ASEAN affairs (projects), which dovetails with the use of English 

increasingly intranationally in business, the media, and education (projects). There is a great deal 

of political and academic discourse that seeks to legitimate the privileged position through 

describing it as óneutralô, a ólingua francaô (processes). In force are Anglo-US linguistic norms, 

with local variation in a rich diversity of texts (products). Making this triad normative entails 

disciplining, ranking, excluding and including. 

   I A Richards was one of the most influential figures in English Studies in the 20
th
 century, with 

attachments to Cambridge and Harvard. He is primarily known for an approach to literature
x
 and 

saw English as Godôs gift to humanity. His book So much nearer. Essays toward a world English 

(1968, pp. 240-1) is an apologia for global linguistic hegemony: 

 

é acquisition is not merely for ówealth and prestigeô, but because ónew levels of 

mental capacity are induced é the development of those concepts and sentiments: 

methodic, economic, moral, political, on which the continuance of manôs venture 

depends. We of the West have somehow ï out of a strangely unself-regardful, indeed a 

regardless impulse of benevolence ï committed ourselves to universal education as 

well as to universal participation in government, nominal though this last can be. 

There is an analogy between the conception of a world order and the design of a 

language which may serve man best. The choice of words for that language and the 

assignment of priorities among their duties can parallel the statesmanôs true tasks. And 

it is through what language can offer him that every man has to consider what should 

concern him most. If rightly ordered, and developed through a due sequence, the study 

of English can become truly a humane education. May not such a language justly be 

named ñEVERY MANôS ENGLISHò? 

 

   This was the English exported worldwide in the postcolonial age, as described in the Malaysian 

case by Shirley Geok-Lin Lim (1996). Comparable academic ólegitimationô of global English and 

of English language learning continues in the writings of such influential people as David Crystal, 
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David Graddol, Bernard Spolsky, and Henry Widdowson (for detailed critiques, see Phillipson, 

2009). A monolingual approach to English learning lies at the heart of approaches to English as 

promulgated in the UK and USA. The efficacy and ethics of this variant of the disciplines of 

English are increasingly being challenged, in relation to language pedagogy and ónative 

speakerismô (Holliday 2005), to wider issues of political agendas (Edge, 2006), to ELT being 

harnessed to a Christian missionary calling (Wong and Canagarajah, 2009), and to the export of 

British ELT know-how in projects worldwide (Alderson, 2009, analysed in a review article, 

Phillipson forthcoming). 

   One wonders how it can be that monolinguals are seen as experts in second language 

acquisition. I fear that this foundational principle is carried over into the export of English-

medium universities worldwide. Thus the University of Nottinghamôs subsidiaries ï its campuses 

in Malaysia and at Ningbo, China - give the clear impression that what is being exported, even in 

degrees in such subjects as Education, English, Applied Linguistics, and Content and Language 

Integrated Learning, is not only the British English medium but also British content. The Ningbo 

website proclaims: óAll undergraduate and postgraduate programmes é. are conducted entirely 

in English with the same teaching and evaluation standards as at  the University of Nottingham, 

UK.ô Can this really be considered culturally, linguistically or pedagogically appropriate in Asia, 

with teachers either from Nottingham or controlled by Nottingham? If such campuses are a 

meeting-place for UK expertise and Asian needs and realities, is the interaction uni-directional, or 

open and reciprocal, and how is the project being implemented and perceived? 

 

Managing linguistic diversity 

Creating a balance between languages for national and for international purposes, while 

simultaneously ensuring that all language groups can exercise their linguistic human rights, is a 

major challenge for education systems at all levels. There is massive agreement in the research 

literature on the value of mother-tongue based bilingual education. UNESCOôs Guidelines on 

Language and Education state (2003, pp. 30-33): 

 

¶ UNESCO supports mother tongue instruction as a means of improving educational 

quality by building upon the knowledge and experience of the learners and teachers. 
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¶ UNESCO supports bilingual and/or multilingual education at all levels of education as a 

means of promoting both social and gender equality and as a key element of linguistically 

diverse societies. 

¶ UNESCO supports language as an essential component of inter-cultural education in 

order to encourage understanding between different population groups and ensure respect 

for fundamental rights. 

 

Education is moving in this direction in many parts of the world, with previously marginalized 

languages playing a central role in achieving success in education in both the mother tongue and 

state languages. óTribalô languages are now being used in basic education in Nepal, and in the 

Indian states, Andhra Pradesh and Orissa (Skutnabb-Kangas et al., 2009). Similar developments 

are occurring in Africa (Rubagumya, 2009, Heugh, 2009) and being promoted at the political 

level (declarations from the óForum International de Bamako sur le multilinguismeô, 19-21 

January 2009, African Academy of Languages, www.acalan.org). The United Nations Permanent 

Forum on Indigenous Issues is addressing the suppression of Indigenous peopleôs cultures and 

languages, so as to achieve more just forms of education (see papers by Dunbar and Skutnabb-

Kangas, and others on http://www.tove-skutnabb-kangas.org/). 

   In countries like Malaysia, research confirms that the use of (spoken) English is context-

dependent, reflecting and constituting multiple self- and other-identificational variables, is in flux 

in relation to Malay and other languages, and is negotiable (Kim, 2003). And while English 

permits a reflective and critical attitude towards oneôs own culture and self, a form of double 

vision, open-mindedness, and access to information and inspiration from diverse sources, using 

English can be seen as individualist showing off, elitist, a relic of colonialism, associated with 

religion, and being óWhiteô or Westernised, from which the conclusion is drawn that the teaching 

of English is connected to questions of power, inequality, resistance and struggle (ibid.). These 

variables obviously influence what happens in classrooms, whether explicitly or implicitly. 

 

   Study of what actually takes place in classrooms can clarify some of the óTensions between 

language policy and practice in Malaysiaô (Martin, 2005). Classroom activity in English lessons 

in two schools in rural Sarawak, in a totally different context from urban Malaysia, was observed: 

a primary school class in which English and Malay were used, but not the mother tongue of 

http://www.acalan.org/
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learners, Sa´ben, and a secondary school class that was conducted mainly in English, with some 

use of Malay and Kelabit for lexical glossing. In both classes the learners were passive, with 

teachers using ósafeô practices and with no recourse to local cultures and languages. The unsound 

educational practice and poor results are remote from national educational goals. Such work 

raises serious questions about how education and multilingualism in Malaysia is being managed 

and implemented. 

   Language policy analysts should be able to draw lessons from the way English is impacting on 

different countries worldwide. The prestige attributed to English and structural favouring of it 

entail the risk of downgrading other languages. English is being transformed from a colonising 

language (North America, Australasia) and a language of empire (Asia, Africa) into the neoliberal 

(world) language. The disciplining of marginalised languages of colonial times is being 

rearticulated in the neoimperial world, but outcomes are unpredictable due to changes in the 

global economy and de facto diversity worldwide. What is happening in Europe is relevant for 

Asia and vice versa. 

   European Union member states (currently 27) are in principle committed to maintaining 

linguistic diversity, but there is a great deal of fluidity in language policies in Europe (Phillipson, 

2003, 2008): 

¶ an unresolved tension between linguistic nationalism (monolingualism), EU institutional 

multilingualism, and English becoming dominant in the EU, 

¶ competing agendas at the European, state (national), and sub-statal levels, 

¶ increasing grassroots and elite bi- and multilingualism, except among the older generation 

in demographically large EU countries, and in the UK in particular, 

¶ a rhetoric of language rights,  some national and supranational implementation, and 

advocacy of linguistic diversity, 

¶ a largely uncritical adoption of Englishisation, of English as the lingua 

economica/americana/academica/bellica. 

 

   The uncertainty is compounded by the fact that the EU is pursing language policies that negate 

each other. On the one hand it proclaims a commitment to multilingualism and linguistic 

diversity. On the other, many of its working practices and policies strengthen English at the 

expense of (speakers of) other languages. This is, for instance, the case with the Bologna process, 
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a key EU project with the very ambitious goal of integrating the research and higher education 

systems of 46 European countries (with Australia and the USA as observers, since higher 

education is big business for them) into a single, unified óareaô, i.e. market. This 

óinternationalisationô is in theory committed, by the original Bologna declaration of 1999 ówithin 

the framework of our institutional competences and taking full respect of the diversity of cultures, 

languages, national education systems and of University autonomy - to consolidate a European 

Higher Education Area at the latest by 2010ô. At the bi-annual ministerial meetings (most 

recently in Bergen in 2005, London in 2007, Leuven in 2009), the main focus has been on 

structural uniformity (a single BA, MA and PhD system), on quality control (nationally and 

internationally), student mobility, recognition of qualifications, and joint degrees ï all of which 

are demanding tasks for most countries - and making European universities attractive enough to 

compete with the USA and Australia. What is striking and shocking is that in the long 

communiqués from each meeting, there is not one word on language policy, on bilingual degrees 

or multilingualism in higher education. On the contrary, the impression is created that what 

internationalisation means is English-medium higher education. 

   Prior to the 2007 London meeting (and before the global finance and economic crisis), EU 

Commissioner Figel stated (press release IP/07/656): 

Bologna reforms are important but Europe should now go beyond them, as universities 

should also modernise the content of their curricula, create virtual campuses and 

reform their governance. They should also professionalize their management, diversify 

their funding and open up to new types of learners, businesses and society at large, in 

Europe and beyond. [é]The Commission supports the global strategy in concrete 

terms through its policies and programmes. 

 

   In other words, universities should no longer be seen as a public good but should be run like 

businesses, should privatise, and let industry set the agenda. Education is no longer to be seen as 

a public good. This is a direct result of education being increasingly considered a service that can 

be traded, under the aegis of the World Trade Organization, and more specifically of GATS, the 

General Agreement on Trade in Services. The global market in óinternationalô students 

encourages a shift into English away from national languages. University management imposes 

systems of ranking of research productivity (bibliometric quantification, A and B journals) as one 

means of disciplining scholarship and scholars. Publication in English is privileged above 

publication in all other languages, and rewarded accordingly (as is currently the case in the 
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Nordic countries, though governments are supposed to reverse this process). Ideally, academics in 

the óknowledge societyô are self-disciplined, keeping to ósafeô research topics. Freedoms of 

research and expression are under threat as a result of university management structures, 

evaluation procedures, commercially-driven English-medium universities, corporate research 

funding, top-down control of research topics and methods. 

   Ensuring balanced cohabitation with additive (as opposed to subtractive) English is a real 

challenge for higher education worldwide. Policies for strengthening competence in English must 

be one dimension of maintaining cultural and linguistic diversity, locally and globally, and 

resisting an unsustainable and undisciplined capitalist world óorderô. The disciplines of English 

Studies must ensure that the disciplining that English exercises over other languages is restrained 

maximally. There are a number of heuristic questions that one can seek answers to in any given 

context so as to clarify whether English is functioning locally and globally as a neutral, additive 

lingua franca or as an intrusive, subtractive lingua frankensteinia: is the expansion and/or 

learning of English in any given context additive or subtractive? Is linguistic capital 

dispossession of national languages taking place? Is there a strengthening or a weakening of a 

balanced local language ecology? Where are our political and corporate leaders taking us in 

language policy? Is English serving local needs or merely subordinating its users to the American 

empire project? There are many possible answers to such questions, many unresolved issues, 

many challenges for national language policy and for research. The disciplines of English, which 

thrive in academic freedom, should be contributing to this. 
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iii

 The university was founded in Berlin in 1810, inspired by Wilhelm von Humboldtôs concept of 

a "Universitas litterarum" which would achieve a unity of teaching and research and provide 

students with an all-round humanist education. This concept spread throughout the world and 

gave rise to the foundation of many universities of the same type over the following 150 years. 

See http://www.hu-berlin.de/ueberblick-en/history/huben_html. 
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Abstract 

Communicative language teaching (CLT) approaches in second language (L2) education have 

been central to recent curricula innovations in a number of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 

contexts, including South Korea. Research indicates that teachers can face challenges in 

implementing these initiatives and feel frustrated by constraints perceived to be outside their 

locus of control. A variety of alternative approaches which take into account specific contexts are 

therefore proposed in the literature. General principles and frameworks for guiding L2 acquisition 

have also been considered in terms of their applicability in a variety of language learning and 

teaching settings. This study examines South Korean teachersô perceptions of the applicability to 

their contexts of the general principles for effective instructed second language learning proposed 

by Ellis (2005). The findings indicate that contextual constraints would impede the application of 

some of the principles, but that an awareness of them may give EFL teachers a sense of agency, 

despite wider socio-cultural constraints. The authors suggest that an understanding of research-

informed principles, such as those proposed by Ellis, will assist teachers to engage in self-

reflection and praxis, and provide common points of reference for language teachers and 

researchers in the international community. 

 

Key Words: Ellis, principles for effective instructed second language learning, Communicative 

Language Teaching (CLT), English as a Foreign Language (EFL), curriculum innovation 

 

1. Introduction  
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Recent curricula innovations in several countries where English is taught as a Foreign Language 

(EFL), including South Korea, have included communicative language teaching (CLT) 

approaches that are commonly used in English as a Second Language (ESL) settings. These 

changes have resulted in English teachers from many EFL contexts attending short-term second 

language (L2) teacher education programs in English-speaking countries. Participants have 

reported challenges implementing CLT in their classrooms, and these challenges are also widely 

reported in EFL literature (Breen, 2006; Butler, 2005; Chowdhury, 2003; Hu, 2002; 

Kumaravadivelu, 2006; Li, 1998; Savignon & Wang, 2003; Wu & Fang, 2002). Researchers have 

explored alternatives to CLT for EFL instruction, and continue to examine the usefulness of the 

construct of ñmethodò in second language teaching and learning contexts (Bax, 1997, 2003; 

Brown, 2002; Kumaravadivelu, 2001, 2006; Richards, 2001). 

   Proposed solutions to reported challenges include moves towards L2 teaching approaches that 

are context-specific, and which align more closely to existing practices as well as to the needs and 

realities of specific EFL settings (Bax, 2003; Bjorning-Gyde & Doogan, 2004; Bjorning-Gyde, 

Doogan, & East, 2008; Breen, 2006; Fenton & Terasawa, 2006; Jarvis & Atsilarat, 2004; 

Johnson, 2006; Kumaravadivelu, 2001, 2006). Frameworks for second language teaching along 

with general principles underpinning language teaching and learning have also been proposed as 

guidelines for teachers to apply as appropriate to their specific settings (Allwright, 2003; Brown, 

2001, 2002; Ellis, 2005; Kumaravadevelu, 2003, 2006; Lightbown, 2000). 

   The case study reported in this paper was motivated by feedback from several groups of Asian 

EFL teachers undertaking professional development programs in New Zealand, who expressed 

frustration at their inability to implement CLT. The study explores South Korean EFL teachersô 

perceptions of the applicability of Ellisôs (2005) principles for effective instructed second 

language learning in their specific EFL contexts. 

 

 

 

2. Theoretical Background 
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2.1 Communicative Language Teaching 

CLT describes an approach to language education that focuses on developing learnersô 

communicative competence (Brown, 2001; Canale & Swain, 1980; Hymes, 1972; Richards & 

Rodgers, 1986).  Both a weak and a strong version of CLT have been described (Howatt, 1984). 

In the weak version, activities that promote communication are incorporated into a wider 

language program that allows for the pre-selection of target language forms and functions. In 

contrast, learnersô use of the target language drives learning in the strong version of CLT, and 

creates opportunities for incidental ónoticingô of formal features in the target language (Richards, 

2006).  

   CLT is a ñlearner-centered and experience-based view of teachingò (Richards & Rodgers, 1986, 

p. 69), which promotes learner independence and requires classroom cultures with more equal 

relationships between teachers and learners than those in many EFL contexts (Canh, 1999; 

Chowdhury, 2003; Stapleton, 1995). In a CLT approach, the teacher functions as a facilitator or 

guide, supporting learners as they try out new language and giving feedback on errors as a 

necessary step in the language learning process (Nunan, 1991; Richards, 2001). Using an 

integrated skills approach, many CLT activities are done in pairs or small groups, so learners 

have opportunities to use the target language in a variety of roles and contexts that aim to 

approximate authentic situations to develop learnersô situationally appropriate use of the L2 

(Richards & Rodgers, 2001). 

 

2.2 Differences between ESL and EFL 

EFL usually refers to contexts where English is not an official language but is part of the school 

curriculum. In such settings, English often performs a gate-keeping role for advancement within 

education or careers (Richards, 1985). Most EFL students do not require English outside their 

classrooms, and the learnersô shared language is frequently the medium of instruction in EFL 

lessons. In contrast, ESL is generally used to refer to the study of English as a second or 

additional language in an English-speaking country, where English is the medium of instruction, 

and is used by learners both inside and outside the classroom. In an ESL situation, the teachers 
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are often native speakers of English, and learners commonly have different first languages.  

 

2.3 Challenges Implementing CLT in an EFL Environment 

Researchers have identified common challenges that teachers face when endeavoring to 

implement CLT in a range of Asian countries, including Vietnam, India, Bangladesh, Japan, 

China, and South Korea (Canh, 1999; Chowdhury, 2003; Li, 1998; Nishino, 2008; Stapleton, 

1995; Wu & Fang, 2002). Reports of challenges frequently refer to differences between what a 

CLT approach requires and the transmission-style educational practices of many of these 

countries (Biggs, 1996; Butler, 2005; Campbell & Zhao, 1993). Learnersô traditional passivity in 

many Asian cultures, and their reservations about the need for communicative competence, are 

frequently reported to underpin studentsô unwillingness to do small-group and pair activities, 

which are central to a communicative approach (Hu, 2002; Hui, 1997; Insull, 2001; Sun & 

Cheng, 2000).  

   The washback effect of examinations is another widely reported constraint on the 

implementation of CLT in EFL contexts, with many researchers and teachers questioning the 

need to teach communicative competence in situations where the main purpose for learning 

English is for competitive national examinations that primarily test grammatical knowledge and 

reading comprehension (Li, 1998; Reed, 2002; Wu & Fang, 2002). Teachers in a number of EFL 

countries also report challenges developing and assessing their studentsô communicative skills in 

English, due to their own lack of communicative competence, large classes, and the lack of 

effective and efficient oral testing tools (Canagarajah, 1999; Dash, 2002; Hasegawa, 2003; Kim, 

2003; Reed, 2002).  

   Further challenges are reported to derive from a lack of institutional support for communicative 

approaches, and from evaluating teachers according to their students' examination pass rates, with 

the latter in particular seen as disadvantaging teachers who implement CLT and discouraging 

others from trying it (Canh, 1999; Hui, 1997). Lack of support is also described in terms of 

insufficient resourcing, and classroom conditions that make it more challenging to implement 

interactive activities (Deckert, 2004; Hu, 2002; Hui, 1997; Larsen-Freeman, 1999; Pham, 2005; 
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Sun & Cheng, 2000). 

   In addition to cultural and contextual constraints, researchers note that challenges associated 

with implementing communicative strategies can also result from teachersô lack of understanding 

of CLT (Li, 1998; Sun & Cheng, 2000; Wu & Fang, 2002). Other researchers, including 

Kumaravadivelu (1993) and Canh (1999), suggest that this problem may stem from teacher 

training programs that do not provide sufficient grounding in second language acquisition 

theories, or the necessary skills and practical experience that teachers need in order to confidently 

and competently implement communicative approaches. 

 

2.4 Post-method and Located Approaches to L2 Education 

The pivotal role of teachers in deciding what is most appropriate for their contexts has been the 

focus of recent L2 teacher education literature, which shows a trend towards critical perspectives 

on teaching approaches, and a move towards socio-cultural considerations in teacher training 

(Bax, 1997; Crandall, 2000; Johnson, 2006; Kumaravadivelu, 2006; Lamie, 2004; Richards & 

Rodgers, 2001). The need to take account of socio-cultural and political factors, including 

historical influences, has also been widely discussed in relation to classroom practice (Breen, 

2006; Ellis, 2003; Kumaravadevelu, 2006; Li, 1998), with researchers reporting the development 

of a range of local approaches that are more compatible with existing methodologies in many 

EFL settings (Bjorning-Gyde & Doogan, 2004; Bjorning-Gyde et al., 2008; Breen, 2006; Fenton 

& Terasawa, 2006; Jarvis & Atsilarat, 2004; Kumaravadivelu, 2001, 2006). 

   There has also been a shift in focus in EFL literature from method-based to post-method 

pedagogies, with the latter emphasizing teachersô observations of their own teaching and their 

studentsô learning in order to better understand the underlying principles of effective teaching and 

the circumstances that enable these (Breen, 2006; Brown, 2001, 2002; Ellis, 2005; 

Kumaravadevelu, 2006; Lightbown, 2000; Richards, 2001). Different frameworks and guiding 

principles also have been proposed to provide support for teachers as they determine the 

microstrategies and classroom activities that are most appropriate for their individual contexts 

(Allwright, 2003; Ellis, 2005; Kumaravadivelu, 2001, 2003, 2006; Lightbown, 2000; Richards, 
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2001). Among these is a set of general principles that Ellis (2005) proposed as the result of a 

review of a range of theoretical perspectives and empirical studies of instructed L2 acquisition 

that he undertook for the New Zealand Ministry of Education.   

 

2.5 Ellisôs General Principles for Successful Instructed Learning 

Ellisôs (2005) principles address the nature of L2 competence and the foci of instruction, and are 

offered to language curricula developers and L2 teachers as a guide for a learning-centered 

pedagogy. Table 1 presents an outline of Ellisôs 10 principles. Ellis (2005) not only provides a 

full explanation of the rationale for each principle but also valuable guidance for operationalizing 

some of these (pp. 33ï42). It is important to note, however, that Ellis draws attention to the 

inconclusive and sometimes conflicting results of L2 acquisition studies to date, and stresses that 

L2 research does not yet provide ña definitive account of how to ensure that instructed language 

learning is successfulò (p. 33). Because Ellisôs principles have had a significant impact on recent 

L2 teaching and teacher education in New Zealand (Erlam, 2008; Litwin, 2008), these were 

selected as the focus for the current study. 

 

Table 1: Summary of Ellisôs (2005) general principles for successful instructed learning 

 

Principle 1 Instruction needs to ensure that learners 

develop both a rich repertoire of formulaic 

expressions and a rule-based competence 

Principle 2 Instruction needs to ensure that learners 

focus predominantly on meaning 

Principle 3 Instruction needs to ensure that learners 

also focus on form 

Principle 4 Instruction needs to be predominantly 

directed at developing implicit knowledge 

of the L2 while not neglecting explicit 

knowledge 
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Principle 5 Instruction needs to take into account 

learnersô ñbuilt-in syllabusò 

Principle 6 Successful instructed language learning 

requires extensive L2 input 

Principle 7 Successful instructed language learning 

also requires opportunities for output 

Principle 8 The opportunity to interact in the L2 is 

central to developing L2 proficiency 

Principle 9 Instruction needs to take account of 

individual differences in learners: 

a. teachers need to cater to studentsô 

different learning styles 

b. teachers are responsible for studentsô 

intrinsic motivation
a
 

Principle 10 In assessing learnersô L2 proficiency, it is 

important to examine free as well as 

controlled production  

a 
The wording of this principle was expanded in the questionnaire to elicit teachersô perceptions of 

two key learner differences identified by Ellis (2005, p. 41). 

2.6 Research Aims 

To explore whether Ellisôs (2005) principles would provide useful guidelines for English 

language teachers in South Korea as they attempt to implement the ñcommunicative curriculumò, 

the study reported here investigated teachersô perceptions of the applicability of these principles 

in their individual EFL contexts. The specific research questions guiding the study were: 

1. How do South Korean EFL teachers perceive the applicability of Ellisôs (2005) principles for 

successful instructed second language learning in South Korean classrooms? 

2. Which of Ellisôs (2005) principles for successful instructed second language learning do South 

Korean EFL teachers consider to be the most important to try to use in their classrooms? 

3. What constraints do South Korean EFL teachers perceive are likely to impede attempts to 

implement Ellisôs (2005) principles for successful instructed second language learning?  
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3. The Study 

3.1 Method 

The study used a qualitative case study approach to investigate the research questions. Bogdan 

and Biklen (1998) and Burns (2000) attest to the value of such an approach for this type of 

investigation, that is, into ña contemporary phenomenon within a real life contextò (Burns, 2000, 

p. 460). More particularly, they cite the value of multiple methods and subjects to increase a 

studyôs credibility and broaden its applicability. However, Lincoln and Guba (1985) caution that 

the transferability of the results of such a study may be limited, and stress the need for readers to 

exercise caution when assessing the degree and extent to which the results can be applied to other 

contexts.  

 

3.2 Participants 

The participants in this study were a convenience sample, comprising an intact class of 15 South 

Korean English language teachers (seven male, eight female) undertaking a four-week 

professional development program in New Zealand. The ages of participants ranged from 25 to 

52 (M = 40.5), and their teaching experience ranged from 2.5 to 27 years (M = 12.8). All 

participants were teaching in urban middle or high schools in South Korea at the time of the study 

(see Figure 1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Participant demographics 
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3.3 Data Collection Materials and Procedures 

In the week prior to data-gathering, participants investigated a range of approaches to EFL 

teaching and learning as part of their professional development program. This included an 

introduction to Ellisôs (2005) principles for instructed second language acquisition conducted by 

one of the researchers. Consideration was given throughout the study to the processes and 

procedures utilized to ensure that ethical requirements were fully met, that the research was 

conducted in a culturally appropriate manner and that the researchersô use of L2 did not impede 

participantsô understanding or contributions (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998; Dºrnyei, 2003). A 

bilingual information sheet was distributed as part of the process of gaining informed consent, 

and a translator was present at the briefing session to confirm that all teachers understood that 

participation in the study was voluntary and formed no part of their program or assessment.  

   A questionnaire and a semi-structured interview were employed for data collection. A self -

completion questionnaire was used to gather demographic and qualitative data from all 15 

participants. This was earlier piloted with a non-participant group of South Korean teachers to 

ensure clarity in both the instructions and the questions. The questionnaire elicited information 

about the participantsô present and preferred methods of teaching English, and the difficulties 
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they experienced. Participants indicated which of Ellisôs (2005) principles they were currently 

applying in their English teaching, and which they were not applying but would like to try. 

During their consideration of each principle, participants also gave further explanations regarding 

potential impediments, and specified the resources or training they would require to apply that 

principle in their current teaching contexts. The questionnaire was administered and completed in 

English, with a bilingual glossary of key terms and an academic interpreter present.  

   After coding and preliminary analysis of the questionnaire responses, individual semi-

structured interviews were undertaken to give participants an opportunity to expand on their 

questionnaire responses, and to enable the researchers to probe, where appropriate, for a deeper 

understanding of the emergent findings (Burns, 2000). Fourteen of the 15 questionnaire 

respondents agreed to be interviewed. To ensure the interviews were conducted in a systematic 

order, and to minimize limitations associated with using two interviewers, our interview schedule 

followed guidelines proposed by Kvale (1996). Researcher-participant power relationships were 

also given consideration, and the researchers endeavoured to maintain objectivity in framing 

prompts and responding to participantsô answers (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998).  

   Before being interviewed, the participants received a copy of the key questions. These explored 

the perceived benefits and challenges of applying Ellisôs (2005) principles and asked participants 

to rank the principles in an order that indicated which they considered most important to try to 

use with their own classes. All participants declined the option of having a translator present, 

electing to conduct the interviews fully in English. The recorded interviews (from 40 to 53 

minutesô duration) were professionally transcribed, and participants were offered an opportunity 

to review their responses and make changes. 

3.4 Data Analysis 

Because the variable-related groups within the sample were small, the quantitative data were not 

subjected to statistical testing. The qualitative component of the questionnaires and data from the 

interviews were analysed using a grounded constant comparative approach, with similarities and 

dissonances noted as themes were identified and categorized (Merriam, 1998). Throughout the 

data analysis process, the researchers were also mindful of the possibility of interpretive biases 
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resulting from differences in their own and the participantsô personal biographies and cultural 

frames of reference (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). 

 

4. Results 

In the following presentation of the results, direct quotations are used where possible to give 

voice to the research participants, with ñóIò and ñQò used to indicate whether the quotations are 

from interview or questionnaire responses. Pseudonyms have been assigned to all participants to 

ensure confidentiality.  

 

4.1 Current and Preferred Methods of Teaching English 

All 15 participants reported using a variety of approaches to teach English. Grammar-translation 

was the primary method used by all six high school teachers, and both grammar-translation and 

audio-lingual methods were employed by the nine middle school teachers. All participants 

reported being aware of CLT, and all had tried to implement communicative strategies. Four 

participants indicated that they used CLT in specific time slots or for teaching certain topics or 

skills to complement their use of grammar-translation or audio-lingual methods. 

 

Actually it depends on the part of each lesson. When I teach dialogue and conversation, I 

use CLT. But for the textbook, I just use the grammar-translation method. (Jin Woo, Q)  

Participants who favored the audio-lingual method over CLT cited its efficiency, both in 

preparation time prior to classes and the shorter time required within classes for task completion 

and administration (such as giving explanations and organizing students into groups). Grammar-

translation was perceived to be the most appropriate method to use when preparing high school 

students for university entrance examinations, and was favored by all high school teacher 

participants for this reason. Teachers also cited challenges they experienced implementing CLT, 

along with student and parental expectations, as influencing the methods they employed.  

 

4.2 Application of Ellisôs Principles 

In the questionnaire, participants indicated which of Ellisôs general principles of instructed L2 
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learning they were currently implementing in their English teaching (see Figure 2). A number of 

perceived difficulties in implementing some of the principles were reported in the qualitative 

questionnaire responses; some of these related to specific principles, and others applied to groups 

of principles. Participants also reported on resources and training they would require to 

implement the principles successfully. These, and the perceived difficulties, are reported below 

alongside related themes that emerged during analysis of the full interview data. 

 

Figure 2: Participantsô reports of which of Ellisôs principles they were currently applying in 

their teaching 

 

 

During the interviews, participants were first asked to expand on their questionnaire responses, 

and then to identify and rank the three principles they believed were most important to try to 

apply in their own classes. Each participantsô top ranking was assigned a value of 3, their second 

a value of 2, and their third a value of 1. Table 2 shows the aggregated results and the total 

number of mentions for each principle, regardless of place in the rankings. These item rankings 

are discussed in further detail below. 
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important to try to apply in their teaching  

 

Principle Aggregate score Overall mentions 

Principle 1 0 0 

Principle 2 7 4 

Principle 3 6 3 

Principle 4 15 6 

Principle 5 0 0 

Principle 6 12 5 

Principle 7 8 5 

Principle 8 12 7 

Principle 9 14 6 

Principle 10 9 4 

Note: The maximum number of overall mentions for each principle is 14 (the 

number of interview participants). 

 

4.3 Benefits and Barriers 

Twelve out of the 14 interviewees were positive about the applicability of some of Ellisôs 

principles in their individual EFL teaching contexts, and six teachers said that their awareness of 

the principles gave them a sense of achievement in relation to the approaches they were using. 

The specificity of the principles, in particular, was cited as helpful by six teachers, and over half 

of the participants stated that learning about the principles had made them reflect more deeply on 

their own teaching methods. However, all interviewees pointed out that applying at least some of 

Ellisôs principles required the same classroom culture and dynamics as demanded by CLT and so 

would be constrained by some of the same impediments that presently limit implementation of 

CLT in South Korea. Participants also referred to wider societal factors that impacted on their 

ability to implement some of the principles.  
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4.3.1 Principle 1 

Fourteen of the 15 questionnaire respondents reported that their students were already learning 

formulaic expressions, or ñchunksò of language, in addition to developing rule-based knowledge. 

None of the interview participants ranked this as an important principle to try to apply, primarily 

because ñall the teachers already teach formulaic expressionsò (Eun Ji, I), and ñcommon phrases 

are already emphasized in bold in the text booksò (Mi Sun, I).  

 

4.3.2 Principle 2 

Seven respondents reported that their students focused more on pragmatic meaning than on 

semantic meaning, and only four ranked this principle in the three most important ones to try to 

apply. One third of the teachers reported feeling well supported in regard to this principle by the 

textbooks they were required to use, and five stated that the software accompanying their 

textbooks provided valuable examples of contextualized usage. However, three participants 

reported that a focus on pragmatic meaning was only practicable in English conversation clubs, 

which they were operating in addition to scheduled classes, and seven interviewees suggested 

their own English competency constrained their ability to engage fully with more proficient 

students, thus limiting some studentsô pragmatic development. 

 

4.3.3 Principle 3 

Over two thirds of the questionnaire respondents stated their students were already focusing on 

the relationship between grammatical forms and functions, and the aggregated rankings 

confirmed that this principle was not a priority for participants to try to apply. Again, many 

teachers commented favorably on the support provided by textbooks, explaining that ñone part 

has the grammatical forms and sentences about them, and another part has the functions they 

performò (Yong Moon, I).  

 

 

4.3.4 Principle 4 
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Seven participants reported they attempt to develop their studentsô implicit knowledge using 

communicative activities. With the highest aggregated ranking and the second highest overall 

number of mentions, developing implicit (as well as explicit) knowledge was prioritized by 

interviewees as the most important principle for them to try to apply. However, four respondents 

reported that their efforts to engage students in communicative activities to assist the 

development of implicit knowledge and fluency were hampered by student resistance and off-task 

behavior: ñI canôt control them é. They think this is not testable, so the students donôt pay 

attentionò (Young Ah, I). 

 

 

4.3.5 Principle 5 

Seven questionnaire respondents reported using classroom instruction that supports the natural 

ñbuilt-inò order in which language is acquired. None of the interviewees cited this principle as an 

important one to try to apply, as, according to four participants, ñthe textbook is already 

organized in that orderò (Eun Ji, I). However, three teachers stated they lacked sufficient 

knowledge about learnersô ñbuilt-in syllabusò to make informed decisions about the order of 

presentation, and four reported that pre-service and in-service training needs to provide more 

information about language acquisition theories to help teachers evaluate what is best for their 

students at different stages of their L2 development. 

 

4.3.6 Principle 6 

This was ranked the equal third most important principle to try to apply, with over three quarters 

of the participants reporting that their students did not have extensive opportunities to read or 

hear English during and outside of class time. However, over half the interviewees expressed 

frustration about students failing to make use of input already available in the form of English 

newspapers and magazines, software and internet resources, and radio and television broadcasts: 

ñI recommend these to my students, but they wonôt do itò (Seo Yun, I). Perceived barriers 

included low student motivation, lack of support from parents, and examination washback. One 
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teacher reflected the comments of over half the participants when she said, ñStudents are not 

interested in English as a language they will use for communication. For them, it is just another 

ósubjectô for the examinationsò (Kyung Min, Q). The emphasis on the predominantly reading and 

grammar focused examinations also underpinned the teachersô view that ñreading is more 

important than hearing because we must help our students get good gradesò (Yong Moon, Q). 

Teachersô own perceived lack of English proficiency, and anxiety about criticism from more 

fluent students who had studied overseas were reported to restrict teachersô use of English in the 

classroom, further limiting studentsô L2 input. Participants reported using between 5% and 30% 

English during their lessons, with variations sometimes reflecting the teachersô confidence and 

the level of their studentsô proficiency. Just over half of the interviewees recommended additional 

English lessons or fluency training for teachers.   

 

4.3.7 Principle 7 

Two thirds of the questionnaire respondents reported their English lessons provided students with 

few opportunities for extensive oral or written output, citing large classes, lack of student 

motivation, and ñnot enough time for covering all the work for examsò (Myung Hee, Q). This 

principle was ranked as the sixth most important one to try to apply, although participants 

suggested that ñstudents will not be interested, because they only want to do something if it is 

related to their high school or university examinationsò (Young Jae, I).  

 

4.3.8 Principle 8 

Only two participants reported providing many opportunities for students to interact in English 

during class time, and, with the highest number of total mentions, this ranked as the equal third 

most important principle to try to apply. Just over half the interviewees referred to potential L2 

learning benefits from extended interaction, but lack of teacher training, low student proficiency, 

large multi-level classes, learnersô use of their first language, and lack of time for teaching 

English were all reported to impede pair or group work. Additionally, participants stated that 

textbooks did not provide adequate support for communicative activities, while behavior 
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management concerns further deterred some teachers: ñI want to do group work, but I fear there 

will be problems. I canôt control the studentsò (Eun Ji, I). One third of the participants also feared 

repercussions from principals and colleagues if their classes became noisy while engaging in 

interactive tasks. 

   A general lack of support for communicative methods also discouraged some participants from 

facilitating student interaction: ñThe principal and parents donôt think itôs a good method. They 

even think it is a waste of timeò (Young Jae, Q). Many of the reported barriers were linked by 

participants to the washback effect of the high school and university examinations, and resulted in 

them prioritizing content and skills that would be examined: ñIn Korea, people think your whole 

life depends on your KSAT [Korean Scholastic Aptitude Test] grade. This is mostly trueò (Hyun 

Soo, I). 

   Participants also reported that high levels of administration and other school responsibilities 

limited the level of teacher input into English conversation clubs and English-only zones 

established by some schools to increase L2 interaction.   

 

4.3.9 Principle 9 

Although only three teachers reported using a variety of activities to cater for studentsô different 

learning styles, over three-quarters of the participants agreed that teachers are responsible for 

studentsô intrinsic motivation. This was perceived as the second most important principle to try to 

apply. Reported barriers included large classes, lack of knowledge about different learning 

strategies, and time and testing constraints. One teacher commented that ñThe teacher should 

prepare lots of materials and use dynamic teaching ways, but we also have lots of administration 

to doò (Hyun Soo, Q). Another said, ñA variety of teaching activities is helpful to improve 

[studentsô] Englishò (Eun Ji, I). 

 

4.3.10 Principle 10 

Four respondents reported assessing ñfreeò as well as controlled oral production, and this ranked 

as the fifth most important principle to try to implement. However, over half of the participants 
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referred to challenges with oral assessments, for controlled as well as free production, citing 

teachersô lack of proficiency, the lack of suitable assessment instruments, and the subjective 

nature of oral assessment as potentially problematic: ñI know oral assessment is important, but I 

canôt do itò (Sun Hwa, I). ñItôs difficult to make exact criteria, and parents argue that we have not 

judged the students correctlyò (Kyung Min, Q). One third of the participants also stated that the 

wide variation in studentsô proficiency and the time taken for individual testing were hampering 

oral assessments. 

 

4.4 Suitability for South Korean Schools 

All participants in this study referred to barriers that would impede or attenuate efforts to apply a 

number of Ellisôs principles in South Korean schools. Three barriers, in particular, were 

mentioned repeatedly: the emphasis on preparation for predominantly grammar-based 

examinations; teachersô lack of oral L2 proficiency; and large, multi-level classes. Many teachers 

expressed frustration that ñafter studying for six or eight or ten years, our students still canôt 

speak Englishò (Sun Hwa, I), and claimed that, as ñthe world is getting closer and closerò (Young 

Jae, I), English proficiency is becoming a more important skill. Over half the participants 

reported that teachers who focus on overall English competence rather than on examination 

preparation are regarded as poor teachers. One participant summed up the opinion of the majority 

of teachers when she said: 

 

Ellisôs principles are useful, but first we must solve the problems: the examination, the 

classroom, and teachersô deficiency in spoken English. Then we can use the principles in 

Korea. (Jae Sung, I)     

 

 

5. Discussion 

The intent of this study was to explore EFL teachersô perceptions of the applicability of Ellisôs 

(2005) research-informed general principles for effective instructed second language learning, 

and to identify constraints that may impede the implementation of these principles in a specific 
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EFL context. The results present a complex picture, indicating that, overall, the South Korean 

teacher-participants felt well supported by existing systems and resources in applying some of the 

principles, but constrained in their ability to operationalize and implement other principles by a 

number of personal, pedagogical, and systemic barriers perceived to be beyond their individual 

loci of control. The discrete and specific nature of the principles assisted participants in 

identifying aspects of their own practice that contributed to effective language learning, and gave 

some teachers a sense of agency in regard to the potential for implementing some of the 

principles they did not currently apply.  

   Participants regarded the following four principles as the most important principles to try to 

implement: developing studentsô implicit knowledge of the L2 (Principle 4); taking account of 

individual differences (Principle 9); providing opportunities for extensive L2 input (Principle 6); 

and providing opportunities for interaction (Principle 8). However, many of the constraints 

reported in relation to applying these principles in the participantsô South Korea middle and high 

schools aligned closely with those described earlier in this report in relation to the 

implementation of CLT in a range of EFL contexts. Additionally, teachers in this study reported 

that their lack of understanding of language acquisition theories, and their lack of training for 

managing group work and catering for individual differences also constrained their ability to 

successfully apply all of Ellisôs principles.  

   The results of this study suggest that what and how the participants teach is not determined by 

the goals of the South Korean communicative curriculum, or by the findings of language 

acquisition research. Rather, it appears that classroom practice is driven primarily by the 

washback effect of the high school and university placement examinations, and by what teachers 

consider manageable given perceived personal and contextual constraints. Participants indicated 

that the goal of communicative competence and the teaching approaches required for this remain 

incompatible with the deep-rooted socio-cultural values that contextualize contemporary teaching 

practices in South Korea, and counter the current expectations of many students, parents, and 

school administrators. It seems likely, therefore, that the tensions reported by participants in this 

study, as they navigate what Ellis (2008, p. 285) refers to as ñthe gap between the curriculum-on-
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paper and the curriculum-in-actionò, will continue to frustrate and hamper L2 teachers in South 

Korea and similar EFL settings, until the relationship between what is assessed and what is taught 

is recognized by language curricula developers, and at least some of the reported constraints are 

acknowledged and addressed. 

   Ellis (2005) concedes that the results of most language acquisition studies are still contested, 

and advises that the proposed principles are not intended to be prescriptive, but rather should be 

regarded as guidelines to be trialed by teachers when appropriate to their own specific work 

contexts and local conditions. This view is supported by researchers such as Kumaravadevelu 

(2006) and Johnson (2006), who stress the need for a transformative approach to L2 teacher 

education that develops teachersô reflective skills, thereby allowing them to interpret and apply 

theoretical principles in situationally appropriate ways. Such an approach acts as a check against 

sets of general principles, such as those proposed by Ellis, being imposed or adopted in their 

entirety as a replacement ñmethodò with which teachersô and learnersô classroom behaviors must 

align (Richards, 2001).  

 

5.1 Limitations 

The findings of this exploratory investigation should be regarded as indicative rather than 

definitive, as the study has a number of limitations. The first of these relates to the size and 

demographics of the participant group. However, while the perceptions of the 15 participants in 

this study are unlikely to be representative of all teachers, it is not unreasonable, given the 

alignment of the findings with earlier studies, to consider that they represent the views of a large 

number of comparable South Korean EFL teachers. 

   Efforts were made throughout this study to conduct the research ethically and to minimize or 

remediate recognized limitations. The possible impact of an interviewer effect and researcher 

subjectivity on the process and findings of this study have been acknowledged earlier in this 

report, as has the researchersô sensitivity throughout the study to limitations associated with 

working with participants from a different cultural background to their own. Additionally, 

limitations associated with one of the researchers operating in the dual role of researcher and 
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lecturer are acknowledged. 

   Issues relating to the reliability of self-reported data also impact on the ability to generalize the 

findings of this study. A reluctance to report personal difficulties due to ñfaceò concerns is a 

recognized limitation in research of this nature (Lee & Renzetti, 1993), and may have resulted in 

discrepancies between participantsô reporting of perceived challenges and classroom or school 

realities.  

 

 

5.2 Suggestions for Further Research 

Replications of this study with larger, more diverse groups from a range of EFL backgrounds 

would allow for confirmation or refutation of the findings of this study, and would increase the 

knowledge base on factors impacting on successful second language learning in EFL settings. 

Follow-up studies could explore the influence on participantsô classroom practices of teachersô 

awareness of Ellisôs principles and the research that informed them. Further research is required 

to explore the relative significance of the barriers identified in this study, and to determine 

whether addressing specific impediments may mitigate the impact of a number of other barriers. 

Future studies could also usefully examine EFL teachersô views on appropriate professional 

development to assist them in their implementation of current curriculum innovations. 

 

6. Conclusion 

This study was undertaken in response to ongoing frustrations reported by groups of Asian EFL 

teachers experiencing difficulties implementing communicative curriculum innovations in their 

respective countries and institutions. The study explored the extent to which one group of South 

Korean teachers perceived Ellisôs (2005) principles for effective second language learning to be 

applicable in their EFL contexts, with a focus on factors affecting their operationalization and 

implementation. The results indicate a high degree of overlap in the barriers reported in earlier 

studies as impeding teachersô implementation of communicative curricula, and those that 

compromise teachersô ability to apply many of Ellisôs principles.  
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   The wider relevance of this research lies in the contribution it makes to the ongoing debate 

about EFL curriculum innovation, and about what is achievable and effective in different EFL 

contexts. As researchers continue to explore the pedagogical and practical strategies that best 

promote instructed L2 acquisition, teachers must ultimately make their own decisions about the 

most appropriate approaches for specific groups of learners in specific contexts. An 

understanding of research-based principles, such as those central to this study, can serve as a 

useful guide to effective classroom practices as these decisions are made, and as a platform from 

which teachers can critically evaluate their own language teaching. In addition, it can contribute 

to teachersô development of a cohesive approach while drawing on strategies from a range of 

methodologies. Individual critical praxis, such as this, may facilitate collaborative teacher 

development and dialogic praxis among language teachers and researchers in the wider 

international community.  
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Abstract 

This study examines the students' and teachers' attitudes to the use of L1 in EFL classrooms at a 

Korean School in Vietnam. Little research has been done on English language teaching in 

multilevel language classrooms in the Asian context. The study employed questionnaires, 

interviews and observations to obtain the participants' attitudes to L1 use in three different 

settings, beginners, intermediate and advanced students. The findings suggest that L1 plays a 

supportive role in the language classroom, especially in the early stages, and more significantly in 

reading and writing. Korean students agreed with Korean teachers about the usefulness of L1 

while native speaker English language teachers emphasized the importance of using L1 

exclusively. L1 was found useful for explaining the meaning of words and grammar explanations 

but inappropriate in pairwork and groupwork activities. The paper provides recommendations for 

successful L1 use in multilevel classrooms and suggests that more research is required to shed 

light on the success of L1 use in multilingual and multilevel language classrooms. 

 

Keywords: mother tongue, teacher attitudes, student attitudes, classroom language 

 

I . Introduction and j ustification 

The use of L1 in the EFL classroom has been heavily debated in ELT all over the world. There 

has been an issue between many language teachers as to whether L1 should or should not be 

used, and to what extent L1 can be employed in L2 classes to facilitate communication. L1 use 
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was seen to hinder language learning but recent research has suggested L1 use provides support 

and appropriate scaffolding in language learning. English schools all over the world have 

introduced an English only policy when teaching English while others have developed the 

immersion method in public schools to promote L1 use.  

   The issue of using L1 has been raised several times and has divided teachers and learners not 

only in this school but in many English language schools in Vietnam and all over the world. 

Facing the same dilemmas, a Korean school in Vietnam, has included 2 English subjects in 

accordance with those requirements, a Korean-English subject, and an English only subject (EFL) 

divided into three levels (beginner, intermediate and advanced) in the secondary school. The 

Korean- English curriculum includes teaching by Korean English teachers as part of the national 

curriculum and the EFL curriculum is mainly taught by English native speakers. The students 

who enroll in the secondary school are all Korean natives with diverse educational and linguistic 

backgrounds, some of whom have graduated from the primaryôs bilingual (co-teaching- English-

Korean) program, some have spent some time in English-speaking countries, and still others have 

not had a great amount of exposure to the target language. In accordance with the Korean 

curriculum that the school offers, an additional foreign language is compulsory with a choice in 

Vietnamese, Mandarin Chinese, or Japanese.  

   The researchersô observations suggest that there are some tensions in the school between the 

teachers employed in the two curricula. Native English Speaking Teachers (NESTSs) tend to 

believe that an English only policy benefits the language learners the most, but the Korean 

English teachers (Non NESTSs) have a tendency to use too much Korean and depend on the 

grammar translation method. Due to the different beliefs and expectations from each side, the 

curriculum lacks consistent development, resulting in movements towards entirely opposite 

directions. Therefore, it is essential that a consistent approach be adopted that draws on current 

research and teachersô and studentsô preferences. This research aims to examine studentsô and 

teachersô attitudes to the use and effectiveness of L1 in the classroom and propose 

recommendations. This research will offer a better understanding of teachersô and studentsô 

preferences in L1 use and help coordinate the teachersô activities and attitudes to teaching. It will 

provide some positive guidelines as to how NESTSs and Non NESTSs can employ L1 use 

effectively in the classroom, and offer insight into how the students can apply L1 in language 

learning, not only in this Korean school but other schools that face similar dilemmas. 
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II. Background research on L1 use in the ELT classroom 

There is abundant research that discusses the two directions, which have often been discussed 

with the terms of ñusing English to learn itò or ñlearning to use Englishò (Howatt, 1984 cited in 

Richards & Rogers 2001, pp.155). The former is talking about the avoidance of L1 use, whereas 

the latter refers to incorporating its use.  

   There is some research that supports the former viewpoint, especially with regards to the 

excessive use of L1. Specifically, Selinker pointed out that ñtoo much reliance on the first 

language will result in the fossilization of an interlanguageò (1992, cited in Weschler 1997: 

online). Modica shared similar views suggestingñ[t]he use of the first language wastes too much 

valuable class time that would be better spent on the target languageò (1994, cited in Weschler 

1997, online). Gabrielatos also criticised language learners and teachers for their ñunprincipled 

use of L1 [which] can have long-lasting negative effects on the learnersô awareness and 

production of the target languageò (2001, online). Nation contended that use of the ñmother 

tongue has harmful psychological effects on learnersò (1990, cited in Tang 2002, p.37) 

   Other and more recent research contradicted the exclusion of L1 in the classroom, especially 

after the introduction of CLT. It was suggested that L1 use helps students understand and learn 

more effectively. Finocchiaro and Brumfit supported the idea that ñ[judicious] use of native 

language is accepted where feasibileò (1983 cited in Brown 2001, p.45 and Richards & Rogers 

2000, p.156). Moreover, Swan suggested that there are numerous correspondences between L1 

and L2: ñWhen we set out to learn a new language, we automatically assume that meanings and 

structures are going to be broadly similar to those in our own languageò (1985, p.85).  

   In one research study on ESP students in Lithuania, Janulevicienǟ and Kavaliauskienǟ (2002) 

found out 86% of the teachers and 83% of the students surveyed agree that native language 

should be used in university EFL classes. Furthermore, 86% of the teachers thought that L1 does 

help learners learn a foreign language, while an even higher number of students hold the same 

idea (95%). Similarly, Tang (2002) also reported that 91% of the surveyed university students in 

Beijing claim to have benefited from the use of L1 in class. He also showed that ñlimited and 

judicious use of mother tongue in the English classroom does not reduce studentsô exposure to 

English, but rather can assist in the teaching and learning processesò (2002, p.41) and that the 

prohibition of L1 use in a low-level monolingual EFL class is just, according to Nunan and Lamb 
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(1996), ñpractically impossibleò (cited in Tang, 2002).  Schweers also found that ñusing Spanish 

has led to positive attitudes towards the process of learning English and better yet, encourage 

students to learn more Englishò (1999, online).  

   In sum, previous research has discussed the effectiveness of judicious L1 use but has also 

warned about its excessive use. However, little, if any, research is available on the effective use 

of L1 in minority schools and schools with mixed ability students and multilingual backgrounds. 

In addition, there has been little discussion regarding L1ôs appropriateness in different level 

classes and various skills and activities. Few suggestions have been made as to how L1 and L2 

use can be incorporated efficiently in the classroom that promote increased L2 use and 

incorporate optimal L1 use. Within this context, this research will examine studentsô and 

teachersô attitudes to L1 use in the classroom and their opinions about the extent to which it could 

be used. In addition, the research combines and contrasts views and opinions from three different 

groups, EFL learners, Korean native speaker teachers and English native speaker teachers. 

Although the research examines the studentsô attitudes to learning English in a Korean school in 

Vietnam, the results can be applicable to other schools confronting similar dilemmas.  

 

 

III. Research aims 

Based on the lack of research on effective L1 use for students of various linguistic levels, this 

project aimed at investigating studentsô and teachersô opinions about and attitudes to how and to 

what extent they should be allowed to apply L1 in the classroom. The second aim was to examine 

to what extent L1 is beneficial in the classroom, broken down by proficiency levels and macro-

skills.  

The central research questions in the study were: 

V What are the NEST and non NEST teachersô views on the appropriate use of L1 in the 

classroom and its perceived contribution to the studentsô learning? 

V What are the EFL learnersô opinions about the appropriate use of L1 in the classroom and 

its perceived contribution to their learning? 

V Are there any similarities and differences between those opinions? 

V What are the EFL teachersô and studentsô opinions about the use of L1 in the 4 

macroskills and three different English proficiency levels? 
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It is hoped that based on the results, practical and valuable recommendations to the language 

teachers will be offered on how L1 should be employed in the classroom. 

  

IV. Methodology 

1. Subjects 

For the questionnaires, the participants were 6 Native English Speaking Teachers (NESTs) and 6 

Korean native speakers (Non-NESTs) and 30 secondary students from 3 different levels, each 

level represented by 10 students. The NESTs and Non-NESTs will be named Group A and Group 

B respectively in the discussion of results for the purpose of enhancing clarity. For the interviews, 

6 teachers and 9 students were interviewed which were chosen randomly.  

 

2. Methods 

Three methods of data collection were employed, questionnaires, interviews and observation. It is 

suggested that the method of triangulation can improve the validity and reliability of the findings 

(McDonough and McDonough, 1997). Researcher triangulation was also used to maintain 

consistency and validity in the interpretation of the findings. 

 

a. Questionnaires: Two different versions of questionnaires were developed; the teacher version 

(Appendix I) provided to 12 teachers, and the student version (Appendix II) responded to by 30 

students, a sample, which, as McDonough suggests, provides ña good deal of precision and 

clarityò (1997, p.171).They included a variety of questions that were open-ended, yes/no, ranked, 

multiple-choice, scaled and short answer questions. The questions were designed to encourage 

responses regarding the use of Korean in the variety of contexts in which the participants are 

placed. They were also given questions that encourage responses that reflect on their colleaguesô 

L1 use (for teachers), and on their peersô use of Korean (for students). The student questionnaire 

was given in Korean, the studentsô mother tongue to ensure efficiency in communication. The 

native-speaking teacher version was given in English. 

  

b. Interviews (Appendix III): After the questionnaires were collected and analysed, semi-

structured, group interviews were held with six teachers (three from Group A and three from 

Group B separately) and nine students (three students from each group separately). Group 
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interviews were used with both teachers and learners because ñthe data collected from a group is 

far richer than that collected from individuals as the various members of the group can trigger 

additional, and more productive, responses from each otherò (Burns 1999, p.119). Moreover, the 

semi-structured interview ñgives the interviewee a degree of power and control over the course of 

the interview [and] it gives the interviewer a great deal of flexibilityò (Nunan 1992, p.150). The 

questions (Appendix III) were designed to encourage reflection on their responses, so that a frank 

and elaborate discussion about L1 use could be achieved. The interviews were tape-recorded, 

transcribed and summarized in the findings section. 

 

c. Observations (Appendix IV): To support the findings from the questionnaires and interviews, 6 

classes were observed in total, 3 different level classes from English-only and 3 from the Korean-

English curricula to compare the classroom environment and interactions focusing on ñourselves 

as teachers, our students [and] the contextò (Wallace 1998, p.105). Observation notes were kept 

by one of the researchers using an observation sheet that aimed to record information about the 

degree of L1 used in different activities and the effectiveness of the lessons (Appendix IV). This 

information was used to validate the participantsô views drawn from the questionnaires about the 

appropriateness of L1 use. It was also used to inform the researchers about how much L1 is 

actually used in the classroom and its possible contribution to a successful learning environment 

as perceived by the researcher. 

   The results from the questionnaires were entered in a spreadsheet, and frequencies and relative 

frequencies were calculated. The interviews and observations were transcribed and summarized 

in the findings section. The results are presented first based on the data collection method used 

and then a discussion follows combining results from all three methods. Both quantitative and 

qualitative information is provided, using tables and figures for quantitative data. In the 

quantitative section, even though the sample of NESTs and Non-NESTs is a statistically small 

number (6 for each category), a percentage is presented for consistency purposes.  

 

V. Findings  

1. Questionnaires and interviews (Appendices I, II & III)  

The following is a summary of the data collected as a result of the research. The first three tables 

present the data regarding the three groupsô prescriptive viewpoints on the usefulness, ideal 
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frequency, and maximum benefit of L1 use in Tables 1, 2, and 3 respectively. The remaining four 

tables demonstrate the opinions towards L1 use, opinions of disadvantages of L1 broken down by 

level, and benefits of L1 use broken down by macro-skill. In the interest of emphasizing the 

different viewpoints between teachers and students, the latter group of tables are presented with 

the teacherôs group combined into one category.  

 

Range of 

usefulness of L1 

Native English Teacher 

(Group A) % 

Korean English Teacher 

(Group B) % 

Students  

(Group C)  % 

Very useful  1 0/6 0/ 6 10 

Useful2 0/ 6 1/ 6   17% 20 

Often useful      3 0/ 6 1/ 6 17% 40 

Sometimes 

useful           4 

1/ 6    17% 4/ 6   67% 13 

Very small use  5 4/ 6    67% 0/ 6 17 

Not at all     6 1/ 6    17% 0/ 6 0 

Table 1: Teachersô and studentsô general attitude towards usefulness of L1 use  

 

 

 
 

Table 1 and Figure 1 show the general attitude of native English teachers, non-native teachers, 

and students, Group A, Group B and Group C respectively, towards the use of Korean in helping 
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students learn English. The two groups of teachers have substantially different opinions, the 

former believing that the use of Korean should be avoided as much as possible as 5 teachers out 

of 6 chose a number at the bottom of the scale. Group B has a more balanced viewpoint, 

believing that Korean is rather helpful since 5 out of 6 chose a number at the middle of the scale. 

30% of the students think Korean is quite helpful, choosing numbers 1 and 2, 53% students feel 

that Korean is somewhat helpful, selecting numbers 3 and 4 and only 17% chose Korean to have 

a very small contribution to their learning.  

 

Range of 

frequency of L1  

Native English Teacher 

(Group A) % 

Non-native English 

Teacher (Group B) % 

Students   % 

all the time 0/ 6 0/ 6 0 

 frequently 0/ 6 2/ 6   33% 14 

sometimes               0/ 6 4/ 6    67% 40 

a little 5/ 6  83% 0/ 6 43 

Not at all 1/ 6    17% 0/ 6 3 

Table 2: Teachersô and studentsô general opinions about how much teachers should use L1  

 

Teachers and students were asked about their general opinions with regards to what extent 

teachers should use L1 (table 2). This question divided NESTs and Non-NESTs; group A, were 

the most conservative of the groups, suggesting they would use Korean only ña littleò (5 out of 6) 

to ñnot at allò (1 out of 6). On the other hand, in Group B, four out of 6 supported that L1 should 

be used ñsometimesò and two said ñfrequently.ò The studentsô opinions could be positioned 

somewhere in the middle; 54% of the students wanted a frequency of ñfrequently and sometimesò 

while 43% chose a little and only 3% (1 student) rejected L1 use completely. The studentsô 

answers were reflected in the interviews.  

 Group A/ out of 6 and 

% 
 Group B/ out of 6 Students / % 

 Beginner to pre-intermediate 

All the time 0/6 0/6 10 

Frequently 0/6          5/6   83% 57 

Sometimes          1/6  17%            1/6    17% 23 

A little            3/6   50% 0/6 10 

Not at all           2/6  33% 0/6 0 

 Intermediate 

All the time 0/6 0/6 0 

Frequently 0/6 0/6 7 

Sometimes          1/6  17%           6/6  100% 60 
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A little          3/6   50% 0/6 30 

Not at all         2/6   33% 0/6 3 

 Upper-intermediate to advanced 

All the time 0/6 0/6 0 

Frequently 0/6 0/6 0 

Sometimes 0/6 0/6 10 

A little             2/6    33%          4/6    67% 67 

Not at all            4/6   67%          2/6    33% 23 

Table 3: Teachersô and studentsô opinions as to how much Korean should be used by students 

for maximum benefit, broken down by level 

 

The research also sought teachersô and studentsô views of how much L1 students should be 

allowed to use, broken down into different proficiency levels (table 3). Group A thought beginner 

students should not be allowed to use L1 more than ñsometimes,ò with most choosing at the 

bottom of the scale. The results were identical for the intermediate level, while four out of 6 

(67%) of those at the advanced level chose ñnot at all.ò 83% (5 out of 6) of Group B think that 

beginner students should use L1 ñfrequently,ò 100% chose ñsometimesò for intermediate levels, 

67% chose ña little,ô (4 out of 6), and 33% (2) chose ñnot at allò for more proficient students. 

Students were asked to express their views about L1 use for all levels in general and the results 

showed decreasing L1 use from beginning to advanced stages. More specifically, for beginner 

students, 57% chose that L1 should be used ófrequentlyô and 23% chose ñsometimesò.  

A beginner student stated (translated): 

We think using Korean is very useful especially in reading, it helps us clarify the meaning 

of the words and expressions. Also when I donôt remember the words in English, we can 

ask teachers how to say them. When we study with native speakers, we depend too much 

on stronger students or even donôt pay attention to the lessons because we donôt 

understand most of the time and feel discouraged. 

60% of the intermediate students prefer Korean use ñsometimesô, while 30% selected óa littleô 

and 10% ónot at allô, while 67% of advanced students chose óa littleô and 23% ónot at allô. The 

students interviewed thought more English use benefits listening and speaking skills and 

advanced students thought Korean should be avoided as much as possible except in situations in 

which they struggle to understand. 
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  Teachers (Group A & B) % Students (Group C) % 

  Level 1 

Beginner 

to pre-

intermedia

te 

Level 2 

Intermediate 

Level 3 

Upper-

intermediate 

to advanced 

Level 1      

Beginner to 

pre-

intermediate 

Level 2 

Intermediate 

Level 3 

Upper-

intermediate 

to advanced 

Classroom 

Management 

& Studentsô 

discipline 

27 26 25 14 6 28 

Clarifying the 

meaning of 

the words& 

expressions 

27 42 50 33 44 44 

Explaining 

grammar rules 

21 26 25 24 39 11 

Giving 

instructions to 

the students 

18 0 0 10 6 0 

Asking 

questions to 

teachers 

6 5 0 14 6 17 

Carrying out 

pair or group 

activities 

0 0 0 5 0 0 

Table 4: Teachersô and studentsô opinions towards usefulness of L1  

 

Participants were also asked to identify advantages of L1 use in various activities. Table 4 

displays the relative frequency for each activity as chosen by teachers and students. Candidates 

were allowed to choose more than one answer for each level. The relative frequency is calculated 

on the basis of the number of votes given for each level. In general, low-level students saw more 

advantages of L1 use than those at higher levels since they selected more functions for L1 use 

than those at upper intermediate to advanced level. For both teachers and students, regardless of 

the level, it is believed that Korean is the most useful óvia mediumô when clarifying the meaning 

of words and expressions. Teachers thought that it was equally important for classroom 

management as this activity received 27% of the answers, 26% and 25% for each of the three 

levels. The third most useful contribution of L1 use from the teachersô point of view is in 

explaining grammar rules. From the studentsô point of view, explaining grammar rules is the 

second most important activity for L1 use for level 1 and 2, while level 3 students pointed out 



 68 

that classroom management is the second biggest advantage.  These results were further 

confirmed in the interviews. Students saw the importance of L1 in clarification of words and 

grammar rules while NESTs expressed dissatisfaction with the classroom management. This is 

demonstrated in student B view below: 

ñThe most useful part of using Korean in English learning is to learn grammar. When 

Korean teacher explain the grammar, it is much clearer to understand. Also, in reading, it 

is easy to understand the text by clarifying and translating into Korean. I hope both L1 

and L2 can be balanced togetherò. 

  Teacher (Group A & B )  % Students (Group C)  % 

  Level 1 

Beginner  

to pre-

intermedi

ate 

 

Level 2 

Intermedia

te 

Level 3 

Upper-

intermediate 

to advanced 

Level 1 

Beginner 

to pre-

intermedi

ate 

Level 2 

Interme

diate 

Level 3 

Upper-

intermediate 

to advanced 

Classroom  

Management & 

Studentsô 

discipline 

8 9 9 33 21 9 

Clarifying the 

meaning of the 

words& 

expressions 

8 6 11 0 7 9 

Explaining 

grammar rules 

12 12 17 0 0 4 

Giving 

instructions to the 

students 

16 27 19 22 7 30 

Asking questions 

to teachers 

16 15 17 11 14 17 

Carrying out pair 

or group activities 

40 30 26 33 50 30 

Table 5: Teachersô and studentôs opinions towards disadvantages of using Korean 

 

Participants reported on the activities where L1 was least useful in the classroom. The answers 

were calculated in the same way as the previous table. As seen in table 5, teachers and students 

both agreed that the tasks where L1 should not be used were pairwork and groupwork activities, 

which is logical as students are involved in practicing the language and L1 would hinder this. The 
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next activities where L1 was seen as inappropriate were teachersô giving instructions and students 

asking questions. Moreover, students thought that L1 use in classroom management was less 

useful. Interestingly, the activity that received contradictory results was óteachersô explaining 

grammar rulesô; some teachers thought L1 use was unsuitable in this case while students 

disagreed.   

 

 

  Teachers (Group A and B) % Students % 

  Listening Speak. Read. Writing Listening Speak. Read. Writing 

0-10% 33 42 33 25 0 0 0 0 

10-40% 67 58 33 50 57 67 33 30 

40-60% 0 0 25 17 30 23 43 43 

60-100% 0 0 8 8 13 10 23 27 

Table 6: Teachersô and studentsô opinions on the benefit of L1 use in macro-skills  

 

 

Table 6 and Figure 6 demonstrate the extent to which participants think students can benefit by 

using Korean in each macroskill. All teachers thought that using Korean provided no more than a 

40% benefit for speaking and listening whereas for reading and writing skills, some teachers 

considered Korean even more beneficial, although a 10-40% benefit seemed to be favoured. 

Moreover, the students showed a similar opinion to that of the teachers in listening and speaking. 

In those skills, 10-40% was seen as the maximum benefit for Korean use; however 10% of the 

students thought the percent of benefit was higher, 60-100%. For reading and writing, the 
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majority of students saw a 40-60% benefit in the use of Korean. A minority of students thought 

using Korean provides a 60-100% benefit in all four macro-skills. In general, participants seemed 

to agree that there is at least a 10-40% benefit from using L1 in all macroskills, with a higher 

benefit for writing and reading. 

Figure7: Teachersô and studentsô opinions on the benefit of Korean use in each level 

 

Another important question asked participants about the perceived maximum benefit in L1 use 

for different levels. Teachers and students expressed different opinions although there was some 

agreement. The students generally saw a greater benefit in L1 use than the teachers, for example 

in level 1 where the vast majority of students said there is a 40-100% benefit, while the teachers 

believe there is only a 10-60% benefit. Notably, students for each level saw no less than a 10% 

benefit, while teachers disagreed. Nonetheless, both groups agreed that in Level 2 there is about a 

10-60% benefit and in Level 3 only a 10-40% benefit.  

   The results were supported in the interviews. Moreover, it was revealed that Korean teachers do 

not feel comfortable with using English because of perceived deficiencies in their language 

ability, although they understand English should be used most of the time. They also suggested 

Korean can advance the students confidence, and provide support, especially by providing 

explanations in reading, writing and grammar and word clarifications. A Korean teacher pointed 
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out: 

A lot of low-level students complain about the EFL class because they donôt understand 

anything. Therefore, using Korean can support students to open the door to the learning 

environment.Even if students are exposed to the English environment all the time, I donôt 

think they can learn English.For example, if someone listens to CNN for one year without 

any guidelines, they still donôt understand what is said on the news. 

 

3. Classroom observations (Appendix IV)  

Classroom observations had two basic aims. The primary aim was to examine the extent to which 

students and Korean-English teachers were actually using English to validate their responses in 

the questionnaires and interviews. Second, there was an attempt to find out whether the language 

used in the classroom had any effect -positive or negative- on the classroom interaction and on 

successful completion of tasks.  

   The beginner level classrooms seemed to fare far better with the benefit of extended L1 use 

than in the English only (EFL) curriculum, both in terms of effectiveness and in terms of how 

much English was actually used. In the English only classroom, the tasks were confusing to the 

students and did not involve much student participation. Some problems occurred due to student-

teacher lack of understanding and difficulties in classroom management. The studentsô English 

use was limited to ñyes,ò ñno,ò or number responses with the EFL teachers, while in the Korean-

English classroom they used English about 10-40% of the time, yielding much more detailed 

responses. 

   The intermediate levels showed a similar pattern. The tasks in the EFL classroom were not 

carried out as successfully as the ones in the Korean-English curriculum where there was a clear 

understanding of expectations. However, the percentage of English used in both curricula was of 

a similar frequency. 

   The upper level classes observed, for both English only and Korean English classes, showed 

clear examples of effective teaching with a high amount of English being used throughout. The 

classes were effective in terms of student participation and L2 use, the only exception being for a 

task that specifically used translation. This confirmed initial observations and hypotheses about 

the ineffective use of L1 for more advanced learners in the classroom. 

   In summary, observations suggest that beginner students depend on L1 for effective learning of 
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L2, whereas advanced students depend on high L2 use. For intermediate students, there seemed to 

be a more delicate balance being used, and there seems to be a benefit to at least some L1 use. 

 

VI. Discussion  

First of all, despite literature that discusses the disadvantages of L1, there is overwhelming 

agreement and evidence about the use and benefit of L1 in the classroom by both teachers and 

students, although students wanted more L1 use than teachers. This supports Tang and Schweerôs 

research, which state that L1 can have a ñsupportive and facilitating roleò (Tang 2002, p. 41) in 

EFL classrooms although English should be ñthe primary vehicle of communicationò (Schweer, 

1999, online).  

   However, there is a division between the teachers about the extent of the benefit of L1 use. 

NESTSs see very little benefit in its use and avoid L1 use in the classroom, even though it affects 

their classroom management and can lead to student confusion. Non-NESTs on the other hand, 

recognize the importance of L1 and L2 use, although they acknowledge their excessive use of L1 

due to their lack of confidence. This can have detrimental effects in both classes as noted in the 

observations and as perceived by the students. The lack of the L1 option, especially with mixed 

ability students, can lead to cultural misunderstanding and can create an unsupportive 

environment where there is a lack of sympathy and negotiation on both sides. Piasecka sees 

ñnegotiation of the lesson, cross-cultural issues and classroom management at times as better 

discussed in L1 (198, p.99, cited in Dash 2002, online). Furthermore, for beginner to intermediate 

students, L1 provides for a more comfortable and motivating environment. Gardner and 

Lambertôs research have found that ñmotivation is very strongly related to achievement in 

language learningò (Gardner and Lambertôs 1972; Gardner 1980, cited in Ur 199, p.274) and 

early motivation can lead to successful language development and can build confidence and be 

supportive. 

   It was also found that both teachers and students recognized the importance of L1 use more in 

beginner stages, less in intermediate and even less in the advanced levels. Moreover, students saw 

a greater benefit of L1 use than teachers, with level 1 students seeing 40%-100% of benefit while 

the teachersô opinions varied. Moreover, both groups agreed that level 2 students benefited 10-

60% and level 3 students had a 10-40% benefit. This clearly shows the importance of L1 use in 

an EFL classroom and suggests that teachers should consider its use to the studentsô advantage. 
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These results comply with Coleôs research who suggested that ñL1 may be used from 

introductory to upper-intermediate levels on a decreasing scaleò (1998, online).  It should be 

stressed at this point that the studentsô suggestions can be ascribed to the fact that they had 

different competence levels in English, although assigned in one level and may have been 

influenced by their knowledge of L3. 

   The results also shed some light onto the activities and macro skills teachers and students 

thought L1 should be used. Teachers saw 10-40% benefit of L1 use in listening and speaking 

while some students saw even greater benefit. This is understandable as the aim in speaking and 

listening is practice and development of fluency, which can be achieved, with use of L1. There 

was a greater perceived benefit in reading and writing, especially when giving instructions and 

for explanation of words and clarification of answers perhaps because the students find it harder 

to understand in L2. However, Owen points out that the use of translation actually compounds the 

difficulty in the learning process, ñas it brought transference errors to language productionò 

(2003, online). Yet from the studentsô perspective, they are more satisfied with Korean 

explanations for abstract ideas and ambiguous meanings than English explanations. After all, in 

his research on the most successful reading strategies in reading comprehension, Chamot 

demonstrated that ñteachers found it easier to teach strategies in the native language and students 

who were more able to verbalize their thinking processes in L1 displayed greater comprehension 

of the L2 text than those unable to describe their thoughtsò (2005, p.120).  In addition to this, ñL1 

translation is the most effectiveò among ña demonstration, a picture or a diagram, a real object, 

L2 context clues or an L1 translationò (Lado, Baldwin and Lobo 1967; Mishima 1967; Laufer and 

Shmueli 1997, cited in Nation 2003).  

   Moreover, the second most-cited advantage of L1 is explaining grammar rules. This supports 

research that suggests both explicit and implicit grammar teaching is important to satisfy learnersô 

needs and styles (Thornbury, 1999). Sometimes it is necessary to remind the language learners of 

important rules and L2 usage by distinguishing it from their L1, thus the explicit knowledge will 

enable learners to notice the ógapô between their inner grammars and the target language. In 

addition to this, explicit instruction using L1 can assist the writing skills for beginner to 

intermediate group of students since writing is more focused on simple language structures, 

which require explicit grammar rules.   

   On the contrary, there are circumstances where L1 is less useful; for example both teachers and 
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students are more willing to use English voluntarily in pair and group work, or games for 

communicative language activities. Cole supported the inappropriateness of L1 in those activities: 

ñL1 is largely inappropriate unless the instructions lead to frustrationò (1998, online). Similarly, 

L1 has limited use in speaking and listening as a vast majority people said maximum benefit of 

L1 use is less than 40%. To improve these component communication skills, students need to 

build-up their confidence and fluency by responding in English such as when ñasking for 

clarification, checking for comprehension, and paraphrasing, rather than é reverting to the L1ò 

(Chamot, 2005, p.119).  

 

VII. Conclusion and recommendations 

This research has investigated the attitudes and usage of L1 in a secondary minority school 

context divided into the different proficiency levels and macro-skills. It was pointed out that L1 

plays a supportive role in the language classroom, especially in the early stages, and more 

significantly in reading and writing. A bigger sample of students and teachers could be employed 

in the future. It is also important to acknowledge the influence of the Vietnamese learning 

environment and other L3 linguistic and cultural environments the Korean learners have been 

exposed to, on their preference for L1 use.  

   The findings discussed in the previous section have important implications for the L1 policy in 

multilingual and minority schools. The following recommendations are important steps that 

schools can take to improve the teaching environment and ensure studentsô success.  

   First, students, teachers and administrators should work collaboratively towards the 

improvement of the curriculum and teaching. Research into studentsô and teachersô attitudes in 

every school can contribute to everyoneôs awareness and can assist in identifying a consistent 

approach to L1 use. This research has uncovered a need for cooperation between NESTs and 

Non-NESTs. The evidence shows that L1 use can be useful especially for beginner levels and in 

general for reading tasks. An English-only policy is more useful when employed in the upper 

levels where the percentage of English used by both teachers and students is high. Both Non-

NESTs and NESTs should work closely together on teaching strategies and policies that will lead 

to studentsô effective learning. They should also be actively involved in the decision making 

about a policy that is appropriate for each school. 

   As Non NESTs were found to lack confidence in language proficiency, which led to their 
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increased and inappropriate L1 use, seminars should be offered to improve their confidence and 

promote L2 use among the teachers. Effective collaboration between Non-NESTs and NESTs can 

also work towards this goal by increasing their opportunities for language practice and updating 

their English language skills. 

   As the findings have indicated the importance of judicious L1 use and increase of L2 use, 

classroom activities promoting L2 use should be developed.  For example, a merit system could 

be implemented where rewards are given to students who try to communicate in English. The 

points are accumulated at the end of month and those who receive the most get an award, which 

will motivate students to do likewise.      

   Future research could focus on evaluating the environment and progress of students in the two 

units in the Korean school. In addition, a bigger population sample from teachers and students 

from other minority groups in Vietnam and other countries, using more qualitative methods could 

offer a more comprehensive picture of the preferences on L1 use. Researchers could also 

investigate L1 use in early year groups since younger age learners tend to learn foreign languages 

in an identical fashion to the acquisition of their mother tongue. Furthermore, multilingual 

language classrooms in international schools would be worth investigating, in particular how the 

studentsô approach to L1 differs from students with the same background. 
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Appendix I  

Questionnaire / for teachers 

The purpose of the questionnaire is to discover the use and attitude of using native language 

(Korean) in ELT classrooms. Your answers will be used for research purposes only. Thank you 

for your cooperation. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

I am a native/ non-native English teacher (Please circle the appropriate answer).   

1. Which level do you teach?  (Please circle the appropriate answer) 

            Beginner to pre-intermediate /  Intermediate  /   Upper-intermediate to advanced 

2. Do you think the use of Korean helps students learn English? (Circle number) 

Very useful/ useful/ often useful/sometimes useful/very small / Not at all 

         1             2              3                     4                         5                  6 

3. Assuming you can speak Korean, to what extent should you use Korean? (Circle the 

preference) 

all the time / frequently / sometimes / a little / not at all  

4. To what extent should students use Korean? (Circle the preference from the each item) 

A) Beginners to pre-intermediate: 

all the time / frequently / sometimes / a little / not at all  

B) Intermediate: 

all the time / frequently / sometimes / a little / not at all 

C) Upper-Intermediate to advanced: 

all the time / frequently / sometimes / a little / not at all  

5. When do you think it is useful to use Korean in English classrooms? (You can circle 

more than one answer. If you choose more than one answer, please rank them in next to 

the item).  

(1)  Beginner to pre-intermediate 

A. to give instructions  

B. to clarify the meaning of the words, expressions or sentences  

C. to explain grammar rules  
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D. to ask questions to teachers 

E. to carry out pair and group work (communicative activities)  

F. classroom management/ to give students discipline  

G. other, please specify _____________________________________________ 

(2) Intermediate  

A. to give instructions  

B. to clarify the meaning of the words, expressions or sentences  

C. to explain grammar rules  

D. to ask questions to teachers 

E. to carry out pair and group work (communicative activities)  

F. classroom management/ to give students discipline 

G. other, please specify ________________________________________________ 

(3) Upper-Intermediate to Advanced 

A. to give instructions  

B. to clarify the meaning of the words, expressions or sentences  

C. to explain grammar rules  

D. to ask questions to teachers 

E. to carry out pair and group work (communicative activities)  

F. classroom management/ to give students discipline 

G. other, please specify ________________________________________________ 

6. When do you think it is not useful to use Korean in English classrooms? (You can choose 

more than one answers and circle alphabet. If you choose more than one answer, please 

rank them in next to the item).  

(1)  Beginner to pre-intermediate 

A. to give instructions  

B. to clarify the meaning of the words, expressions or sentences  

C. to explain grammar rules  

D. to ask questions to  teachers 

E. to carry out pair and group work (communicative activities)  
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F. classroom management/ to give students discipline 

G. other, please specify _________________________________________________ 

(2) Intermediate  

A. to give instructions  

B. to clarify the meaning of the words, expressions or sentences  

C. to explain grammar rules  

D. to ask questions to teachers 

E. to carry out pair and group work (communicative activities)  

F. classroom management/ to give students discipline  

G. other, please specify ___________________________________________________ 

(3) Upper-Intermediate to Advanced 

A. to give instructions  

B. to clarify the meaning of the words, expressions or sentences  

C. to explain grammar rules  

D. to ask questions to teachers 

E. to carry out pair and group work (communicative activities)  

F.   classroom management/ to give students discipline 

G. other, please specify ______________________________________________  

7.  (native English teachers only) What is the most challenging aspect when you teach   

monolingual classrooms like Korean school?  

_______________________________________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________________ 

8. (Korean English teachers only) What is the most challenging aspect when you encourage 

your students to speak English as much as possible? 

________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________ 

9. What do you usually do when your students do not understand what you say in  English?  

(You can choose more than one answer and circle alphabet. If you choose more than one 

answer, please rank them next to the item).  

A. ask classmates to translate for you  
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B. use Korean to explain again  

C. write down the words which students dont understand and ask them look up the 

dictionary  

D. use English to explain again until students get the idea  

E. ignore it  

F. other, please specify_______________________________________ 

10. In those skill(s) how much can your students benefit from by using Korean? (Please 

choose a percentage from each item and explain your reasoning). 

A. Speaking  0-10%   10-40%   40-60%    60-100%  

______________________________________________________________________ 

B. Listening  0-10%   10-40%   40-60%    60-100%  

______________________________________________________________________ 

C. Reading 0-10%   10-40%   40-60%    60-100%  

______________________________________________________________________ 

D. Writing 0-10%    10-40%   40-60%    60-100%  

______________________________________________________________________ 

11. How much can your students benefit from by using Korean in each level?(Please choose a 

percentage from each item and explain your reasoning). 

A. Beginner to Pre-Intermediate  0-10%   10-40%   40-60%    60-100%  

_______________________________________________________________________ 

B. Intermediate  0-10%  10-40%   40-60%    60-100%  

_______________________________________________________________________ 

C. Upper-Intermediate to Advanced 0-10%  10-40%   40-60%    60-100%  

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

-The End- 
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Appendix II  

Questionnaire for students (translated from Korean) 

The purpose of the questionnaire is to discover the use and attitude of using native language 

(Korean) in classrooms. Yours answers will be used for research purposes only. Thank you for 

your cooperation.  

 

1. Which level do you belong to?  

 Level 1 (Beginner to pre-intermediate)/ Level 2 (Intermediate) /  Level 3 (Upper intermediate  

to Advanced) 

2. Do you think native language (Korean) should be used in English classes?  Yes / No 

3. Do you think the use of Korean helps you learn English? (Circle number) 

Very useful/ useful / often useful/ sometimes useful/ very small use/ Not at all 

           1       2       3       4       5       6 

4.  Do you think what extend teachers should use Korean?   (Circle the preference) 

all the time / frequently / sometimes/ a little / not all  

5. When do you think it is useful to use Korean in English classrooms? (You can circle more 

than one answer. If you choose more than one answer, please rank them in next to the 

item).  

(1)  Beginner to pre-intermediate 

A. to give instructions  

B. to clarify the meaning of the words, expressions or sentences  

C. to explain grammar rules  

D. to ask questions to teachers 

E. to carry out pair and group work (communicative activities)  

F. classroom management/ to give students discipline  

G. other, please specify _____________________________________________ 

(2) Intermediate  

A. to give instructions  

B. to clarify the meaning of the words, expressions or sentences  
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C. to explain grammar rules  

D. to ask questions to teachers 

E. to carry out pair and group work (communicative activities)  

F. classroom management/ to give students discipline 

G. other, please specify ________________________________________________ 

(3) Upper-Intermediate to Advanced 

A. to give instructions  

B. to clarify the meaning of the words, expressions or sentences  

C. to explain grammar rules  

D. to ask questions to teachers 

E. to carry out pair and group work (communicative activities)  

F. classroom management/ to give students discipline 

G. other, please specify ________________________________________________ 

6. When do you think it is not useful to use Korean in English classrooms? (You can choose 

more than one answers and circle alphabet. If you choose more than one answer, please 

rank them in next to the item).  

(1)  Beginner to pre-intermediate 

A. to give instructions  

B. to clarify the meaning of the words, expressions or sentences  

C. to explain grammar rules  

D. to ask questions to teachers 

E. to carry out pair and group work (communicative activities)  

F. classroom management/ to give students discipline 

G. other, please specify _________________________________________________ 

(2) Intermediate  

A. to give instructions  

B. to clarify the meaning of the words, expressions or sentences  

C. to explain grammar rules  

D. to ask questions to teachers 

E. to carry out pair and group work (communicative activities)  
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F. classroom management/ to give students discipline  

G. other, please specify ___________________________________________________ 

(3) Upper-Intermediate to Advanced 

A. to give instructions  

B. to clarify the meaning of the words, expressions or sentences  

C. to explain grammar rules  

D. to ask questions to teachers 

E. to carry out pair and group work (communicative activities)  

F.   classroom management/ to give students discipline 

G. other, please specify ______________________________________________  

7. Please describe advantages and disadvantages in studying with native English teachers.  

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

8. Please describe advantages and disadvantages in studying with Korean English teachers.  

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________________________________ 

9. What do you usually do when you do not understand what the teacher says in English? 

(You can choose more than one answers and circle alphabet. If you choose more than one 

answer, please rank them in next to the item).  

A. ask classmates to translate   

B. write down the words which you donôt understand and look up the dictionary  

C. ask the teacher for clarification  

D. ignore it  

E. other, please specify_______________________________________ 

10. In those skill(s) how much can your students benefit from by using Korean? (Please 

choose a percentage from each item and explain your reasoning). 

A. Speaking  0- 10% 10-40%   40-60%    60-100%  

______________________________________________________________________ 
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B. Listening  0- 10% 10-40%   40-60%    60-100%  

______________________________________________________________________ 

C. Reading 0- 10% 10-40%   40-60%    60-100%  

______________________________________________________________________ 

D. Writing 0- 10% 10-40%   40-60%    60-100%  

______________________________________________________________________ 

11. How much can your students benefit from by using Korean in each level?(Please choose a 

percentage from each item and explain your reasoning). 

A. Beginner to Pre-Intermediate  0- 10% 10-40%   40-60%    60-100%  

_______________________________________________________________________ 

B. Intermediate  0- 10% 10-40%   40-60%    60-100%  

_______________________________________________________________________ 

C. Upper-Intermediate to Advanced 0- 10% 10-40%   40-60%    60-100%  

_______________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

-The End- 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Appendix III (Interviews)  

 

Interview Questions (to students) 

1. Why and when is L1 use (Korean) useful or not useful?  

2. Why are students more willing to use Korean even though most candidates have 

answered that L1 should be used in the range of ñsometimesò to a ñlittleò? 

3. What kind of difficulties and frustrations do the students encounter when they are 

learning English? 

Interview Questions (to teachers) 

1. Why and when is L1 use (Korean) useful or not useful?  

2. Why do Korean English teachers prefer to use Korean even though most teachers 

have answered that L1 should be used in the range of ñsometimesò to a ñlittleò? 

3. What kind of difficulties and frustrations do the teachers encounter in teaching 

English? 

 

The interview results are summarised as follows: 

(1) Students 

No matter which levels they belonged to, students had similar opinions in general. 

They thought using Korean is useful especially for reading comprehension and 

grammar. The clarification helps them understand but they expressed frustration with 

using too much Korean in Korean-English classes. They suggested Korean teachers 

should try to communicate in English, even outside of the classrooms, and encourage 

students to speak English in class. They also thought more English use benefits 

listening and speaking skills. 

 

Although they expressed similar opinions, each level pointed out their own issues. 

Beginner group students said they often depend on the strongest students or give up 

paying attention in the class. On the other hand, advanced students mentioned Korean 

should be avoided as much as possible except in situations in which they struggle to 

understand. 

 

(2) Teachers 

Native English speakers think using L1 is not really helpful since it distracts from the 

objectives and the target language. Even for beginner groups, the target language is 
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easy and can be achieved without any L1 support. Moreover, it is important to think 

directly in English rather than translating first. They also expressed their frustration in 

terms of classroom management, so group or pair work is generally avoided, and in 

that situation, speaking Korean would be a big advantage.  

Korean English teachers think the use of Korean is very useful especially for low-

level students and pointed out that students become demotivated if they donôt 

understand English most of the time. Moreover, Korean can be used to provide 

guidelines for students to learn English more effectively, especially in reading 

comprehension, in explaining and clarifying the meanings. They understand English 

should be used most of the time, however, they feel uncomfortablein using it because 

of their perceived deficiencies in their language ability.  
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Appendix IV (Classroom Observation) 

(1) Beginner to pre-intermediate (Level 1) 

Effectiveness Korean English EFL 

 Good Decent Poor Good Decent Poor 

Studentsô Participation / 

Confidence 

  x     x 

Giving instructions   x         x 

Clarifying the words, expressions 

or grammar 

 x     

Students asking questions to the 

teacher  

     x        x 

Pair or group work / speaking 

activities 

 x     

Classroom management   x         x 

Achieving objectives / target 

language 

     x       x 

Percentage of using English 10-

40% 

40-

70% 

70-

100% 

10-

40% 

40-

70% 

70-

100% 

Students using English   x        x  

Korean teacher using English x      

 

 

 

(2) Intermediate (Level 2) 

Effectiveness Korean English EFL 

 Good Decent Poor Good Decent Poor 

Studentsô Participation / 

Confidence 

   x        x  

Giving instructions    x        x  

Clarifying the words, expressions 

or grammar 

   x         x 

Students asking questions to the 

teacher  

   x         x  

Pair or group work / speaking 

activities 

     x     

Classroom management    x         x  

Achieving objectives / target 

language 

     x        x  

Percentage of using English 10-

40% 

40-

70% 

70-

100% 

10-

40% 

40-

70% 

70-

100% 

Students using English      x      x  

Korean teacher using English x      
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(3) Upper-intermediate to advanced 

Effectiveness Korean English EFL 

Studentsô Participation / 

Confidence 

Good  Decent Poor Good  Decent  Poor 

Giving instructions    x      x   

Clarifying the words, expressions 

or grammar 

   x      x   

Students asking questions to the 

teacher  

   x      x   

Pair or group work / speaking 

activities 

   x      x   

Classroom management    x      x   

Achieving objectives / target 

language 

     x     x   

Percentage of using Korean  10-

40% 

40-

70% 

70-

100% 

10-

40% 

40-

70% 

70-

100% 

Students using English     x       x 

Korean teacher using English x      

 

Comments: Classroom observations focused on how effectively lessons were carried 

out in different contexts and how much students and Korean-English teachers were 

using English in reality. See Appendix III for a detailed table.  

   The beginner levels seemed to fair far better with L1 use than with exclusive use of 

English, both in terms of effectiveness and in terms of how much English was 

actually used. In most of the tasks, there was confusion due to the studentsô limited 

knowledge of L1 and due to a lack of classroom management. The studentsô English 

use was limited to ñyes,ò ñno,ò or a number responses with the EFL teachers, yet with 

the Korean English teachers they used English about 10-40% of the time. 

   The intermediate levels showed a similar pattern. The tasks in the EFL classroom 

were much less successful than the ones with the Korean teachers, with the majority, 

5 out of 7, receiving a ñgoodò mark for EFL teachers. In addition, the percentage of 

English used was much higher or equal to that of the Korean English teacher, at 40-

70%. 

   The upper level classes observed, for both EFL and Korean English, showed clear 

examples of effective teaching with a high amount of English being used throughout. 

All  the tasks were organized and performed successfully except for one ñdecentò due 

to the heavy use of translation. 
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Abstract 

The major purpose of this study was to investigate the effect of error correction on 

EFL learnersô acquisition of some grammatical features. More specifically, the study 

looked at the learning effects of correcting learnersô errors on definite and indefinite 

articles as well as errors on regular and irregular past tense verb forms. Data for the 

study were collected from 56 intermediate level students of English as a Foreign 

Language in Iranian private language school settings. Through an oral interview, each 

participant was required to read and then retell a written text in their own words. 

During or following the interview the examiner provided the participants with 

immediate explicit, delayed explicit and immediate implicit corrective oral feedback 

on their grammatical errors. Individualized multiple-choice tests focusing on the 

errors that had been corrected were constructed for each participant and administered. 

A comparison was made between the learnersô scores on the test items that measured 

definite and indefinite articles as well as regular and irregular past tense forms in 

order to assess the impact of corrective feedback on these linguistic features. This 

comparison was made by post-hoc analysis of the final tailor-made tests. The results 

show that when corrective feedback is given, the irregular past tense form is learnt 

before the regular past tense and the definite article ótheô is learned before indefinite 

articles óaô and óanô. This finding lends support to the arguments put forth by of 

Krashen, (1977), Andersen (1978), and Dietrich, Klein and Noyau, (1995) that 

confirmed the role of negotiation as well as to the role of saliency and individualized 
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attention in language learning. The results of the study also have some implications 

for both second language acquisition and language pedagogy. 

 

Key Words: Definite/Indefinite Articles; EFL Learner; immediate explicit, delayed 

explicit and immediate implicit corrective feedback; Regular/Irregular Past Tense 

Forms; Second Language Acquisition; error correction.  

 

1. Introduction 

With the advent of communicative language teaching (CLT), the attention of most 

teachers and learners shifted from accuracy to fluency in attempting to learn a second 

language. In other words, because of the tendency of both learners and teachers, 

especially in recent years, towards fluency over accuracy, attention to the 

development of grammar in L2 has been neglected. However, this has caused a 

number of problems in terms of students learning some grammatical features 

correctly, such as definite and indefinite articles and regular and irregular past tense 

forms. For instance, although learners have explicit knowledge of grammatical 

features, they still make errors in their use. The presence of such grammatical 

inaccuracies in learnersô production of language makes the provision of corrective 

feedback essential, since it helps learners notice the incorrectness of the form(s) they 

have used. This, as a result, enables them to modify their hypotheses about the target 

language (Oliver, 1995). The present study attempts to investigate the effect of 

immediate explicit, delayed explicit and immediate implicit corrective feedback on 

the English article system as well as regular and irregular past tense forms as 

demonstrated by Iranian EFL learners who are at the intermediate level of 

proficiency. 

 

2. Theoretical Background 

One of the central points of interest for teachers and researchers has always been 

errors made by language learners. In fact, according to the cognitive view of language 

learning, errors made by L2 learners are signs of progress and not impediments 

(Dulay & Burt, 1975). If students commit errors, teachers should give them corrective 

feedback; and this would promote authentic interaction between them.   

   According to Polio et al. (2006), the role of corrective feedback in second language 

acquisition (SLA) has long been an issue, especially in the interactionist approach, 

which claims that the feedback through interaction is a driving force for learning. 

Mackey & Gass (2006) state that in Longôs (1996) interaction hypothesis of SLA, 
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interaction, (particularly with a more competent interlocutor), facilitates L2 

development because it connects input, internal learner capacities (e.g. selective 

attention) and output efficiently. It stands to reason, therefore, that corrective 

feedback (both its interpretation and its role in L2 development) plays a crucial role in 

interaction-based research. 

   N. Ellis (2005) argues that both conscious and unconscious processes are involved 

in every learning sequence. In his connectionist model, in order for explicit learning 

to take place, some degree of attention is needed. The explicit learning can then be 

turned into an implicit one and enters implicit memory (Ellis, 2005). R. Ellis et al. 

(2006) suggest that providing students with corrective feedback constitutes an ideal 

context in which both conscious and unconscious learning are involved together in 

SLA. Moreover, in such a learning situation, the targeted structure (the one that is 

supposed to be learnt) will enter implicit memory.  

   Conscious attention is crucially important in learning and does not take place unless 

features are made noticeable. Perceptual salience is the term used for when learnersô 

attention is drawn to language forms. It is one of the main contributing factors for 

drawing learnersô attention to grammatical features. There are several factors involved 

in salience: irregularity, stress, and frequency of input (Gass & Selinker, 2001). 

   Let us now turn our attention to the variables under investigation such as the role of 

immediate explicit, delayed explicit and immediate implicit corrective feedback in 

learning some grammatical features in English. These features are definite and 

indefinite articles and regular and irregular past tense forms, which will be fully 

described and delineated in the following sections. 

 

2.1 Regular Past Form vs. Irregular Past Form  

Previous research has shown different findings with respect to these two features. 

Some studies found that the regular past tense form is learned before the irregular 

(Dulay and Burt, 1975; Larsen-Freeman, 1975; Hakuta 1974). Some other research 

shows that the irregular past form is learned first (Krashen, 1977). Still some other 

research using group scores (scores obtained by a group of learners) shows that the 

irregular past form is learned before the regular, but learnersô individual scores 

showed that there is no order between these two features (Andersen, 1978). Finally, 

the fact that the irregular past tense form precedes the regular form was confirmed in 

a longitudinal study of (largely untutored) adult learners of five target languages 
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(Dietrich, Klein and Noyau, 1995). 

   A possible factor in learning language features may be the degree of novelty that a 

form holds for a learner. The proponents of contrastive theory believe that similarities 

between the features in learnersô native language and the target language lead to 

learning ease, whereas differences lead to learning difficulty (Brooks, 1960). This 

theory was subsequently rejected and proved to be invalid (Corder, 1975). In contrast, 

Kleinmann, (1977) suggested that the difference between the forms in the learnersô 

native language and the target language may cause a novelty effect, which promotes 

SLA.  

 

2.2 Definite vs. Indefinite Articles 

Research in the domain of article acquisition comes from two different areas. Some 

research is not specifically on article acquisition, but is primarily concerned with 

morpheme acquisition (Dulay and Burt, 1973; Brown, 1973; Hakuta, 1976; Huebner, 

1979, 1983; Tarone 1985; Master, 1995). Most of these studies show that the 

acquisition of the definite article takes place later than the indefinite. There is also 

research that has been exclusively designed to study article acquisition (Master, 1987; 

Parish, 1987; Tarone and Parish, 1988; Thomas, 1989; Liu and Gleason, 2002). These 

findings are mixed depending on whether the overuse assumption or the accuracy 

assumption is used. Despite discrepancies of the findings of Parish, Master, and 

Thomas, they concur that óaô is acquired later than ótheô. Chaudron and Parker (1990) 

also provide evidence that Japanese learners acquire óaô later than ótheô. 

   It has generally been observed that children possess an innate tendency to 

distinguish specificity from non-specificity. Presumably, this tendency emerges from 

a very early age as part of their L1 cognitive linguistic development (Brown, 1973; 

Maratsos, 1971, 1976; Cziko, 1986 cited in Butler, 2000). Furthermore, this semantic 

notion connects somehow with the external attributes (ótheô and óaô).  

   This hypothesis can be extended to the acquisition of articles among adult second 

language learners. The ability to distinguish specificity from non-specificity already 

exists among adult second language learners due to early childhood cognitive 

linguistic development in their L1. Also, as Huebner (1985) and Master (1988) 

suggested, L2 learners initially might associate specificity (SR=specific referent) with 

hearer knowledge [HK], in contrast to children acquiring the English article system as 

part of their L1. In other words, the semantic concepts of definiteness and 



 94 

indefiniteness already exist, what learning does is to connect these semantic concepts 

to the new external attributes (the article forms, ótheô and óaô). 

   According to the COBUILD frequency count, in a corpus of 20 million English 

words, the definite article ótheôis by far the most frequent word, with a frequency rate 

of 25.1% (Sinclair, 1991). The indefinite article, however, is the fifth most frequent 

item with a frequency rate of 10.1%. Frequency has been proposed by some research 

as one of the features that causes learners to notice forms (Bardovi- Harlig, 1987; Day 

& Shapson, 1991; Trahey and White, 1993; N. Ellis, 2002). These studies show the 

benefits of instruction that focuses on the frequency of troublesome features (Doughty 

and Williams, 1998).  

   Concerning the theoretical backgrounds of the issue under study, the major question 

is to examine the effect of immediate explicit, delayed explicit and immediate implicit 

on the learning and use of frequent grammatical features. This will be further 

separated into minor questions below. 

 

2.3 Research questions  

In relation to the major purpose of the study, which was to investigate the effect of 

corrective feedback on learning and using the article system and regular/irregular past 

tense forms in English, two research questions were addressed. They are as follows: 

1). Is the correction of indefinite articles, óaô and óanô more effective in Learning than 

the definite article ótheô? 

 

2). Is the correction of the regular past tense form óedô more effective in language 

learning than the irregular forms? 

 

   In order to provide plausible answers for the aforementioned questions, a meaning- 

based study was conducted which will be described and explained in the next section. 

 

3. Methodology  

3.1 Participants 

A total of 56 learners (from among a population of 300 students) from seven language 

institutes with 12 upper-intermediate classes participated in this study. The reason for 

choosing these classes was because the numbers of learners who could talk well were 

naturally higher in such classes. To determine the general proficiency band in the 

study, a standard test of grammar was used. This 40-item test was selected from 
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Section 2 (Structure and Written Expression) of the TOEFL test. Those scoring 

between 50 and 70 were called on to participate in the research. The reason for 

choosing this test was that, (according to the information provided by TOEFL) the 

reliability is relatively high (0.88).  

   The research was conducted at seven private language institutes in Isfahan, Iran. 

These research sites were chosen because, in general, this research was initially 

intended to investigate error correction among EFL learners (that is, those who learn 

English as a foreign language in an environment where English is not spoken as a first 

language). 

   The demographic information of the learners showed that they averaged about 22 

years of age (with some as young as 17 and others as old as 33). The female students 

accounted for 66% of the sample population, while males were 34%. Forty percent of 

the students in these classes planned or hoped to continue their education at 

universities abroad, and for this reason, they pursued their language learning very 

seriously. 90% of the learners believed English was important for their higher 

education in Iran.  

 

3.2 Materials 

In the current research, for the purpose of eliciting errors, two passages were 

designed. They both have general topics; namely: óDiamonds Are foreverô and 

óBritainôs Unluckiest Criminalô. óDiamonds Are foreverô is more of a factual type of 

passage containing information on figures, dates, and names of some relatively known 

geographical places. óBritainôs Unluckiest Criminalô is a narrative about the course of 

events in a manôs life. Each one of the two comprehension passages contains 240 

frequently occurring words, 20% of which are function words and the rest consist of 

lexical items and proper nouns. These two passages are structurally and lexically of 

the same intermediate difficulty level. The difficulty levels of these passages were 

calculated by using the SMOG Readability Formula and the Smog Conversion Table. 

The levels were appropriate for the participants for a number of reasons. Firstly, the 

participants were upper-intermediate learners whose reading comprehension and 

speaking ability was not high enough to be able to understand and talk easily about 

passages containing higher levels of difficulty with relative ease. Thus, the passages 

were easier than the levels at which the learners were currently working. Secondly, 
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they were learners at private schools and not at universities. Therefore, they had not 

been previously exposed to passages with higher degrees of difficulty.  

   A number of individualized tailor-made tests were constructed based on the errors 

typically made by the learners. Every learner did two tailor-made tests, each 

consisting of a number of test items. The number ranged from 3 to 13 depending on 

the errors made by the learners in their task reconstructions and also on the 

instructorôs ability to identify the relevant errors. All test items were multiple choice 

questions that included a correct answer and three distractors. The main reasons for 

choosing multiple choice item tests were that multiple choice item tests have the 

advantages of ease, objectivity and reliability of scoring. However, the tailor-made 

tests had a weakness arising from different weightings of the test items. This situation 

occurred because each item in each tailor-made test was based on one error correction 

episode the learner had. So, if a learner had three error correction episodes in the 

reconstruction task, that learner had three items in his or her tailor-made test. If a 

learner had five error correction episodes in the reconstruction task, that learner had 

five items in his or her tailor-made test. A possibility would have been to increase the 

number of test items in the tailor-made test (for example, to provide two or more 

items on each type of error and in this way have the tests contain the same number of 

items). However, this was not practical, since the tests were individualised and the 

items had to be prepared very soon after the error correction sessions. There would 

not have been enough time to produce a large number of tests items.  

   Below, we will fully delineate the experiment that was conducted in this study.  

 

3.3. Task Procedures 

Recordings of sessions were made from the very beginning, so that the instructions 

given to the learners, the learnersô talk and the instructorôs corrections would be 

recorded for further analysis and testing. For this purpose, a wireless cassette recorder 

with an in-built microphone was used. As soon as interactions between the learner 

and the instructor began, the cassette recorder was switched on by the researcher to 

record the reconstructions and error correction episodes. 
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3.3.1 Immediate Explicit Correction 

With this type of error correction method, as soon as learners makes an error, the 

teacher immediately steps in to correct them and to provide the learners with the 

correct form as well as an explicit metalinguistic explanation of the rule related to this 

form (Lyster, 1998) For example: 

Learner: He buy a ticket of airplane. 

Teacher: OK He bought an air ticket, an airplane ticket. You should use the past 

tense form here. The past tense is óboughtô. OK? 

L: He went and bought an airplane ticket. 

 

3.3.2 Immediate Implicit Correction  

Implicit correction refers to the process of providing the learner with indirect forms of 

feedback. After an error is made by a learner, again the teacher immediately steps in 

to correct them, but implicitly (Lyster, 1998). The implicit feedback provided to the 

learner in the present research was in the form of recast ï the correct reformulation of 

the learnersô erroneous utterances. The following error correction episode is an 

example of immediate implicit correction: 

 

Learner: Carson was a man and a local businessman and everybody thought 

he was honest man, but suddenly he invest and he fell in difficulty. 

T: He invested his money in a business. 

Learner: Yes, he invested his money in a business. 

T: What kind of business was it? 

Learner: I donôt know... 

 

3.3.3 Delayed Explicit Correction  

With this type of error correction, when learners make an error, the researcher waits 

till the learnersô attempt to reconstruct the text has finished (Lysre, 2004). In fact in 

this study, the teacher avoided correcting the error while the learners were still talking 

about the content of the passage. He only made rough notes of the errors made by the 

learners. Later, the correction was carried out explicitly using explicit corrective 

moves; that is, by providing the learner with the correct form together with a 

metalingual explanation of the rule for the correct form. The error correction in the 

following episode took place 15 minutes after the error was made. 
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T: Thank you very much for your talk about the passage. If you allow me, I 

would like to draw your attention to some of the mistakes you made during 

our conversation. Is it OK? 

L: Yea, ok. 

T: For instance you said, óHe feeled depressedô. 

L: Yes. 

T: You should say, óHe felt depressed.ô OK? The past tense of feel is ófeltô 

not feeled. 

L: Right. 

 

3.3.4 Test-Item Construction 

A few words about how the construction of the tailor-made tests used in this study 

were made seems warranted. Errors made by learners included many cases of regular 

and irregular tense forms as well as definite and indefinite article forms. Multiple 

choice test items were constructed based on error correction episodes. The following 

examples of test items were constructed on the basis of such error types: 

(Immediate / Implicit) 

Error Correction Episode Test Item 

L: Mostly between 1885 and 1907, one 

Russian jeweler has made several ( ) 

T: Easter eggs. Between 1885 and 

1917,he made a number of Easter eggs 

for - 

L: For the Tsars and their familiesé 

Between 1885 and 1917, a Russian 

jeweleré a number of Easter eggs for the 

Tsars and their families. 

(a) has made 

(b) makes 

(c)  made 

(d) making 

Table 1: Irregular Past Tense  

   Options used for such items needed to be of the same class of grammatical features 

to make sure that the test item would measure one particular aspect of the error 

corrected by the teacher. For example, errors in the use of tenses can often be 

confused with errors in voice which is represented by active/passive forms of verbs. 

However, it was also important for the items to include developmental features as 

distracters. Therefore, the distracters used in these items could include active or 
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passive forms. Furthermore, it was decided that other distracters be chosen from the 

tenses that are generally within the active production of learners at the intermediate 

level. 

(Immediate/Explicit) 

Error Correction Episode Test Item 

L: This is about Ø local businessman in (the) 

England, in (the) one of the town of England. 

He is really an unlucky businessman. 

T: Excuse me, this is story is about a local 

businessman because you should use an 

indefinite article before a noun or a modifier.  

L: Ité.is about a local businessman in one of 

the town of England. He is reallyé. 

This story is abouté.local 

businessman called Edward Carson. 

 

(a) é  

(b) the 

(c) a 

(d)  an 

Table 2: Articles  

Every test item that was constructed to measure the correction of article errors, 

generally consisted of the same four options throughout the study. These four options, 

as indicated in Table 2, are: óaô ótheô, óanô, and óblankô. 

 

3.4 Analysis 

Overall, there were 112 tailor-made tests, for both passage reconstruction tasks, 

administered to the learners. They included a total of 675 test items measuring 675 

error correction episodes. Of this total number, there were 175 items measuring error 

correction episodes related to errors of definite/indefinite articles and regular/irregular 

tense forms.  The following table shows the number of such errors related to 

immediate explicit, immediate implicit and delayed explicit types of feedback: 
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Error 

Types 

Imm./Exp. Imm./Imp. Del./Exp. Total 

Definite 

Article 

(the) 

13 

 

21 

 

22 

 

56 

 

Indefinite 

Article (a, 

an) 

11 

 

9 

 

24 

 

44 

 

Regular 

Past 

Tense(ed) 

10 

 

11 

 

22 

 

43 

 

Irregular 

Past Tense 

8 

 

9 

 

15 

 

32 

 

Table 3: Number of Errors in Each Type  

 

3.4.1 Identification of Error Correction Episodes 

Similar to Ellis et al., (2001), an error correction episode is defined as an interlude 

between the learner and the teacher in an interaction. It is triggered by an error made 

by the learner and corrected by the teacher. The error correction ends when the 

interaction returns to the topic of discussion. In addition to the criteria mentioned in 

this definition, the following two points were considered in identification of episodes: 

1. Error correction episodes included only teacher-corrected errors and not self- 

corrections.2. Each error correction episode included only a single error that was 

addressed by the teacher. 

 

3.4.2 Detailed Transcription of Error Correction Episodes 

After the reconstruction and error correction episodes, the recorded sessions were 

copied onto a computer program that enabled the researcher to listen repeatedly to the 

recordings. Detailed transcriptions of the error correction episodes took place at this 

time. 

 

3.4.3 Reliability of Identification of Error Correction Episodes 

To determine the reliability of the researcherôs identification of error correction 

episodes, a sample of 23% of the recorded sessions was evaluated by a second rater. 
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The second rater was asked to check whether: (1) the error was corrected by the 

researcher and not by the learners themselves; (2) an error had actually been 

committed; (3) the error was corrected using one of the three error correction 

methods; (4) the episode ended with a topic change; and (5) only one error was 

corrected in each episode.  

   The absence of any one of the above criteria in the learnersô utterances would 

disqualify them from being considered as an error correction episodes. The resulting 

agreement rate between raters was 88.3%.  

 

3.4.4 Reliability and Validity of the Tailor-made Tests 

In the present study, it was not possible to establish reliability using the test-retest 

method, since every participant had his/her own specific items arising from his/her 

own errors. it did not seem logical to trial the items from a tailor-made test (i.e. 

belonging to one person) on other individuals or a different sample group, since every 

participant had his/her own specific items arising from his/her own errors. 

   Therefore, a different approach than the one mentioned above needed to be taken in 

order to establish the reliability of the tailor-made tests. Basically, all potential threats 

to the reliability of the tests were addressed. Following Loewen (2002), Brownôs 

(1996) checklist of potential sources of error variance or measurement error was used.  

The checklist points to different potential sources of errors such as environment, 

administration procedures, examinees, scoring procedures, and test items. For 

example, in dealing with  the environmental variance, it was obvious that allocating  

all the learners to a specific and pre-arranged place where they could read and 

reconstruct the texts, was very  difficult, because several schools were involved in the 

study and the participants in each school preferred to be interviewed and tested in 

their own school. However, the researcher was given a room by each school to carry 

out the interviews. The rooms had standard facilities like heating and lighting, as well 

as being quiet the learners were interviewed and tested individually in the rooms. In 

this study, ways of reducing error variance due to these factors were considered and 

accommodations to ensure validity were made. 

 

3.5 Procedures  

Individualised tailor-made test items, based on the corrected errors in the learnersô 

reconstructions of the text passages, were administered to the learners individually 
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five to eight days after the time of reconstruction. For the administration of the tests, 

learners were withdrawn individually to a quiet room where the researcher 

administered the tailor-made tests (one at a time) to them. They were allowed 

sufficient time to answer all of the questions.  

 

3.5.1 Scoring Procedures for Definite and Indefinite Article Features 

Each learnerôs final scores on definite and indefinite article features were a fraction of 

the correctly answered definite and indefinite test items over the total number of such 

test items (which varied in every tailor-made test). This fraction was then multiplied 

by 100 to obtain the percentage of the learnerôs score. Since each learner had two 

tailor-made tests, and therefore, had two scores on the definite item and two scores on 

indefinite items, the average mean of these two scores was considered to be his/her 

final score on the definite and indefinite article features. 

 

3.5.2 Scoring Procedures for Regular and Irregular Past Tense Forms 

As in the case of definite and indefinite past tense features, the learnerôs final scores 

on regular and irregular past tense forms in his/her two tailor-made tests would be a 

fraction of the correctly answered regular and irregular test items over the total 

number of such test items (which were included in every tailor-made test). By 

multiplying the fraction by 100, the percentage of the learnerôs score was obtained. 

The average mean of the two scores from both of the tailor-made tests was considered 

to be the mean of learnerôs final score on the regular and irregular past tense forms. 

After the data were collected they were organized and categorized in order to be put 

into SPSS software for further analysis and the results of which will appear in the 

following part. 

 

4. Data Analysis and Results  

As to the purpose of this study which was to investigate the effect of corrective 

feedback on the learning and use of the article system and regular and irregular past 

tense forms in English, two questions were posed. The research questions were 

formulated as null hypotheses such as: (1) there is no difference between the regular 

and irregular past tense verb forms in terms of learning and use as a result of 

corrective feedback; and (2) corrective feedback does not cause any difference 

between the definite and indefinite articles in terms of learning and use. In order to 
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investigate the above-mentioned null hypotheses, both descriptive and inferential 

statistics were used; the results of which will be fully described and delineated in the 

following sections. 

 

4.1. Findings about the Regular and Irregular Past Tense Items 

In order to summarize the group characteristics of the scores obtained, first of all, 

descriptive statistics were computed. As shown in Table 4, the mean score is 78.93 for 

the scores on the regular tense test items and 85.73 for the scores on the irregular 

tense test items. The standard deviations for the regular tense and the irregular tense 

items are 19.64 and 17.04, respectively. Both sets of scores range from 25 to 100.  

 

 
 Total 

Number 

Minimum Maximum Mean  Std. 

Deviation 

Regular Past  43  25 100.00 78.33  19.64 

Irregular Past  32  25 100.00 87.73  17.04 

Table 4: Group Statistics for the Scores on the Regular and Irregular Tense Items 

In order to investigate the first null hypothesis, a paired sample t-test was performed 

to compare the scores on the regular tense items and the scores on the irregular tense 

items (see Table 5). The output indicated that there was a significant difference in the 

score means of the regular and irregular test items (t=  -2.038, df = 55, p=.046, p< 

0.05). This finding indicates that the learners performed more accurately on the 

irregular past items. 
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Paired Differences 

t df 

Sig. (2-

tailed) Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

Pair 1 Regular 

and 

Irregular 

3.12500 21.87906 2.92371 11.5118 .09529 
-

2.038 
55 .046 

Table 5: Paired- Sample t-Test for the Regular and Irregular Tense Items 

 

Thus, as a consequence of running a t-test, the first null hypothesis was rejected. That 

is, corrective feedback affected the learning of the irregular forms more than the 

regular past tense form.  It is important to know that this finding can only be true for 

the overall effect of corrective feedback regardless of the effects of each individual 

treatment on learning. However, as seen in Table 6,the type of treatment that shows to 

have the most impact on the results is the delayed explicit treatment of irregular form 

with the mean percentage of 100 (MP= 100%) which is much higher than the mean 

percentage of the delayed explicit treatment of regular form (M= 72%). 

Form Imm./Exp. Imm./Imp. Del./Exp. Total 

1.Irregular Past Tense TC=8 

MS= 7/8 

MP= 87% 

TC=9 

MS= 7/9 

MP= 78% 

TC=15 

MS= 15/15 

MP= 100% 

TC= 32  

MS= 29/32 

MP= 88% 

2.Regular Past Tense(ed) 

 

TC= 10 

MS= 8/10 

MP= 80% 

TC= 11 

MS= 9/11 

MP= 83% 

TC= 22 

MS= 16/22 

MP= 72% 

TC= 43 

MS= 33/43 

MP=78% 
TC= Total Corrections MS= Mean Score MP= Mean Percentage 

Table 6: Descriptive Statistics for the Reg/irreg Past Tense Forms 
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4.2  Findings about Definite and Indefinite Articles 

The total valid cases for the definite article test items and indefinite article test items 

are 56 and 74, respectively. The mean score is 70.53 for the definite article items and 

53.57 for the indefinite article items. The standard deviations for the definite article 

items and the indefinite article items are 17.99 and 16.80, respectively. Scores of both 

groups of items range from 25 to 100 (See Table 7). 

 N Mean Std. Deviation Minimum Maximum 

Definite 56 70.53 17.99 25 100 

Indefinite 44 53.57 16.80 25 100 

Table 7: Group Statistics for Definite and Indefinite Items 

 

4.3 Tests of Difference in Mean Scores on Items 

The distribution of scores meets the normality assumption, and therefore, a paired 

sample t-test was performed. The mean of the scores on the definite article test items 

was significantly higher than the mean of the indefinite article test items (t = 4.97. df 

=  55 p=.010, p<.050). Therefore, the learners performed more accurately on definite 

than indefinite articles. 

 

Paired Differences 

t df 

Sig. (2-

tailed) Mean 

Std. 

Deviation 

Std. 

Error 

Mean 

95% 

Confidence 

Interval of the 

Difference 

Lower Upper 

Pair 

1 

def - 

indef 
16.96 25.50 3.40 10.13 23.79 4.97 55 .010 

Table 8: Paired Samples t-Test for Definite and Indefinite Article Scores 

The results indicate that the correction of the definite article was more effective than 

the correction of the indefinite article (Refer to Table 8). 
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5. Discussion and Conclusions 

Overall there were 32 error corrections directed at the irregular past tense verb errors 

and 43 directed at the regular past tense errors. However, the test score for the 

irregular was 88% while for the regular past tense it was 78%. A question arises as to 

why irregular past tense forms are learned before regular past tense forms despite the 

fact that the fact that the regular form rule applies to more items than does the 

irregular form (i.e. it has a higher scope); and that, the regular form rule has more 

reliability. Additionally, the frequency of input is considerably higher for regular than 

for irregular forms. There may be a number of reasons given as to why irregular verb 

use precedes regular verb use. Perhaps irregular forms are easier to acquire than the 

regular form. First, irregular forms occur very frequently in the input because they are 

among the most commonly used verbs in English [(9 out of 12 of the most common 

verbs are irregular, according to the Longman Grammar of Spoken and Written 

English (Biber, Conrad, and Reppen, 1999, p. 375)]. Also, whereas irregular forms 

involve item learning, a relatively undemanding cognitive process, the acquisition of 

regular verbs requires the development of the abstract underlying rule (Doughty & 

Williams, 1998). 

   Some other reasons for learnersô better performance on irregular tense verb forms 

may be such notions as syntactic complexity, perceptual salience, and the novelty of 

the form in the target language. These are now discussed in order. It is widely 

established that there are two different processes that account for learning regular and 

irregular past tense verb forms: (i) A rule-governed process is accountable for 

appending the tense affix to the verb; (ii) Memorized listing (rote memory) facilitates 

irregular tense production. This common mental listing capacity, according to Beck 

(1998), forms the basis for initial performance. Learners initially memorize both 

regular and irregular tense forms (both regular and irregular are listed in memory). 

Later on, they abstract out (i.e. make a system ) the óedô affixation rule which enables 

them to form the past tense. This stage is accompanied with the overgeneralization of 

rules (not of concern here). In this period, hypothesis formation and testing take place 

and learners continually restructure their interlanguage. Finally, learnersô productions 

of regular past tense verb forms become native speakers like because constraints for 

óedô affixation are óreadyô. However, irregular past tense verb forms continue to stay 

in memory listing. Klein (1993) argues that this process characterizes the learning of 

individual lexical items rather than the learning of rules. 
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Learners are continuously making and testing hypotheses in their language learning. 

Testing a hypothesis against irregular forms is possibly easier than testing against 

regular forms, because the abstraction of óedô takes place after the regular form is 

listed in memory. Thus, it may take longer for learners to óunderstandô the form 

(discussed above) in order to restructure their interlanguage. On the other hand, 

irregular forms are easier to understand, when reorganizing the interlanguage, than 

regular forms because learners do not have to abstract out (i.e. make an abstract 

system) any affixes.  

   One reason for the better performance on the irregular forms may be the fact that 

irregular forms are easier to hear and to perceive than regular forms. Perhaps it is their 

irregularity that makes them salient. Furthermore, the regular form (ed) is usually 

unstressed. This also makes the irregular form more salient because it is stressed. 

However, the case is not straightforward: both regular and irregular forms gain 

perceptual salience, doing so in different ways. For example, frequency of input for 

the regular form is higher than it is for the irregular form; this means that the regular 

forms are also perceptually salient. Therefore, this factor can not be treated as 

significant. However, a possible consideration to make is, as Gass and Selinker (2001) 

mention, highly infrequent items can also lead to salience because when an item is 

infrequent it might get more attention by learners. The number of irregular forms is 

considerably less than regular forms, thus making them more salient.  Moreover, 

focus on form in the current study might have increased salience. Thus, correction of 

irregular forms may have given them a double salient status, which made them more 

noticeable than regular forms. 

   Novelty effect may be another source of the difference between the correction on 

regular and irregular form use. The native language of the learners in this study was 

Persian (Farsi); Farsi is an inflectional language. The verbal inflectional system is 

quite regular and can be obtained by combining prefixes, stems, inflections and 

auxiliaries. This very complex rule-governed system accounts for regular tense 

formation, and it does not permit irregular tense forms. Therefore, irregular past tense 

form in English is considered very different for Iranian English learners. It may be 

that the presence of the irregular past tense form in English along with salience leads 

Iranian English learners to notice irregular forms more easily than regular forms. 

   Overall, there were 56 corrections directed at definite article errors and 74 directed 

at indefinite article errors. In other words, learners made more errors with the 
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indefinite article. The overall accuracy score on the tailor-made tests was 72% for the 

definite article and 56.6% for the indefinite article. The findings in this research show 

that the correction of errors on the definite article is much more effective than the 

correction of errors on the indefinite article. 

   One reason for the better scores for the definite article may lie in the fact that article 

systems for definiteness and indefiniteness vary among learnersô native languages; 

thus, second language learners are more likely to be unfamiliar with the article system 

in English on a cognitive level because the English article system is novel to them. 

This is especially true when they are not at an advanced level. The novelty of articles 

can cause the novelty effect, which leads the learner to notice articles more easily 

(Gass and Selinker, 2001). Perhaps learners in the present study were able to notice 

the definite article more easily because their native language (Farsi) requires a 

different system for definite articles. However, the indefinite article system in Farsi is 

probably closer to English and this may not have caused novelty effect or stimulated 

their awareness of this linguistic feature. 

   Although the forms and rules of the definite and indefinite articles are 

uncomplicated, there are certain components of salience that may affect the 

acquisition of articles. These include frequency, stress, and homonymy. Some of these 

components are advantageous and some are disadvantageous. The only component of 

salience that is disadvantageous to the acquisition of the indefinite article is its 

homonymy with other morphemes. The indefinite article (a) is taken both as a marker 

for showing singularity of a noun and as an article for showing non-specificity of a 

noun. Learners may not be able to distinguish these two roles from each other. This 

homonymy may be why óaô is not as noticed as ótheô and, consequently, why 

correction is not as effective for óaô. 

   A possible explanation for the fact that the correction of definite article errors was 

more effective than the correction of indefinite article errors is that the corrective 

feedback was more effective in helping learners use ótheô in noun phrases that had 

specific reference and were part of the hearerôs knowledge than in helping them use 

óaô in noun phrases that were non-specific and not part of the hearerôs knowledge. The 

learners in this study produced article errors associated with mainly two classes of 

noun phrase contexts. These are:  
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(i) the context in which the noun phrase is referred to specifically and about 

which the hearer has some knowledge [+ SR + HK], and 

(ii)  the context in which the noun phrase is referred to non-specifically (by a 

speaker) and about which the hearer has no knowledge [- SR -HK]. 

The correction of errors on [+ SR + HK] class of noun phrase contexts is more 

effective than the correction of errors on [- SR - HK] class of noun phrase. In other 

words, the learners may have wrongly associated a different article form (óaô, óanô or 

ózeroô) rather than ótheô to [+ SR + HK] class of noun phrase contexts. In which case, 

providing feedback to help learners associate the right form (the) to [+ SR + HK] is 

very effective. Conversely, correction of errors on [- SR - HK] noun phrase contexts 

is less effective than [+ SR + HK]. Correction may not be able to help learners 

associate [- SR - HK] class of noun phrase contexts to the right article form (a, an). 

   A number of other possible explanations can be suggested for this finding. It is 

possible that definite articles are more perceptually salient than indefinite articles (i.e. 

óaô may be less salient to learners than ótheô). It is possible that the findings simply 

reflect the fact that the definite article is learnt at an earlier stage of development and 

thus the intermediate level learners in the present study were not fully ready to 

acquire this feature even when feedback was given on it. It is also possible L1 transfer 

compounded the learnersô lack of readiness to learn this feature. Also, the indefinite 

article in Farsi has a very different function from its function in English, whereas the 

definite article in Farsi has a similar function to its function in English. Therefore, L1 

transfer may help explain why lower scores were obtained for items testing the 

indefinite article. 

 

6. Implications 

The findings of this study may carry implications that could be of interest to 

practitioners in language pedagogy. The most tangible clues of this sort are discussed 

below. 

   As indicated in the finding obtained concerning the learning of the irregular and 

regular forms, the first implication is that, the same reasons underlying the better 

learning of irregular forms should perhaps be considered in the teaching of regular 

forms. In the present study, one reason for better learning of irregular forms was the 
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possibility that learners learned the irregular forms as 'items learning': they most 

likely internalized such forms by memorizing them. The teacher should perhaps make 

attempts to avoid linguistic descriptions of regular forms (which involves abstract 

notions.).The teacher could probably try to contextualise the regular forms that are in 

need of correction by presenting them in unanalyzed chunks so that they can be 

learned more optimally through memorization. This would enable the teacher not to 

interfere so much with the process of abstraction taking place in the learner's 

interlanguage system. 

   In the present study, one reason for less success in learning of the regular forms was 

the role learners played in abstracting out rules. This would perhaps direct our 

attention to the second implication from learners' perspectives; in the sense that, 

instead of using teachers' correction, self-correction is perhaps, in addition to teacher 

correction, a better alternative for focusing on the correction of regular forms. That is, 

by doing this, the teacher could involve the learner with the process of hypothesis 

forming and testing of the correct form. 

   Also this study showed that that the saliency of linguistic elements makes them 

more learnable. Teachers in the course of their instruction should perhaps make the 

target features salient enough to direct the learners' attention to them. The more 

prominent a language form at input, the greater the chance it will be noticed. 

In the present study, the sequence of learning followed by learners seems to be the 

definite article first and indefinite articles next. We must take this sequence into 

consideration in both classroom teaching practices such as error correction and 

instructional material writing. 

   One possible explanation for the fact that the definite article was learned better than 

the indefinite article was that the latter is taken both as a marker for showing 

singularity of a noun and as an article for showing non-specificity of a noun. Teachers 

must try to clarify the double function of the indefinite article as well as the different 

semantic functions of the English article system for second language learners. 

 

7. Suggestion for Further Research 

This study was cross-sectional in nature, affording only a very static view of second 

language acquisition. No attempt was made to see the effect of correction on errors 

made by learners at different stages of development. The article issue is so broad and 

complex that they can not be explained comprehensively and inclusively by a limited 
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study such as the present one. A longitudinal study to investigate error correction on 

different semantic functions is necessary to further clarify the issue. 
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