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Abstract 

Using the mother tongue (MT) in English as a foreign or second language (EFL/ESL) classrooms 

is indispensable, especially in beginner classes. This paper aims to add to the present literature 

on this issue by highlighting the attitudes of both students and teachers towards MT use in 

English as a foreign language (EFL) classroom, the justifications for its use, and some of the 

actual interaction practices in grammar classes. It investigates the attitudes of 110 Saudi EFL 

female beginners and their two teachers toward using the Arabic language in EFL grammar 

classes at Jazan University. It also investigates the students' reasons for using or avoiding their 

MT. Moreover, it presents some of the functions that MT serves in EFL grammar classes.  To 

collect the data, the researchers used two questionnaires and classroom observations. For data 

analysis, they used Microsoft Excel and thematic content analysis. The results indicated that, 

although both students and teachers generally have positive attitudes toward using the MT in 

EFL classes, they are also aware of the adverse effects of its overuse. The results also revealed 

that the teachers and students use MT in EFL classes to serve different classroom functions that 

ease the teaching and learning processes. Based on these findings, the study provided 

recommendations for teachers, curriculum designers, and future researchers.  

Keywords: Arabic, attitudes, English as a foreign language (EFL), functions, grammar, mother 

tongue (MT), reasons, Saudi Arabia context  
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Introduction 

Throughout the evolution of teaching methods for English as a foreign or second language 

(EFL/ESL), applied linguists have given considerable attention to the use or lack of use of the 

mother tongue (MT) as a basic principle (Larsen-Freeman, 2000). The earliest method (the 

Grammar-Translation Method) recommended using the MT as a fundamental principle to teach 

grammar rules. After that, the Direct Method introduced a shift concerning MT use, which 

banned using MT to teach English in EFL/ESL classes. Later, after a series of different teaching 

methods with various positions regarding the MT status in the classroom, the Communicative 

Teaching Method called for MT use only when necessary. As Uyar (2012) indicated, the 

effectiveness of using MT in English as a foreign language (EFL) classroom depends upon the 

teaching context and upon factors other than the strategy itself. Therefore, research in different 

contexts of EFL teaching has revealed varying results (Turnbull & Evans, 2017; Al-Enezi, 2018; 

Al-Zayed, 2019; Binmahboob, 2020).  

 

Teaching grammar is a fundamental aspect of teaching languages. It helps learners better 

understand and learn a language. However, learning the grammars of foreign languages is 

sometimes challenging for new EFL learners, especially if they are different from their native 

tongue's grammar. Levine (2014) indicated that grammar is associated with the learners' 

identities, just as it connects to other language entities. Harmer (1991) indicates that EFL 

speakers are inclined to compare the grammars of their MT with those of English. Paradowski 

(2007) states that if the purpose of MT use is to aid second language(L2) learners to understand a 

grammatical rule, such use is probably the most economical one. He adds that "careful, 

judicious, and timely use and position of the L1 in the classroom which helps the students get the 

maximum possible benefit from the lesson should thus be countenanced." (p. 153). 

 

     When Saudi secondary school students go to college, they are not usually proficient in 

understanding English. Al-Nofaie (2010) states that the weekly number of English sessions for 

school students (four) and the allocated time for each session (45 minutes) do not give them 

sufficient exposure to the language. Saudi students also do not usually use English extensively 

outside school and college. Thus, college courses are taught at a higher level of English than 

students' actual proficiency level after finishing general education programs due to the reasons 

mentioned above: lack of sufficient target language (TL) input in school and encountering 

incomprehensible input beginners in college. Krashen (1982) highlights this problem of lack of 

comprehensible input in his comprehensible input hypothesis. He states that learners should 

receive comprehensible input to internalize it and learn the TL. He also provides a condition for 

this input to be comprehensible: it should be only one level above the learners' current level. 

 

  Teachers of beginner classes in college usually reduce incomprehensible input by switching 

to the students' MT while explaining English grammar concepts (Masrahi, 2016; Adil, 2019). 

Masrahi (2016) states that teachers and students commonly use MT in Saudi EFL college 

classrooms and that this is a strategy employed by bilingual teachers to facilitate the educational 

process. In addition, conversing in the MT can also help teachers explain delicate lexical items, 

effortlessly clarify meanings, and provide more linguistic input to young students simultaneously 

learning two languages (Canale, 1983; Brown, 2001; Murad, 2013). Thus, MT is considered a 

facilitating tool in the English classroom for beginners (Al-Nofaie, 2010; Al-Katheery, 2014; 

Adil, 2019).  
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      However, Adil (2019) concludes that although the MT use is beneficial in explaining new 

English vocabulary meanings, it has some adverse effects, and the teachers should ensure the 

dominance of the TL in the classroom. Therefore, the related literature addressing this issue 

varies regarding its findings regarding MT use in EFL classes.  

 

Literature Review  

Positive Effects of MT Use in EFL Classes 

         Much of the previous literature has supported MT use in EFL classes due to its essential 

functions. For example, Greggio and Gil (2007) stated that shifting to the MT in EFL classrooms 

may facilitate communication and learning. Brooks-Lewis (2009) indicated that the Spanish-

speaking learners in Mexican colleges viewed the inclusion of their L1 in the classroom as 

helpful to their EFL learning experience. Using classroom recordings and questionnaires in her 

study, Jingxia (2010) concluded that code-switching is widespread in some Chinese EFL college 

classrooms and has a positive role in EFL teaching and learning. Demir (2012) emphasized that 

L1 facilitates Turkish students' self-confidence in learning grammar, and Debreli and Oyman 

(2015) concluded that Turkish students expressed positive perceptions toward using L1 in their 

L2 classes and for the lower-level students.  

 

   Moreover, Turnbull and Evans (2017) concluded that the L1 discussion positively affected 

the reading comprehension of Japanese EFL university students and called for implementing 

judicious use of the MT in classrooms. In the same year, Shabir (2017) showed that limited L1 

use in teaching Applied Linguistics for master's program students at the University of 

Queensland, Australia is necessary and beneficial for certain activities. Moreover, Kocaman and 

Aslan (2018) concluded that Turkish students seemed willing to use their MT while learning 

English.               

       

Besides, Narayan (2019) called for the judicious use of MT in Fijian English as a second 

language (ESL) classrooms because it increases interaction. More recently, Aoyama (2020) 

called for the EFL Japanese high school teachers' MT use in their classrooms in conjunction with 

communicative teaching strategies. 

 

            In the Saudi context, Jenkins (2010) suggested that using only the TL in Saudi EFL 

classrooms might not suit the context and called for re-examining the current educational policy. 

Al-Nofaie (2010) stated that the students' main uses of MT in a Saudi intermediate school for 

females are for “giving exam instructions, translating words, contrasting the two languages, 

explaining grammar, asking questions, and participating in pair work” (p. 78). Al-Shammari 

(2011) also concluded that MT was applied in English classes at technical colleges in Saudi 

Arabia to ease the language learning process and increase students' comprehension. 

 

  In addition, Khresheh (2012) showed that Saudi EFL teachers used translations to explain 

English and that students used Arabic to express themselves, with MT serving as a means of 

encouragement and securing a comfortable learning environment. Finally, Al-Enezi (2018) 

pointed out that MT use in Saudi EFL classes helps clarify course content, stating that students 

are more attentive and less confused when teachers instruct them in their MT.  
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Adverse Effects of MT Use in EFL Classes 

    Some of the previous literature has supported the sole use of TL in the EFL/ESL 

classrooms and reported adverse effects of MT use. For example, Nazary (2008) showed that 

Iranian university students rejected L1 use in EFL classes to a great extent, indicating that 

intermediate students had stronger negative attitudes toward the MT than beginner and 

advanced-level students. Using classroom observations and two focus group interviews with 

secondary-level students and their teachers, Khati's (2011) study offered simple and practical 

strategies for enhancing TL use in Nepali EFL secondary school classrooms. In addition, Romli 

and Abd Aziz (2015) showed that although both inexperienced and experienced English teachers 

in Pahang University, Malaysia, used Malay to teach English, the inexperienced teachers had 

positive views on its use and the experienced ones had negative ones.  

 

More recently, Al-Zayed (2019) stated that although the Jordanian teachers used MT to teach 

English and explain new vocabulary effortlessly, they believed it reduced teaching quality. Also, 

Wijaya, Mety, and Bram (2020) concluded that the students and their teachers in Master program 

students specialized in English education in Indonesia used MT. However, they recommended 

that MT is better used in informal social interactions than EFL/ESL educational contexts since it 

will hinder students from gaining TL interaction skills. 

 

           Also, in the Saudi context, Mahmoud (2012) concluded that MT use negatively 

affected the foundational year for Saudi EFL students at King Abdul-Aziz University and 

recommended avoiding that use. Instead, he suggested using creative inductive teaching 

techniques in grammar, such as simplifying, miming, drawing, and acting. Four years later, 

Masrahi (2016) commented that the low-level EFL learners taught by teachers from multilingual 

backgrounds use the MT to accomplish learning and social behaviors. He indicated that using L1 

minimizes the students' positive contribution and does not provide them the full opportunity to 

speak in the TL in the classroom. He also recommended that the English Language Centre at 

Jazan University develop a strategy to minimize MT use to teach English to the lowest possible 

level.  

       Two years later, Al-Mohaimeed and Al-Murshed (2018) concluded that while Saudi EFL 

female elementary college students hold positive views about MT use in English classes during 

their preparatory year, the advanced intermediate students hold negative attitudes toward it. More 

recently, Binmahboob (2020) indicated that although Saudi EFL secondary school class teachers 

in Riyadh admit that MT has many pedagogical functions, they encourage students not to depend 

upon it in the classrooms. The teachers also believe that the MT role is inadequate within the 

communicative approach, positing that it hinders language teaching, and its use must be 

restricted. 

 

Rationale and Research Questions 

     As seen in the literature above, several studies in the Saudi context have investigated this 

issue in different schools and universities (Al-Nofaie, 2010; Mahmoud, 2012; Masrahi, 2016; 

Binmahboob, 2020). These studies have arrived at different conclusions on MT use in EFL Saudi 

classes. However, none of the studies investigated the attitudes of both EFL Saudi college 

teachers and their beginners toward using the MT, the justifications for its use, and the actual 

interaction practices in grammar classes. Thus, it is crucial to investigate this issue to contribute 

to the current literature. Furthermore, since attitudes, reasons, and practices are crucial aspects of 
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teaching a foreign language, it is beneficial to investigate them to broaden the current literature 

on this issue for EFL teachers, curriculum designers, administrators, and future researchers.  

 

    Therefore, the present study focuses on two female beginner grammar classes at Jazan 

University, Saudi Arabia. It investigates students' attitudes toward using Arabic in EFL grammar 

classes and their justifications for using or avoiding it. It also investigates the teachers' 

perceptions of such use and why they use the MT in their classes. Further, it sheds light on the 

actual teaching and learning practices related to this issue. Specifically, the study aimed to 

answer the following questions concerning Jazan University:  

1. What are the Saudi female EFL beginners' attitudes toward using the Arabic language 

in EFL grammar classes? 

2. What are the reasons for beginners using or avoiding the Arabic language in EFL 

grammar classes? 

3. What are the teachers' attitudes towards using the Arabic language in EFL grammar 

classes and its purposes? 

 

Methodology  

Context and Participants  

  The researchers conducted the present study during the second semester of 2019–2020 in the 

English Department of Female Art and Humanity College at Jazan University. Two bilingual 

female grammar instructors and their students were selected. Both teachers are bilingual, in 

Arabic and English. The teachers have five and ten years of grammar teaching experience for 

preparatory-year beginners. The first instructor taught two grammar classes consisting of 45 

students in each class, while the second instructor taught two grammar classes with 13 students 

in the first class and 7 in the second. The whole number of student participants who completed 

the questionnaire was 85. However, all the 110 students were observed studying levels 1 and 2 of 

all the English language skills and Grammar 1 and 2. The prescribed textbook for Grammar 1 

and 2 was English Grammar in Use by Raymond Murphy (2012). The students' performance 

ranged from a Grade Point Average (GPA) of 2.27 to 3.98, with an average of 3.78. Thus, the 

participants were a representative sample of beginner-level students and teachers from the 

English Department. Therefore, those participants were considered suitable for exploring the 

attitudes of Saudi female college beginners and their teachers toward using their MT in EFL 

classes and their classroom practices of that use.  

 

Research Instruments and Data Collection Procedures   

     The researchers used two questionnaires and classroom observation checklists from Al- 

Nofaie (2010) to collect the data.  These instruments are illustrated below: 

 

Student Questionnaire 

The student questionnaire was used, with minor modifications, to elicit the college students' 

attitudes toward MT use in English Grammar classes and the reasons behind such usage. The 

questionnaire consisted of a frequency scale of five points, ranging from “always” to “never,” as 

Al-Nofaie (2010) established, to facilitate quantitative data collection and to attain reliability (see 

Appendix A). The questionnaire consisted of 15 close-ended and two open-ended questions. The 

answers to the close-ended questions were on a five-point scale, ranging from “always” to 

“never,” and elicited the frequency of MT use those students found acceptable in EFL classes. 
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The two open-ended questions included documenting why students are encouraged to use Arabic 

in the classroom or avoid such use. The researchers employed an Arabic version of the 

questionnaire to facilitate participant comprehension. The target participants received the 

questionnaire electronically. They were encouraged to ask the principal researcher about any 

clarifications during her presence to observe their classes. Eighty-five of the student participants 

returned the questionnaire completed within two weeks, as requested.  

 

Teachers' Questionnaire 

The instructors of the four classes were given an open-ended question questionnaire, which 

consisted of five questions taken from Nofaie's (2010) semi-structured interview (see appendix 

B). The two teachers had one day to read and answer the questions carefully. The procedure 

differed from Nofaie's (2010) interviews in that the two teachers refused to be audio-recorded 

and reported that they were busy with other lectures within the department during the working 

days. Thus, to elicit their responses satisfactorily, they were given the questions to write their 

answers at their convenience. The first question was whether they agree with language educators 

who believe that the MT should be excluded from EFL classes. The second one inquired whether 

they use the Arabic language in their classes, and if so, for what purposes. The third question was 

modified to ascertain whether they believe their students' language proficiency level would be 

affected by the Arabic used in the classroom.  The fourth question asked whether they believed 

using Arabic is indicative of less creative teaching. The final question asked whether they 

allowed their students to use the Arabic language in class and why or why not. This qualitative 

questionnaire aimed to gain more information to investigate whether using the Arabic language 

in the EFL classroom is helpful for the investigated teachers. 

 

Observation Checklists  

    The principal researcher attended four lessons during her visit to the English department at 

Jazan University and completed the observation documents. Two observation checklists taken 

from Al-Nofaie's (2010) were modified and used (see appendix C). They were modified to suit 

college-level context since Al-Nofaie's study was conducted on secondary school students. They 

identify three different stages for teachers and students: beginning, during, and after the lectures. 

Using these observation checklists, the principal researcher observed two lessons each in 

Grammar 1 and Grammar 2. Each lesson had a two-hour duration. In addition, the researcher 

closely observed the purposes for which the two teachers and their students used the Arabic 

language in their routine lessons.  

 

Data Collection and Analysis Procedures  

The data collection procedures continued for two weeks. Before applying the three methods 

of data collection, the researchers obtained an approval letter from Jazan University. As a 

necessary research procedure, the researcher informed both teachers and students of the aim of 

the study. The students were told not to write their names on the questionnaire to obtain accurate 

and valid results. Moreover, the researcher attended four lectures in four different classes (two 

classes for each EFL teacher). After the data collection process, the researchers used both 

qualitative and quantitative data analysis procedures. The qualitative portion of the student and 

teacher questionnaires and the classroom observation checklists were analyzed manually, based 

on thematic content analysis processes. The quantitative portion of the student questionnaires 
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was analyzed statistically using Microsoft Excel to calculate the frequencies and percentages of 

the student responses.  

 

Results 

Students' Attitudes Toward Using MT EFL Classes  

  The student questionnaire results generally revealed positive attitudes toward using MT 

(Arabic) in EFL classes. The results displayed that more than half of the investigated students 

(63.5%) prefer teachers to use Arabic in English classes, and 70.5% prefer teachers to use Arabic 

if the lesson is boring. Also, 89.3% of the students believe that teachers should clarify 

challenging activities in Arabic. As for the MT value in explaining grammar rules and new 

vocabulary, 74% of the students believe grammar should be explained in Arabic; 87% believe 

that new vocabulary should be explained in Arabic; 70.5% of them reported they understand the 

new vocabulary when using bilingual dictionaries. 

 

         In addition, 83.4% prefer that their teachers present grammar lesson instructions in the 

Arabic language. In addition, 83.4% believe they can better understand the lesson when the 

teacher uses Arabic. Moreover, 85.8% of the students believe the teacher should explain the 

differences and similarities between Arabic and English in Arabic. Finally, 83.4% reported that 

they feel more comfortable when exam instructions are given in Arabic. Concerning the students' 

MT use in EFL classes, most of them (72.8%) prefer to ask their teacher questions in Arabic, and 

62.3% of them prefer doing an activity with a partner in Arabic. Furthermore, 72.8% of the 

investigated students felt comfortable communicating with the teacher in Arabic; 83.4% reported 

that they feel more comfortable when exam instructions are given in Arabic; 87% feel that 

Arabic helps them express their feelings and ideas better than English.  However, 44.6% of the 

investigated students think that using Arabic prevents them from learning English. 

 

Reasons for MT Use in English Classes 

        Concerning the reasons that encourage the students to use MT in English classes, they 

reported that it is because they are in the preparatory year, and their English-speaking level is 

low as they lack adequate grammar and vocabulary to speak in English. The students also 

reported they use MT to understand the meanings of the new words accurately; that it helps them 

understand the grammatical rules better, learn how to answer questions, and obtain more precise 

clarifications from their teachers. Finally, they stated that MT helps them interact and 

communicate with teachers more quickly and easily. 

 

   Reasons for Avoiding MT Use in English Classes 

  The student participants reported they avoid using MT in English classes for various reasons. 

Sometimes, teachers mandate English only. At other times, the students themselves do not wish 

to switch to Arabic while speaking English. They know that speaking in MT sometimes forms a 

barrier to learning a new language. They believe they should speak English and overcome the 

fear of failure and shyness. In addition, they want to practice speaking the English language with 

their classmates, which will help them learn new vocabulary. Students also stated that they 

would avoid their MT if they were able to use the TL easily. They described future cases during 

which they would avoid using MT in English classes. They reported that they would use only TL 

if they were fluent in it and if it were easy for them to speak and completely understand words 

and meanings and understand the grammar thoroughly. 
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Teachers' Attitudes Toward MT Use in EFL Classes 

MT Exclusion from EFL Classes 

Both teachers rejected the idea of excluding MT from English classes. Instead, they 

mentioned that using MT (Arabic) helps students better understand grammar and that using only 

the English language blocks students' comprehension. The analysis of the observation sheets 

showed that the two teachers used their MT in teaching grammar. Some of their uses are 

illustrated in the section below: 

 

MT Use Purposes in EFL Classes 

Regarding the purposes of MT use in grammar classes, both teachers reported that they 

usually use it when necessary and as a last resort. They also reported that they use it to help their 

students understand English grammar better, check their comprehension, translate the new 

vocabulary and sentences to them, and help them learn better since they will learn better if they 

understand the meanings in their MT. Both teachers agreed that using Arabic in the classroom is 

helpful because of the students' lack of competence in the grammatical rules and new words and 

structures.  The classroom observations verified the teachers' attitudes towards the purposes for 

which they use MT. Based on the classroom observations, both teachers use Arabic and 

encourage students to work with peers using Arabic to complete class activities more effectively. 

They use it to introduce, ask questions, reply to their students' requests, give instructions, check 

for students' understanding, and translate vocabulary (See Appendix C). 

 

MT Negative Impact on Students' English Proficiency Level  

    As for the negative effect of the MT use on students' English proficiency level, both 

instructors agreed that the students' English skill levels would be affected by the Arabic used in 

the classroom, especially when studying at an advanced level. In addition, teachers agreed that 

using too much Arabic would affect students' academic skills in the future. For example, one of 

the teachers reported that the students would struggle to remember the English words if she used 

Arabic and translation. She also indicated that excessive use of Arabic in English classes would 

affect their English spelling negatively. 

 

   MT Use Impact on Teaching Creativity  

    Both teachers agreed on the potential negative impact of MT use on teaching creativity. 

They reported that there is often not enough time to complete lessons; thus, using Arabic 

expedites the teaching process. Therefore, the lack of suitable teaching settings, tools, and time 

will increase MT use in EFL classes as a strategy that makes teaching and learning faster. One of 

them stated that Arabic use affects teaching creativity, but she added: "using a little Arabic will 

not harm." 

 

Allowing Students to Use MT 

              Finally, regarding whether instructors allow students to use Arabic, they reported that 

their students use it when asked. Furthermore, they want to ensure that their students better 

understand grammar, and when they cannot express themselves in English, they may do so in 

Arabic. Classroom observation showed that most students use Arabic in English grammar 

classes, preferring to employ the language when facing difficulties in learning grammar. 

Additionally, it was observed that the students felt comfortable and had a great desire to acquire 

English grammar through Arabic, which saved the teachers time and protected the students from 
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feelings of frustration while learning English. They used MT in grammar classes to make 

requests, such as (Mumkin niqafil Al-mukayf? ممكن تيتشر نقفل المكيف؟ “Is it possible to switch off 

the AC?”), ask their classmates questions, such as (Kam raqam tamrīnik? كم رقم تمرينك؟ “What is 

the number of your exercise?”), ask their teachers questions such as, (Hal naktub kul Al-qwā ‘id 

Al-thalath lilmabnī lilmajhwl fī faqarah wahidah ؟ هل نكتب كل الثلاث القواعد للمبني للمجهول في فقرة واحدة     

“Shall we write all the three rules of passive voice in one paragraph?”), and answer questions, as 

in (Tamrīnī raqam thalāthah)  ثةتمريني رقم ثلا  “My exercise is number three.” and (N ‘ām  fāhimīn) 

 ”.Yes, we understand“ نعم فاهمين

 

Discussion      

The findings showed that most female Saudi Arabian EFL students who participated in this 

study had positive attitudes toward using the MT (Arabic) in English grammar classes. This 

finding agrees with previous research on EFL students' attitudes toward MT use in EFL classes, 

indicating that EFL learners hold positive attitudes toward MT use in class (Brooks-Lewis, 2009; 

Al-Nofaie, 2010; Al-Shammari, 2011; Al-Mohaimeed and Al-Murshed, 2018; Kocaman and 

Aslan, 2018). However, this finding differs from Nazary's (2008) findings, reporting negative 

attitudes of the EFL students toward such use.  

 

                The findings also showed that the investigated students most commonly use Arabic 

because of their low English proficiency, limited English vocabulary, and inadequate grammar 

knowledge that lessens their ability to speak English. Therefore, MT use enables them to receive 

more precise clarifications from their teachers and communicate more effectively. These reasons 

for MT use align with Brown's (2001) claim that MT use is beneficial in clarifying the meaning 

of complicated items in the TL through translation. They are also congruent with previous 

research findings that support L1 as a tool for clarifying and explaining the TL (Brooks-Lewis, 

2009; Khresheh, 2012; Al-Enezi, 2018). Furthermore, these reasons support previous research 

reporting MT use for interaction and communication in the classroom (Narayan, 2019; Aoyama, 

2020).   

             In addition, the findings indicated the students' awareness of the importance of 

avoiding excessive MT use in EFL classes. They reported that it forms a barrier to learning the 

TL and prevents them from practicing English speaking with their classmates. They stated they 

would have avoided MT use if they were fluent in English and had sufficient vocabulary and 

command of English grammar. Furthermore, they claimed that their positive attitudes towards 

using their MT would change when they reach higher levels. This claim indicates their 

awareness that such use is a temporary tool to be utilized only in beginner classes and that it has 

shortcomings in advanced EFL classes. The students' views above support Al-Mohaimeed and 

Al-Murshed's (2018) conclusion that while preparatory-year female Saudi college students in 

beginner EFL classes hold positive attitudes toward MT use in English classes, advanced 

intermediate students hold negative attitudes toward such use. They also support Nazary's (2008) 

finding that the intermediate Iranian university students had stronger negative attitudes toward 

MT use than the beginner-level students.  

 

           Similarly, although the teachers have positive attitudes towards MT use in EFL classes, 

they are aware that the students should use it only when they fail to understand the rules in 

English and when the teacher has no time to explain them in English. Furthermore, they believe 

that MT use in EFL classes has adverse effects, especially if the students are studying at an 
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advanced level, and that it will negatively affect the creativity of teaching, students' academic 

English skills, and their ability to think critically in English. These findings are similar Al-

Zayed's (2019) indication that although teachers use MT to teach English effortlessly and explain 

new vocabulary, they believe it reduces the teaching quality. They also support Binmahboob's 

(2020) conclusion that it should not be used without restrictions despite the MT pedagogical 

functions since its role is inadequate within the communicative approach. 

 

             Finally, the study findings revealed some of the teachers' uses of MT in EFL classes, 

such as introducing, asking questions, replying to students' requests, providing instructions, 

verifying understanding, and translating vocabulary. Likewise, the findings revealed some of the 

students' uses of MT, such as requesting, asking, and answering questions. These uses go with 

previous research on the MT functions in EFL classes (Brown, 2001; Greggio and Gil, 2007; 

Khresheh,2012; Masrahi, 2016; Al-Enezi, 2018). They also align with Binmahboob's (2020) 

conclusion that EFL teachers in Riyadh secondary schools admit that MT use has many 

pedagogical functions in EFL classes. However, they do not align with Mahmoud's conclusion 

(2012) that teachers should avoid using the MT in classes and use simplifying, miming, drawing, 

and acting to teach grammar inductively. 

 

Conclusion  

        The findings above showed that although most of the investigated Saudi EFL preparatory-

year beginners at Jazan University appreciate MT's various essential functions in EFL beginner 

classrooms, they realize it is not a suitable strategy for them when they reach higher levels in the 

English language education. The results also showed that although both teachers use MT to 

perform some teaching functions, they believe that teachers should control such use and that it 

should be only when necessary and for EFL beginners. 

 

Implications, Recommendations, and Limitations  

       The above findings have practical implications for grammar EFL/ESL learning and 

teaching. For example, EFL grammar teachers for beginners might allow their students to use 

their MT in EFL classes to express their feelings and ideas clearly, understand the instructions 

and activities, and be comfortable interacting with teachers and colleagues. The teachers can also 

use the MT to clarify new vocabulary and grammatical structures and communicate effectively 

with their students in the classroom. However, both teachers and students should realize that this 

strategy should be limited, used only when necessary and at beginner levels. Also, curriculum 

designers might include practical Arabic guidelines for EFL students and in prescribed books to 

understand English grammar rules better. Moreover, English department administrators should 

realize the importance of incorporating some MT use into EFL classes and understand the 

bilingual teachers' inclination to use it in English classes.  

 

  The current research has some limitations: 

1. It focused on only four beginner EFL classes and their two teachers. Future research can 

be conducted on a larger sample for greater generalizability of findings. 

2. Due to the restriction of the research context, the researchers did not record the 

interviews or classroom interactions. Further research can utilize recorded interviews 

with teachers and students and recorded lessons to obtain more accurate and documented 

findings. 
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3. The present study was conducted in only one Saudi University. Further detailed 

classroom research in other Saudi universities could help support or reject the findings on 

MT inclusion in beginner EFL grammar classes in Saudi Arabia.  
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Appendix A: Students' questionnaire 

Dear student, 

This questionnaire aims to investigate your attitudes toward using Arabic in English classes. 

Your responses will be highly appreciated since they will help improve English language 

teaching and learning. There are no correct or wrong answers. Your answers will be used only 

for investigation purposes and will be highly confidential. 

Section A: 

Please choose ONE answer which best reflects your attitude to the given statement. You can 

add further comments about the statements in the boxes. 

1. I prefer my teacher to use Arabic in English classes.  

A) Always         B) Often              C) Sometimes        D) Rarely   E) Never 

2. I feel comfortable when I talk to my teacher in Arabic. 

A) Always         B) Often              C) Sometimes        D) Rarely   E) Never 

3. I can understand the lesson much better if my teacher uses Arabic. 

A) Always         B) Often              C) Sometimes        D) Rarely   E) Never 

4. I prefer the teacher to use Arabic if the lesson is boring. 

A) Always         B) Often              C) Sometimes        D) Rarely   E) Never 

5. Arabic can help me to express my feelings and ideas that I cannot explain in English. 

A) Always         B) Often              C) Sometimes        D) Rarely   E) Never 

6. I prefer to ask my teacher questions in Arabic. 
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A) Always         B) Often              C) Sometimes        D) Rarely   E) Never 

7. I prefer to do an activity with a partner in Arabic. 

A) Always         B) Often              C) Sometimes        D) Rarely   E) Never 

8. I understand new vocabulary only when I use a bilingual dictionary. 

A) Always         B) Often              C) Sometimes        D) Rarely   E) Never 

9. The teacher should clarify difficult activities in Arabic. 

A) Always         B) Often              C) Sometimes        D) Rarely   E) Never 

10. English grammar should be explained in Arabic. 

A) Always         B) Often              C) Sometimes        D) Rarely   E) Never 

11. New vocabulary should be translated into Arabic. 

A) Always         B) Often              C) Sometimes        D) Rarely   E) Never 

12. Class instructions should be given in Arabic. 

A) Always         B) Often              C) Sometimes        D) Rarely   E) Never 

13. I feel comfortable if exam instructions are given in Arabic. 

A) Always         B) Often              C) Sometimes        D) Rarely   E) Never 

14. It is necessary to explain the differences and similarities between Arabia and English 

in Arabic. 

A) Always         B) Often              C) Sometimes        D) Rarely   E) Never 

15. Using Arabic prevents me from learning English. 

A) Always         B) Often              C) Sometimes        D) Rarely   E) Never 

Section B:  

1. Please write down the reasons that encourage you to use Arabic in English classes.  

2. Please write down the reasons that encourage you to avoid using Arabic in English 

classes.  

Thank you for your cooperation!  

 

 

Appendix B: Teachers' questionnaire 

Name: …………………………………………… 

Years of teaching experience: …………………… 

Dear teacher,  

This qualitative questionnaire aims at investigating your perceptions of MT use in EFL 

classes. Your responses will help greatly improve English language teaching and learning. Your 

responses will be highly confidential and will be used only for research purposes. 

1-Many language educators think that the mother tongue should be excluded from EFL 

classes. Do you agree? 

2-Do you use Arabic in your classes? If so, for what purpose?  

3- Do you think the amount of Arabic used in the classroom will affect your students' 

language proficiency level?  

4- Do you think that using Arabic is a sign of less creative teaching? 

5-Do you allow your students to use Arabic? Why / why not? 

We appreciate your time and cooperation! 
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Appendix C: Observation checklist 1 

Teacher’s use of Arabic in grammar classes 

Appendix D: Observation checklist 2 

 Students' uses of Arabic in grammar classes 

Notes Lesson 4 Lesson 3 Lesson 2 Lesson 1 At the beginning of lectures 

     Greeting 

 

     Chatting 

 

     Class instructions 

 

     Warm-up questions 

 

     During lectures 

 

     Translating words 

 

     Explaining grammar 

 

     Translating sentences 

  

     Clarifying activities 

 

     Referring to bilingual 

dictionaries  

 

     Checking comprehension 

 

     Answering questions 

 

     At the end of lectures 

 

     Checking comprehension 
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Appendix C: Teachers' uses of MT in classrooms 

Functions  Examples  Translation  

Introducing  U ‘arifkum bī Al-istādhah Khulūd 

 اعرفكم بالاستاذة خلود 

I introduced you to the 

teacher, Khulud 

Asking questions Lysh mā halītū Al-wājib 

 ليش ماحليتو الواجب 

Fī Al-marah ily fātat iysh akhdhnā 

 في المرة الي فاتت ايش اخذنا؟ 

Hal hādhihi  Al-af ‘āl  tataghyar? 

 هل هذه الأفعال تتغير؟

Ma huwa Al-farq byna Al-mādī 

Al-mustamir wa Al- mādī Al-

Why didn't you do the 

homework?  

For the last lesson, what did 

we take? 

Do these verbs change? 

What is the difference 

between past continuous 

tense and simple past tense? 

Notes Lesson 4 Lesson 3 Lesson 2 Lesson 1 At the beginning of 

lectures 

     Greeting 

 

     Chatting 

 

     During lectures 

 

     Asking  

Questions 

 

     Working with peers 

 

     Using bilingual 

dictionaries   

 

     Showing 

understanding 

 

     Responding to 

teacher's questions 

 

     At the end of lectures 

 

     Asking questions 



Arab World English Journal (AWEJ) Volume 12. Number 4.  December 2021                                  

Mother Tongue Use in Beginner EFL Grammar Classes in Saudi Arabia                                 Tubayqi & Al Tale' 

 

  

  

Arab World English Journal                                                                       www.awej.org 

ISSN: 2229-9327                                                                                                                  

365 
 

 

basīt) 

ما هو الفرق بين الماضي المستمر والماضي 

 البسيط؟

 

Replying questions Student: Mumkin tītshar niqafil 

Al-mukayf?  

 ممكن تيتشر نقفل المكيف؟

Teacher: Idhā bardanīn tafū Al-

mukayf 

 إذا بردانين طفوا المكيف 

Student: Is it possible, 

teacher, to turn off the AC?  

Teacher: If you feel cold, turn 

off the AC. 

Giving instructions Iftuhū Al-kitāb ‘alá wihdit Al-

mādī Al-mustamir 

 افتحوا الكتاب على وحدة الماضي المستمر 

Open your book to the past 

continuous unit. 

Verifying 

understanding 

Ma ‘āyā  yā  banāt fāhimīn ?, a ‘id  

lukum hājah mish fafmenah 

لكم حاجة مش   أعيد  فاهمين؟،  بنات  يا  معايا 

 فاهمينها؟ 

Do you understand me, girls? 

Would you like me to repeat 

anything you did not 

understand? 

Hal fahimtū Al-dars ya Banat?, 

Hal ‘ayndukum ay su’āl bīkhusūs 

qua ‘id Al-lughah)  

 هل فهمتم الدرس يا بنات؟  

 هل عندكم أي سؤال بخصوص قواعد اللغة؟

Did you understand the 

lesson, girls? Do you have 

any questions related to the 

grammar rules?  

 

Translating 

vocabulary 

“interrupt” ma‘naha  qata‘قطع   , 

“doorbell” ma‘nahu jaras Al-bāb  

الباب   and “waved” ma‘naha   ,جرس 

lawahat لوحت  .  

“interrupt” means qata‘   , 

“doorbell” means jaras Al-

bāb,   and “waved” means  

lawahat.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


