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Introduction

Research into therole of using learners’ first
language (L1) in a foreign language (FL)
classroom has been a subject of much debate.
Ontheonehand, there areresearcherssuch as
Prodromou (2000), who claim that alearner’s
mother tongueisa’‘ skeletoninthecloset’; on
the other hand, there are others such as
Gabrielatos (2001), whofind L1 to bea'bone
of contention’ in the second language (L 2) or
FL learning. But in a country such as India,
which has an unavoidably multilingual and
multicultural societa set-up, useof thelearners
L1 in an FL classroom can help the teacher
preserve learner identity, and simultaneously
promote language learning. Thisisespecially
relevant given the strong support in favour of
multilingualism by several researchers(Jessner,
2008; Agnihotri, 2009) in thelast decade, and
theemphasisonusing learners L1inL2and
FL classrooms in the national educational
documents such as the National Curriculum
Framework 2005 and its Position Papers on
language (NCERT). Hence, although
multilingualism has been accepted as an
advantage, it isnot yet a part of common FL
teaching practiceinIndia.

Attheuniversity level, most studentsoftenlearn
foreign languagesastheir third (L 3) or fourth
language (L4). It hasbeen proven that effective
learning entailsproceeding from familiar to new
items. Hence, FL teachers could utilize the
students' knowledge of their L1 tofamiliarize

themwiththelinguisticor extralinguitic festures
of theFL. But not many teachersare convinced
about this, therefore the L1 awareness of
|earnersremains unused or underused.

Inthelight of the above discussion, this paper
reportsthefindings of astudy which aimed at
improving thewriting skillsof French (asaFL)
language learners by using their L1
systematically andjudicioudy.

Useof L1in theFL classroom

Proponents of exclusive use of the target
language (TL) (Ellis, 1986; Krashen, 1981) in
FL classroom consider learners L1 asasource
of interferencein FL acquisition. But asrightly
pointed out by Macaro (2005), till date no study
has been able to prove conclusively that
exclusiveuseof TL leadstoimproved learning.
Onthecontrary, there are studies and theories
which confirm that L1 can be used as an
effective pedagogical tool inthe FL classroom.
Theproponentsof multilingual theory clamthat
amultilingual classisexpected to promotenot
only healthy interaction, but also greater
tolerance of unfamiliar culturesand languages.
In addition, multicompetence (Cook, 1991) has
been proved asafacilitator of cognitiveflexibility
(Agnihotri, 2007) and positive transfer of
competenceamong languages (K ecskes, 1999).
Sincemultilingualismisawidespreadredlity in
the Indian linguistic map, use of thelearners
L1inan FL classroom can be no less than a
boon, astheir previous experiencesaslanguage
learnerscan be utilized in thetarget language
classroom.
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Cook (2005), talks about two languagesin the
same mind, and emphasi zesthe systematic and
deliberate use of L1 to promote L2 learning
through incorporation of methodswhich alow
theuseof both languages. Similarly, Butzkamm
(2003), assertsthat selectiveuseof L1 helpsin
mai ntaining arelaxed atmosphere, and reducing
affectivefilterssuch asstressand frustration.

The present study is aso grounded in the
sociocultural theory which postulatesthat L1
worksasamediating tool, enabling learnersto
have accessto thingswhich they cannot achieve
through exclusve TL useinacollaborativetask
(delaColina& GarciaMayo, 2009). Therefore,
when atask ischallenging and complex inthe
target language, learners turn to their L1 to
performthetasks(Swain & Lapkin, 2005).

Hypothesis and research questions

This study is based on the assumption that

tactical useof learners L1 awarenessfacilitates

successful learning of writing skillsin French.

It attemptsto answer thefollowing questions:

e Can learners L1 awareness be used to
developtheir writing skillsin French?

e How effectiveisthe above approach?

M ethodology

Participants. A case study approach was
followed for devel oping thedesign of the studly.
The sample for the study consists of a
homogeneousgroup of six learnerspursuing a
Bachelor’'sdegreein French (11 year) at EFL
University, Hyderabad. They belonged to the
age group 19-22 years, and shared the same
L1—Hindi. Theselearnersstudied English as
L2, and werestudying FrenchasL3.

Tools for data collection:

e Classroom observation schedule

e Pre- and post- tests

e Semi-structuredinterview schedule.

Procedurefor data collection: Datacollection
began with the observation of five classesin
French writing. These were followed by pre-
tests in Hindi and French, and then by an
intervention and a post-test in French writing
skills. A detailed descriptive account of learners
responsesto theintervention was maintained.
Finally, thelearnerswere asked to share their
experiences of the intervention in a group
interview.

Results and discussion

Classroom observation: The researcher
observed that the teacher used Hindi for
translating new words and expressions, and
learners used it for answering questions and
participating in group work. Furthermore, the
main focus of thewriting course was not only
teaching writing skills, but a so improving the
comprehension of written texts. Learnerswere
allowed to usetheir L1. The classfollowed a
freewriting approach rather than aguided one.

Pre-testsin Hindi and French: Pre-tests both
inHindi and French wereadministeredin order
to determine the ability of the learners to
performwritingtasksinL1andL3. The CEFR
(Common European Framework of Reference)
B1level assessment grid for writing wasused
to score the answer scripts. To maintain
objectivity, the scripts were evaluated by the
researcher aswell as a French teacher.

For the pre-test in Hindi, questionsweretaken
from aCBSE intermediate board examination,
and the scriptswere assessed by theresearcher
aswell as a Hindi teacher using a CEFR B1
level writing assessment grid. Due to space
constraint, the citationsfrom the participant’s
scriptscould not beincluded inthis paper.

By minutely anadyzing the Hindi pre-test scripts,
it was ascertained that thelearnersdid not face
any problemsinwriting an essay; the average
score was around 85 per cent. However,

Language and Language Teaching Volume2 Number1l January 2013 13



analysisof the French essay reveal ed that the
learnersfaced difficultiesnot only infollowing
themorphaosyntactic and grammatical rules, but
also in structuring and organizing the essay.
Hence, thisstudy focusesonly onthe structure,
organization and revision of writing for a
beginner level, as suggested by Brown &
Abeywickrama(2010).

Intervention: During thefiveday intervention,
a process-genre approach was used to teach
writing asit isconsidered asthe golden mean
of three approaches, namely process, product
and genre. The content of theintervention and
the type of tasks used were based on the
analyses of the pre-test and classroom
observations, and the socio-cultural background
of thelearners.

Theobjectiveof theinterventionwastouseL 1
to teach writing skills in French as a FL,
wherever necessary. Theuseof L1 during the
intervention was not pre-determined asthereis
no theory or research that touches upon about
theexact situationsfor using L 1. However, the
learners’ pre-test scripts gave an indication of
wherethey needed help.

In this study, the learners’ L1 awareness was
used during theinterventionfor:

e  Structuring and organizing the essay
e Braingorming

e Learning connectors

e Revison

e Givingingructions.

Compar ativeanalysisof the pre- and post-
testsin French

After theintervention, apost-test was conducted

in French, and analyzed to measure theimpact

of theintervention. Thisanalysiswasdonein

two stages:

e Jage 1. A comparative intra-paragraph
analysisof thestudents’ writingswasdone

to determine whether each paragraph
consisted of a main idea and supporting
details, and that ideaswerelinked.

e Jage 2. A comparative inter-paragraph
analysisof thestudents’ writingswasdone
to determine whether there was an
introductory paragraph, amain body and a
conclusion; andthat paragraphswerelinked.
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Theregression in the performance of A6 can
beattributed to physical or psychological factors
such asfatigue, anxiety, illness, etc. (Brown &
Abeywickrama, 2010).

F

Conclusion

Thefindingsof the study confirmthat L1isan
effective pedagogical tool that can be
consciously exploited by making explicit
references to the learners’ L1 knowledge, in
order to accelerate the learning processin an
FL classroom. Also, the interview with the
learnersconfirmed that their language of thought
is Hindi (L1), and that it facilitates the
understanding of new things. Similarly, L1
awareness should also be used to reduce the
cognitiveburden, whichinturnmay giveriseto
a high affective filter. In other words, it isa
constructive way of making the most of what
FL learners already know in terms of ideas,
concepts, and linguistic and extra linguistic
knowledge. Utilization of L1 may lead to
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successful learning asit enablesus“tolearna
new languagewithout at the sametimereturning
toinfancy and learning to categorizetheworld
all over again” (Butzkamm & Caldwell, 2009,
p.72).

Future studies can perhapsfocus on the use of
L1inrelationto different aspectsof writingin
detail. Also, studies may be taken up with
experimental and controlled groups so that the
findings can be generalized for a larger

population.
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