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This study examines the results of a survey conducted on 191 Japanese university students regarding their views on three main topics:
1) How much Japanese should be used by the NEST in the EFL classroom, 2) Whether it is more desirable to have a NEST who can speak
Japanese or not, and 3) The benefits and drawbacks of Japanese use by NESTs in the EFL classroom. Results showed a difference between
those students with study-abroad experience and those students without it for both question 1 (p<0.001, Cohen’s d = 1.02) and question 2
(p<0.001, phi = 0.58). Benefits and drawbacks given by respondents were similar among both groups and revealed that a large majority of
students believe the main benefit of the NEST using Japanese is for back-up comprehension support. Results suggest that NESTs need to
consider the EFL level of their students more carefully when contemplating their use of the L1 in the L2 classroom.
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eaching English at the university level in Japan can often be a trying experience. Students are often

unresponsive, inattentive, and/or unwilling to speak in class. However, there are those times during

a class when students are exactly the opposite. In my experience, teaching low-intermediate to
intermediate level university students in the Japanese EFL setting, I have found the latter to be the case when
I mix Japanese in with my English.
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It has traditionally been the accepted norm that Japanese
teachers of English will speak mostly in Japanese in order
to explain grammar points more clearly and effectively,
whereas native speakers of English will speak mostly in
English, because it is one of the students’ few chances to
hear “real” English. In addition, it has often been pointed out
that the JTE’s role is most often considered to be to explain
grammatical rules of English, whereas the native speaker’s
role is to facilitate communication in spoken language
(Stephens, 2006, p.14).

However, although I try as much as possible to explain
things in the students’ L2, there are times when it just doesn’t
work and I rely on my Japanese to get my point across. And
in almost every case I have found that explaining difficult
expressions, idioms, and even individual words in Japanese
doesn’t hinder but rather enhances my students’ learning of
the L2. My own experiences in the Japanese university EFL
classroom led me to ponder what the students themselves
were thinking regarding my level of L1 use in the L2
classroom, as well as what they believe are the advantages
and disadvantages of its use. The answers to these questions
have broad-based implications for how English should be
taught in the university setting in Japan.

Literature review

The debate surrounding use of the L1 in the L2 classroom

is certainly not a new one. The English Only movement
gained traction after a 1961 conference at Makere University
in Uganda, during which five main tenets of ELT were
formulated. According to Phillipson (1992, p.185), these
tenets became an unofficial yet unchallenged doctrine:

1) English is best taught monolingually.

2) The ideal teacher of English is a native speaker.

3) The earlier English is taught, the better the results.
4) The more English is taught, the better the results.

5) If other languages are used too much, standards of
English will drop.

However, it is clear from recent literature written on the
subject that there are many positive aspects to L1 use in the
L2 classroom. Auerbach (1993) is clear in her disapproval
of the English Only movement, commenting that evidence
from research and practice is presented which suggests that
the rationale used to justify English only in the classroom is
neither conclusive nor pedagogically sound. She professes
the positive aspects of L1 use in the L2 classroom by noting
that since students don’t start by thinking in the second
language, allowing for the exploration of ideas in the L1
supports a gradual, developmental process in which use of
the L1 drops off naturally as it becomes less necessary.

Atkinson (1993, p.2) argues it is impossible to talk of a
right balance or a perfect model for using the L1, and that
the L1 can be a valuable resource if it is used at appropriate
times and in appropriate ways. When learning the L2,

“there are many possible means toward that end... there is a
time and a place for everything, and one of those means is,
without a doubt, the timely use of the students’ first language
(the L1): in our case — Japanese” (Weschler, 1997).

Yamamoto-Wilson (1997) points out that “the assumptions
that hold good in students’ native languages will often not
be applicable to the new language that they are seeking to



Norman: Benefits and drawbacks to L1 use in the L2 classroom

693

acquire. But that is precisely where the teacher’s awareness

of those assumptions may be of value.” Furthermore, Barker
(2003) asserts that a teacher with a detailed knowledge of

the differences between the L1 and the target language will

be better equipped to anticipate and overcome the linguistic
problems that students face. For instance, some teacher
knowledge of the students’ L1 is valuable for understanding
learners’ mistakes caused by L1 interference (Lee, 1965). This
statement is even more relevant to modern Japanese society,
as compared with in the past, because the amount of katakana,
foreign loan words, and waseieigo (Japanese-English) words
has increased dramatically, due to Western influences.

Another consideration is that although good learners
or advanced students are more willing to take risks and
use circumlocution, paraphrase, cognates, or gestures to
convey meaning (Burden, 2000), this is very often not the
case with low to intermediate level students. With this in
mind, the case for the prudent use of the students’ L1 is
even more substantial. “Students want the teacher to use
the target language exclusively when it is being used in
communication, but expect the teacher to have a knowledge
of, and an ability to use MT when it is appropriate to explain
the usage of English” (Burden, 2000).

Discussing the results of a survey he conducted on 290
college students, Burden (2000) notes that a majority of
students in all the different levels of English classes believe
that the teacher should use the L1 to relax the students. This
thought is echoed by Cole (1998) in his discussion on the
use of L1 in communicative EFL classrooms. Furthermore,
Burden (2001) also discusses the importance of relaxing
students from the point of view of instructors, commenting

that “when deemed necessary, the student has recourse to the
language they are most comfortable with, thus serving their
basic psychological needs.” He points out the obvious yet
understated truth that “there are undoubtedly occasions when
both native English speaker teachers and learners feel the
lesson cries out for Japanese language input.”

Furthermore, Weschler (1997) astutely observes:

“The use of Japanese in and of itself in text and in
the classroom is not the problem. For the student,
it can act as an obstacle or a tool in the struggle
to master English. And like any tool, it can be
used skillfully or misused. It can have good or bad
effects. Whether it is useful or detrimental depends
entirely on the goal to which it is applied, the type
of language being translated, the materials used to
apply the method, and the procedures used in the
classroom.”

Yamamoto-Wilson (1997) notes that “the contrast between
the virtually universal success of children in acquiring
their mother tongue and the high failure rate of L2 learners
remains as stark as ever. There may be many reasons for
this — social, cultural and psychological — but one possible
contributory cause may lie in the failure of teachers to make
meaningful connections between the target language and
the mother tongue”. Keeping this in mind, it is important
for native English-speaking teachers (NESTs) to learn
Japanese and use that knowledge to help their students’ gain
a deeper understanding of the English language. So the key
word for NESTs to keep in mind in the classroom setting is
“flexibility” — and of course there is very little flexibility in
an outright ban on the students’ language (Barker, 2003).
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Survey methodology

To get a clearer grasp of the benefits and drawbacks of
NESTs using Japanese in the EFL classroom from the
perspective of the students, as well as discover to what
extent students want NESTs to use Japanese, a questionnaire
(see Appendix 1) was administered to a total of 191 students
who were studying English at two different universities in
western Japan. Ten students (5.2%) were 3rd-year and 4th-
year English majors who had previously studied abroad in
the U.S. for 10 months, 145 students (75.9%) were 1st-year
students majoring in Human Life Science, and the remaining
36 students (18.9%) were 1st-year students majoring in
rehabilitation at a Health and Sciences University.

In particular, I wanted to test the statistical validity of two
hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: Students with a remarkably higher level of
English proficiency (in this case, those who have studied
abroad) prefer the NEST to use less Japanese.

Hypothesis 2: Students of different proficiency levels
within the same type of English class have differing views
regarding the amount of Japanese they prefer the NEST to
use.

The questionnaire consisted of four questions. The first
two questions were closed-ended: the first asked students
what percentage of the teacher’s speaking during the
lesson should be in Japanese, and the second asked them to
circle which they preferred, a NEST who was competent
in Japanese, or one was wasn’t. The third and fourth
questions asked students to write out what they felt were
the advantages and disadvantages of having a NEST use

Japanese in the EFL classroom. Both of these questions were
designed to be open-ended, so that students would have the
freedom to answer as much or as little as they wanted, and
also be able to give a more personal and thoughtful response.

The entire questionnaire was written in Japanese to
avoid any misunderstandings or misinterpretations of the
questions. Although respondents were instructed to answer
questions three and four in either Japanese or English, almost
all responses were in Japanese. Responses in Japanese were
then translated into English and grouped according to the
major categories that emerged.

Survey results and discussion

As can be seen in the results to question 1 (Table 1), it
appears that students want the NEST to use Japanese
somewhat frequently in the EFL classroom. The average
among all surveyed was a remarkably high 41.9%.
Furthermore, only four students answered “zero” to the
question, three of whom were students who had studied
abroad and whose English level was much higher than others
who completed the questionnaire.

Similarly, Stephens (2006) found that only 11% of the
167 students who responded to her questionnaire said
they would like their NEST not to use any Japanese at all.
Also, Critchley (1999) reported that 91% of the students he
surveyed indicated a preference for some degree of bilingual
support in class. He commented that one important reason
for that high number was that “respondents expressed
concern that without some Japanese-language support
they sometimes can’t understand what they consider to
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be essential aspects of the lesson, for which they are held
accountable” (Critchley, 1999).

Table 1. Student preference for NESTs speaking
Japanese in the EFL classroom

Question 1. About what percentage of the time would you like your
NEST to use Japanese in the EFL classroom?

L.S. (n=144) | Rehab. (n=36) S.A. (n=10) All (n=190)
45.8% 38.2% 20.0% 41.9%
Key:

L.S. = Ist-year Life Sciences department majors

Rehab. = 1st-year Rehabilitation department majors

S.A. = 3rd-year and 4th-year English majors who have studied abroad

To test Hypothesis 1, a t-test was run for independent
samples using SPSS. Students were divided into two groups,
one consisting of 3rd-year and 4th-year English majors
who had studied abroad (i.e. the S.A. group) and the other
consisting of those who had not (i.e. the L.S. and Rehab.
groups). There was a significant difference between the two
(t=3.826, df = 188, p<0.001). Furthermore, Cohen’s d was
calculated to test for effect size and was equal to 1.02, which
suggests a strong effect.

To test Hypothesis 2, a multiple linear regression model
was run using as, the predictor variable, the final exam
scores of only the students in the L.S. group (who were all
in the same type of English class) and, as the dependent
variable, “desired use of Japanese by NEST”. (The final
exam scores were used as a proxy in order to be able to
quantify the level of the students.) The result was R? =0.07,

indicating that there is very little correlation in this case
between high and low achievers in the same English class
regarding the amount of Japanese they prefer the NEST

to use in the EFL classroom. (A similar multiple linear
regression was run using “final exam listening only score”
as the predictor variable, but the same R? = 0.07 result
indicated that there is very little correlation between the two
variables.)

The second question of the survey asked students if they
would rather have a teacher in their English class who
could speak Japanese or not. Considering the relatively high
percentage of Japanese that students would like NESTs to
use in their English classes, the results to the question (Table
2) were not surprising.

Table 2. Student preference for NESTs being able to
speak Japanese

Question 2. Would you rather have a teacher in your English class
whocan speak Japanese or one who cannot?

Preference | L.S. (n=144) | Rehab. (n=36) | S.A. (n=9) | All (n=189)
Can 97.2% 97.2% 33.6% 94.8%
Cannot 2.8% 2.8% 66.7% 5.2%
Key:

L.S. = Ist-year Life Sciences department majors
Rehab. = Ist-year Rehabilitation department majors

S.A. = 3rd-year and 4th-year English majors who have studied abroad

Almost all of the 1st-year Life Sciences and Rehabilitation
majors wanted a NEST who could speak Japanese. On the
other hand, a majority of those students who had studied
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abroad appeared to prefer a NEST who could not speak
Japanese, perhaps because they wanted to use only English
in the classroom, as they likely had done during their time
abroad. For this question, a statistical analysis of the data
revealed a very significant difference between the responses
of those students who had studied abroad and those who had
not (chi square = 63.83, df = 1, p<0.001). Furthermore, the
phi value was calculated to test for effect size and was equal
to 0.58, which suggests a strong effect.

The third and fourth questions of the survey asked students
to express their opinions regarding what they believed were
the benefits and drawbacks to the NEST using Japanese in
the EFL classroom. Responses written were classified into
main categories whenever appropriate.

An overwhelming majority of the 191 respondents to the
survey (147 people = 77.0%) wrote that one of the benefits is
being able to understand the content of the class better and/
or that explanations are easier to understand. This number
corresponds very closely with another recent study that
found students’ perceptions of the advantages of L1 support
related overwhelmingly (82%) to back-up comprehension
support (Stephens, 2006, p.15).

Other main benefits given by respondents were: 1) I can
use Japanese to ask questions when I don t understand
something in English (31 people = 16.2%); 2) The NEST
knows and can explain common mistakes that Japanese
make in English / easier to communicate (13 people =
6.8%); 3) It s useful for the NEST to speak Japanese when
something that has been said many times in English just
can't be understood (12 people = 6.3%); 4) I feel favorably
toward the teacher / Its easy to talk to the teacher (11 people

=5.6%); and 5) The class proceeds smoothly (10 people
=5.2%). (A more complete list of responses is given in
Appendix 2.)

As for drawbacks to the NEST using Japanese in the EFL
classroom (question 4), there was no one clear response.
The largest number of respondents (57 people = 29.8%)
wrote that students tend to rely on Japanese or that students
tend to become lazy because they don’t feel there is very
much pressure to speak in English when the NEST speaks
in Japanese. The second most popular response (43 people =
22.5%) was simply nothing in particular, compared to only
one respondent who gave the same response regarding the
benefits of the NEST using Japanese.

Other main drawbacks given by respondents were: 1) If
the NEST uses Japanese too much, the number of chances
for students to hear “real” English decreases (26 people =
13.6%); 2) English ability (especially listening ability) of
students does not improve much (26 students = 13.6%); 3) If
the NEST uses Japanese too much, the whole point of taking
a class from a NEST loses its meaning (21 people = 11.0%),
and 4) If the NEST mostly uses Japanese, students will stop
trying to comprehend the English being spoken (20 people
=10.5%). (A more complete list of responses is given in
Appendix 3.)

Overall, fewer responses were given for drawbacks than
benefits, lending credence to the view that the Japanese
students themselves see more positives overall than
negatives regarding use of Japanese by the NEST.
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Conclusions

It is clear from the results of the questionnaire that a large
majority of Japanese students have a desire for the NEST

to speak Japanese in the EFL classroom. So, from the
perspective of the students, it is obvious that teachers need
to look more carefully at the EFL level of the students in
their classes when contemplating what amount of Japanese
(if any) to use. Higher level students, especially those with
study abroad experience, can be expected to handle more
difficult explanations in English. In addition, Auerbach
(1993) asserts that, although beginning-level students often
say they prefer a bilingual approach, more advanced students
may feel that the use of the students’ L1 slows English
acquisition. The best means to determine student opinion on
this matter is to carry out a quick survey of students during
the first class to gauge what amount of Japanese the students
would like the NEST to use.

Proponents of the English Only movement assert that the
best way for students to progress in their English skills is by
using only English in the classroom. However, regardless
of how much L1 students actually utter in their L1 in class,
it cannot be denied that students who are learning a second
language quite often have trouble expressing themselves,
because L2 expressions do not come readily to mind. This is
something that is beyond the teacher’s control. So, although
the blatant overuse of the L1 should be discouraged, students
should not be punished for trying their best to communicate
what they want to say in the L2 through the help of their L1.
Of course, to a proponent of the English Only movement,
the above scenario might seem preposterous and out of the
question. But no matter how much we as educators try to

teach in the “best interests” of our students, the fact remains
that the wants of the students need to be addressed as well.

The results of this study clearly support my first hypothesis
that students with a remarkably higher level of English
ability (e.g. those who have studied abroad) prefer the NEST
to use less Japanese. Furthermore, it came as somewhat of
a surprise that my second hypothesis was not confirmed,
since there was very little correlation between final exam
score (i.e. EFL proficiency) and desired use of Japanese
by the NEST. I had been under the impression that higher
level students in large university English classes in Japan
were somewhat bored and wanted to be more academically
challenged by something akin to an “all English”
environment, but this doesn’t necessarily appear to be the
case.

Since a majority of the respondents (92.1%) were students
at a women’s college, the external validity of the study
is somewhat limited. It should also be noted that three
respondents to the survey answered “100” to question
1, possibly indicating that they had misinterpreted the
question (even though it was written in Japanese), thinking
it was asking how much English they wanted the NEST
to use in class instead of how much Japanese. However,
the conclusions reached in this study (including statistical
figures) were not significantly affected by this possible
misinterpretation.

Further research in this area would benefit from a larger
representation of university students from a variety of
universities (both public and private) as well as majors. It
would be interesting to look into whether there is a marked
difference between not just students who have studied abroad
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and those who have not, but also between students at high level
public universities and those at lower level private universities.

Shimizu (1995) asserts that “Japanese English teachers are
valued [by their students] more for scholarship skills such as
intelligence and knowledge, whereas foreign instructors are
valued more for personal characteristics such as friendliness”
based on the results of a survey she conducted on 1,088
Japanese university students. However, I would like to
encourage fellow native-speaking university educators to make
students value our professional knowledge more through the
occasional use of Japanese to give further personal insights
into the English language that JTEs might not have and that are
difficult, if not impossible, to explain in English.

In conclusion, although an “English only” policy might
make sense in an ESL environment abroad, where there
are students from various countries studying together,
it is just not practical or feasible in a country such as
Japan, where 99% of the students speak the same L1.
Although many educators believe it is in the students’
best interest linguistically for NESTs to speak English as
much as possible in the EFL classroom, the emotional and
psychological needs of the students must also be taken
into account. This is where the occasional, prudent use of
Japanese by NESTs can both lighten up the atmosphere and
aid in student learning.

Josh Norman graduated from Kumamoto University in 2003
with his PhD in Public and Social Policy and has been in
Japan since 1997. He is currently teaching in the Department
of Culture and Language at Shokei University in Kumamoto.
His interests include and L1/L2 learning and bilingualism.
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Appendix 1

Language preference questionnaire
BRO77r—bABEEGOSTVWETOT EEICBEATIEL, )
(This survey is anonymous, so please answer all of the
questions honestly.)

1. KEBDORA T4 7 - AE—H—DFRLEITIS REBOEETED
BV (@ =t ) BAREZEOTHEWWTTD, ___ %
(About what percentage of the time would you like your
native English-speaking teacher to use Japanese in the
English classroom? %)

2. BIREOGSNIE, REOEETIE. BAREH TERLRELHE
BHOTERWEELEESHNOLTTD, OFDIFTLIEELY,
(If you had a choice, would you rather have a teacher in
your English class who could speak Japanese or one who
couldn’t? Please circle one.)

BARENTERRE

(A teacher who can speak Japanese)

BARSBNERGWEE

(A teacher who cannot speak Japanese)

MT OB ZBAREEcIFRFBCEACREN, GH.TES
FRIFEFERICENTEEL,

(Please answer the following questions in either Japanese or
English. In addition, please give specific answers as much as
possible.)

3. WEBDRATA T - AE—H—DRENKEDORE THAE
ZESTEDRVRIIAITI DY

(What are the advantages of having a native English-
speaker use Japanese in the English classroom?)

4. BEEDRATA T+ AE—H—DEENRFBORE THAE
ZRESTEDRLBEVRIFETI DY

(What are the disadvantages of having a native English-
speaker use Japanese in the English classroom?)
THHhEHIHESTENEL!

(Thank you for your cooperation in completing this
questionnaire!)

Appendix 2
Responses to question 3

(n=191; multiple responses possible; only those responses
given by two or more people listed)

147 people (77.0%): RBZZE) AP IEBRLTELA
%, (REBLHABODESEDZ 217V ADMPITENEHZ T
H52%, ) BBVHDIE S (SRIHBEVTVLSREDL H
EVTIRBEWHEERTED) . IBADLEEITDDYPT LY,
(Able to understand the content of the class better. /
Explanations are easier to understand.)

31 people (16.2%): HEEHDH S5 CTEM T BHRIC. BAE
TERTES (LYPFLY &5,

(Can use Japanese to ask a question when I don’t understand
something in English.)
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13 people (6.8%): SAEBHELHARELDHBDT. BERADMHE
EAPTWVWREBZHOCWASDT BREHBEHNLYPT L (FE
ACRECHLEBRLTINDG) , A2 27— 3> (BERS\)
LRI,

(NEST knows and can explain common mistakes that
Japanese make in English. / Easy to communicate.)

12 people (6.3%): fAIEIEHEICZ EEONTEHBLAGWEEIC
LY,

(Useful for the NEST to speak Japanese when something
that has been said many times in English just can’t be
understood.)

11 people (5.6%): FFEDFFCS - RLAHPTEND S, (T
1) ELDNFPT UV (RERICEEED) o

(Feel favorably toward the teacher. / Easy to talk to the
teacher.)

10 people (5.2%): WEHFIBITHED,

(Class proceeds smoothly.)

7 people (3.7%): FEDIETHMEOIPT LY,

(Easy for the teacher to communicate directions.)

5 people (2.6%): HEIVEEBHNDHSEWVATEEEICEML
‘bg_b\o

(Even those who are not that good at English can join in the
class easily.)

4 people (2.1%): (It’s interesting to hear a foreigner’s
Japanese. It’s fun!)

2 people (1.0%): TAMEEZEITS (EoCHS5ZD) .

(Can find out what is going to be on the test.)

2 people (1.0%): RFELAARFEZLERLTEZSNS,

(Can compare and think about what the differences are
between English and Japanese.)

2 people (1.0%): BAFEZFEOCHE5Z 2L SEADHENT
WAEEEL RV TIFGUODE RS CES,

(If the NEST uses Japanese, students can confirm if what
they just heard in English is correct or not.)

2 people (1.0%): WEBIFEEDOHSHELTERLTLE D, (
PEIDGLGD, )

(If the class is only in English, things that I don’t understand
just go right over my head. Loss of motivation.)

Appendix 3
Responses to Question 4

(n=191; multiple responses possible; only those responses
given by two or more people listed)

57 people (29.8%): £HEDLBEAREICFEOCLE D, (EREHR
WA CREEEFE S 1555, ) REZFEOLGITNILGYEWNE
WST Ly ov—HHEIDDSEVDT BIFTLES (HZ
TLED),

(Students tend to rely on Japanese. / Students tend to become
lazy because they don’t feel there is very much pressure to
have to speak in English.)

43 people (22.5%): FlcH ) EH A

(Nothing in particular.)

26 people (13.6%): HARFEAFEIBES & HEEAEHESD
15755 BCHHRATLED - HEFEBICBNIKLES) . &
YIS EIFHEBEREREL DELES,

(If the NEST uses Japanese too much, the number of chances
for students to hear “real” English decreases.)
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26 people (13.6%): FFES (BETENS) IEHF IR LELZL,
(FERICTESEL, / BATEATICRATLE D, )

(Students’ English ability, especially listening ability, does

not improve much.)

21 people (11.0%): BARGZBEEFEEEDE XA T10 7 - AE—

H—DFEENRREZ LTCWVDEHDNGLED, (REORET

375 <EoTLEST L, )

(If the NEST uses Japanese too much, the whole point of

taking a class from a NEST loses its meaning.)

20 people (10.5%): HAFEIED VD S WICHEEEZEETTAD
(EBRELLD) £LGELES,

(If the NEST uses almost all Japanese, students will stop

trying to catch (comprehend) the English being spoken.)

4 people (2.1%): EIWTEMMENT HDC. BAFEIFEAGE.

RERIFRFBTH—LGVERESLETESDLL (KRIZED

FeLy 6

(Since the ear becomes accustomed to a language by

listening to it, it becomes confusing if the two are mixed.)

3 people (1.6%): (B7HY) HeEZESELEDNRMOTCLE D,

(The amount of time I use English would decrease.)

2 people (1.0%): BADOTANKD & LIELGSRREED H B,

(There is the possibility that students would stop trying to

look up the meaning of words by themselves.)

2 people (1.0%): BATFUES (B9 2) TEDHRAEL

N

(Students would stop being able to learn (decipher things) by

themselves.)



