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Recently, medium-of-instruction (MOI) research has burgeoned, with studies analyzing student
preferences for teacher use of their L1 in class. However, one methodological problem plagues
many studies. Cross-sectional data are gathered at a variety of periods during the academic year,
but student preferences may change with experience and learning over the year (e.g., Burden &
Stribling, 2003). Whether differing proficiency levels or changes over time have greater impact
on student L1 preferences is unknown. Inconsistent findings prevent researchers from reaching
confident conclusions. Seeking a resolution, | created and implemented a questionnaire for Jap-
anese university EFL students to facilitate reliable collection of data on proficiency differences
and preference changes over 1 academic year. L2, in this case English, proficiency was inversely
correlated with student L1 preference differences, and L1 preferences decreased over time.
Differences in proficiency level affected L1 preference variation more than changes over time.
Implications are discussed.
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n EFL contexts, one of the decisions teachers have to make is whether and how to use

students’ L1 in class. Part of this choice rests on an awareness of student preferences
for teachers’ use of the L1. In previous studies of L1/L2 use, preferences, and attitudes
in ESL and EFL contexts, cross-sectional data have been gathered at a variety of periods
during the academic year (e.g., 1st semester, as in Schweers, 1999; 2nd quarter, Polio &
Dulff, 1994), or at unspecified times, as in Prodromou (2000) and Tang (2002). Although
these studies have been valuable in clarifying some of the thorny issues in the debate,
cross-sectional studies are limited. Student L1 preferences presumably change over the
year, so student responses should change if they are given the same surveys at different
points. Furthermore, cross-sectional studies can only give us a snapshot of a dynamic
process. The aim of the current study is to clarify the dynamic nature of student MOI
preference changes with proficiency and over time.

Background

In this paper 1 explore the influence of differing L2 proficiency levels and time on student
L1 preferences and whether differing L1 preferences are influenced more by proficiency
or time. Because student proficiency tends to increase over time (Webb & Chang, 2012),
it would make sense to discover similar findings for changes in proficiency level and time.
However, there are few studies that compare both variables. At this time, it is unknown
whether changes in L1 preferences related to varying levels of proficiency (e.g., Carson &
Kashihara, 2012) can be compared to changes over time (e.g., Burden & Stribling, 2003).

Carson and Kashihara (2012) administered a bilingual survey to 305 Japanese EFL
university students about their preferences for teachers’ use of Japanese in English
classes. They found that for most variables, L1 preferences declined while L2 proficiency
rose, but a U-shaped relationship existed for high-proficiency students regarding the
introduction of new material, review of old material, and group work. The results of this
study show a clear inverse relationship between students’ L2 proficiency level and their
L1 preferences.
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Burden and Stribling (2003) surveyed 151 Japanese EFL university students over two
semesters and found significant changes in their attitudes toward using English. They
found that students were able to view English as a valuable means of communication
and became more willing to accept an English-only (EO) methodology. This study’s
outcomes indicated that attitudes can change even after only fourteen 90-minute classes,
supporting the possibility that responses to the same survey can indicate different results
depending on the time in the academic year the survey is given.

Tian and Macaro (2012) used experimental methods to compare 117 Chinese univer-
sity EFL student learning gains following instruction in three different conditions. All
participants were stratified into four proficiency levels and randomly assigned to one of
three conditions: non-code-switching, in which they received lexical focus-on-form in-
formation in English; code switching, in which they received lexical focus-on-form infor-
mation in their L1 (Mandarin); and a control group, with no explicit lexical instruction.
Students received pre- and postintervention vocabulary tests, and intervention occurred
over 6 weeks. Finally, a delayed postintervention vocabulary test was conducted 2 weeks
later to see if intervention effects lasted. They found that both lexical focus-on-form
and teacher code-switching had a beneficial effect, but no differences were found among
different proficiency levels. Because all students were drawn from a population with
intermediate English proficiency, the authors suggested that proficiency levels might
have been too homogenous. The results of this study showed that even over a short time,
learning gains are superior under code-switching conditions compared to English-only
conditions, at least regarding lexical focus-on-form. This study indicated that time is an
important factor.

Research Questions
RQ1.

Does proficiency influence student L1 preferences at the beginning of an aca-
demic year, and if so, how?

RQ2.
RQ3.

Do student L1 preferences change over time, and if so, how?

Is there a difference between L1 preference changes due to proficiency and
time?

With these three research questions in mind, 1 designed and administered a question-
naire to investigate the dynamic nature of students’ attitudes towards Japanese use in the
English classroom as they changed for differing proficiency levels and over time.
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Method
Participants

Participants were 752 EFL students from 13 universities in western Japan. An equal
number of males (50%) and females (50%) participated. Most participants were 1st-year
students (84%), were not English majors (85%), and were recruited from EFL courses in
which speaking was a major component (82%). The earliest available TOEIC scores were
used to group students into four proficiency ranges: Group 1 < 300, n =111; Group 2 =
300-399, n = 198; Group 3 = 400-499, n = 124; Group 4 > 500, n = 80). Scores ranged from
170 to 925.

Instrument

1 developed the instrument used in the current study. The entire scale includes 40 items
(see Carson, 2014), translated into Japanese, for which participants chose options ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). The construction and testing of this instru-
ment is described in Carson (2015). During its construction, piloting, and refinement
using factor analysis, responses to items fell within seven L1 preference factors. 1 have
called the combination of seven factors SPIL, for Student Preferences for Instructional Lan-
guage. Reliability was high for the pilot version (including extraneous items; Cronbach’s
alpha = .92) and for the current data, (Cronbach’s alpha = .901).

The seven L1 preference factors are grouped within two general characteristics:
learning target factors and para-learning target factors. The two major categories are de-
scribed below, and the SPIL items for each factor are listed in the Appendix. EFL univer-
sity students prefer that teachers use their L1 to assist learning English in the following
situations.

Learning Target Factors

Using the L1 to help
Grammar (F2): by defining new words and introducing grammar;
Tests (F4): by checking that students understand the requirements for reports and
tests;
Review (F5): by supporting the review of previously learned concepts, vocabulary,
and grammar;

Comprehension (F6): by helping students understand the teacher’s use of English
in class.
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Para-Learning Target Factors
Using the L1 to help

Emotions (F1): by encouraging students when they feel lost, or when supporting
their confidence;

Teacher L1 ability (F3): by being able and willing to use Japanese in class;

Culture and society (F7): by discussing topics like social and cultural issues in
countries in which English is the dominant language.

All factors will be referred to by their names, except factor will be replaced by F#.

Procedure

Participants were selected by convenience sampling. That is, 1 asked colleagues to admin-
ister the questionnaire to their students in class. Participation was voluntary and anon-
ymous. Students were tracked over time using their student numbers. Data collection
took place in the early weeks of April (Time 1), the final weeks of July (Time 2), and the
final weeks of January (Time 3) at the discretion of each teacher participant during the
2013-2014 academic year.

Analysis

The data were analyzed as follows. First, to assess the effects of proficiency level on L1
preferences, a series of one-way ANOVAs was used to search for significant differences
between group means for each of the seven factors. Second, to evaluate changes over
time, a series of repeated-measures ANOVAs was employed to uncover significant dif-
ferences at 3 times for each of the seven factors. For all ANOVAEs, effect sizes were also
calculated to enable comparison of meaningful differences, that is, differences or changes
that could be noticeable in class and so are of practical interest. Finally, statistical results
of the one-way ANOVAs (proficiency) and repeated-measures ANOVAs (time) were
examined to compare response means across proficiency levels and time to identify the
presence of patterns.

Results

Results are reported according to each of the three research questions they address. RQ1
addresses differences in student L1 preferences for each factor according to each of four
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proficiency levels, RQ2 is concerned with changes in student L1 preferences for each fac-
tor over time, and RQ3 compares differences due to proficiency and changes over time.

RQ1: 7 Factors across Four Proficiency Levels at Time 1

Of the 752 student participants, 513 were able to report TOEIC scores at some point in
the academic year. Means for each factor and for each of the four proficiency groups are
compared in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Decrease in L1 preferences across four proficiency levels. Means are from
5-point Likert items from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree); (F#) = factor number.

All L1 preference factors decreased as students’ proficiency levels increased. Students
preferred the most Japanese support for tests (F4), followed by comprehension (F6), and
then grammar (F2). All of these factors were still above the neutral point of 3.0, even for
Group 4, which had the highest proficiency level. On the other hand, students wanted
less Japanese support for review (F5), culture and society (F7), and emotions (F1). All of
these factors were at or below the neutral point of 3.0, suggesting that students did not
perceive as much need for Japanese support for these aspects of English learning as for
the previously mentioned factors.

One-way ANOVAs were used to find out if the L1 preference mean differences be-
tween proficiency groups were significant. The independent variable was proficiency,
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in four levels, and the dependent variable was responses to Likert items for each of the
seven L1 preference factors. There were no extreme outliers, as assessed by visual in-
spection of boxplots. L1 preference responses were normal for emotions (F1), teacher L1
ability (F3), review (FS), and culture and society (F7), but negatively skewed for grammar
(F2), tests (F4), and comprehension (F6), as assessed by visual inspection of normal Q-Q
plots. With large sample sizes (as was the case here), even fairly skewed distributions—as
long as the groups are similarly skewed—are not always problematic (Sawilowsky & Blair,
1992). There was homogeneity of variances for all seven factors, as assessed by Levene’s
test for equality of variances (p > .05).

Results of the ANOVAs are presented in Table 1. All factors differed significantly across
the four proficiency groups. Differences were assessed for effect size to see if the differ-
ences were large enough to be meaningful. In descending order, effect sizes were medium
for emotions (F1), grammar (F2), review (F5), and teacher L1 ability (F3). Small effect sizes
were found for culture and society (F7), comprehension (F6), and tests (F4). All differenc-
es were large enough to be meaningful and observable in EFL classes.

Table 1. One-Way ANOVAs Summarized for 7 Factors and Proficiency
Groups at Time 1

Factors*TOEIC df1 a2 F p n?

Emotions (F1) 3 509 14.58 .000% .079
Grammar (F2) 3 509 12.99 .000* .071
Teacher L1 ability (F3) 3 509 11.60 .000* .064
Tests (F4) 3 509 3.77 .011% .022
Review (F5) 3 509 12.37 .000* .068
Comprehension (F6) 3 509 7.46 .000%* .042
Culture and society (F7) 3 509 8.93 .000%* .050

*p < .05 = significant

Note: (F#) = Factor number; Ui: Partial eta squared, or effect size; small =.02; medium = .06;
large =.138 (Cohen, 1988).
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An examination of paired comparisons between L1 preference response differences
for each factor and proficiency level (see Table 2) reveals where significant differences
occurred. Although few significant differences emerged between proficiency levels that
were close together (for example, Group 2 and Group 1), differences were significant
for all factors for the groups that had the largest difference in proficiency (Group 4 and
Group 1) and also between the most proficient groups (Group 4 and Group 2, but not
Group 3 and Group 1). Thus, L1 preference differences were more pronounced in Groups
3 and 4 than in Groups 1 and 2.

Table 2. Paired Comparisons of Differences Between Proficiency
Groups at Time 1

DI () B -
Emotions (F1) X O O O O X
Grammar (F2) X O @] X O 0]
Teacher L1 ability (F3) X O (e (@) O X
Tests (F4) X X O X O X
Review (F5) X O (@] X O X
Comprehension (F6) X @) O X @) X
Culture and society (F7) O O O X O X

Note. (F#) = Factor number; 0 = significantly different; X = not significantly different. Adjustment
for multiple comparisons: Bonferroni. Significant at p < .0125; Alpha = p < (.05 / 4 comparisons).

RQ2: Seven Factors at Three Times

Participants’ L1 preferences were also assessed to see if they changed over time. All
students were grouped together rather than by proficiency level, as the point being
examined was change over time, not change with different proficiency levels. Means are
compared in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Decrease in L1 preferences across one academic year. Mean scores are from
5-point Likert items from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree); (F#) = Factor number;
Time 1 = April; Time 2 = July; Time 3 = January.

The data were assessed to see if they were appropriate for a series of repeated-meas-
ures ANOVAs, one for each of the seven L1 preference factors. The dependent variable
for each ANOVA was the factor, and the independent variable was time (Time 1, Time 2,

and Time 3). There were no extreme outliers, as assessed by visual inspection of boxplots.

Response distributions were normal for emotions (F1), review (F5), and culture and so-
ciety (F7), but negatively skewed for grammar (F2), teacher L1 ability (F3), tests (F4), and
comprehension (F6), as determined by visual inspection of normal Q-Q plots. Because
sample sizes were large, and the skewed factors followed the same pattern, 1 decided to
proceed with repeated-measures ANOVAs for all seven factors over three times.

Results indicate that most L1 preference factors decreased over the year, except for
teacher L1 ability (F3; see Table 3). All factors remained in the same positions relative
to each other at Times 1, 2, and 3, except for two factors: review (F5) began higher than
teacher L1 ability (F3), but the two factors had reversed positions by Time 2 and diverged
further by Time 3. Although all ANOVASs revealed significant differences for each factor
over time, the effect sizes were small for comprehension (F6), tests (F4), and review (F5).
All other differences were trivial for effect size over time.
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Table 3. One-Way Repeated Measures ANOVAs for Seven Factors
Over Three Times

Factors*Time df1 df2 F p n;

Emotions (F1) 2 1502 7.03 .001* .009
Grammar (F2) 2 1502 13.10 .000* .017
Teacher L1 Ability (F3) 2 1502 4.21 .015% .006
Tests (F4) 2 1502 17.78 .000* .023
Review (F5) 2 1502 15.93 .000% .021
Comprehension (F6) 2 1502 21.78 .000* .028
Culture and Society (F7) 2 1502 5.63 .004* .007

*p < .05 = significant

Note: (F#) = Factor number; I]i = Partial eta squared, or effect size; small = .02; medium =.00; large
=.138 (Cohen, 1988).

Comparisons of paired differences between factors over three data collections are pre-
sented in Table 4. Most significant changes happened in the first semester.

Table 4. Paired Comparisons of Differences Between Factors Over
Three Times

Factors Semester 1 Semester 2 Year
Emotion (F1) @] X O
Grammar (F2) O X O
Teacher L1 ability (F3) X X (@)
Tests (F4) X O O
Review (F5) O X O
Comprehension (F6) O X (@)
Culture and society (F7) O X (@)

Note. (F#) = Factor number; 0 = significantly different; X = not significantly different. Adjustment
for multiple comparisons: Bonferroni; significant at p < .0167; Alpha = p < (.05 / 3 comparisons).
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RQ3: L1 Preference Changes by Proficiency Versus Time

[ was unable to track changes in proficiency over time because most participants only
took one TOEIC test during the academic year. Therefore, to answer RQ3, I compared
the results from statistical analyses of RQ1 and RQ2 to identify patterns (see Table 5). By
comparing and contrasting variation due to proficiency and time, it became clear that
differences between proficiency levels affected L1 preferences more strongly than time.
On one hand, language preference patterns were similar for proficiency and time in two
ways. L1 preferences decreased as proficiency levels increased and over time. Further-
more, differences between all factors were significant for proficiency level and time. On
the other hand, L1 preference patterns differed for proficiency and time in several ways.
For proficiency, most effect sizes for differences between L1 preferences were medium
and therefore likely to be noticeable in class. For time, effect size changes were small for
three factors and trivial for the other four and thus less likely to be noticeable in class
than for differences due to proficiency level. Finally, L1 preferences decreased more for
proficiency than over time.

Table 5. L1 Preference Differences Compared Between Proficiency
Levels and across Time

Between proficiency levels Over time

All decrease with increase in proficiency All decrease over time, except student

preferences for teachers to use L1

All significantly different All significantly different

All meaningful, i.e., influential in class Only 3 L1 factors changed meaningfully,

i.e. influential in class

Strongest differences: Strongest changes:

Emotional support (F1) Comprehension (F6)

Grammar and vocabulary (F2) Tests and reports (F4)

Review of previously learned material Review of previously learned material
(F5) (F5)
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Discussion

Most students in this study preferred some L1 support in English class, confirming find-
ings reported in previous studies (Burden & Stribling, 2003; Carson & Kashihara, 2012).
The amount of Japanese support they preferred was influenced by two variables: profi-
ciency level and learning in class over time.

Effect of Different Proficiency Levels on Differences Between Factors

All levels preferred the most L1 support for the following learning target factors: tests
(F4), comprehension (F6), and grammar (F2). All beginner-level and false beginner-level
students needed more Japanese support than those at higher levels. The factors that
exhibited the biggest decrease between proficiency levels were emotions (F1), grammar
(F2), and review (F5). The rapid decrease in preferences for L1 support for emotions (F1)
was surprising because not only did students at all levels of proficiency prefer support
for emotions (F1) the least, but also this factor decreased the most as proficiency levels
increased. These results echo similar findings by Carson and Kashihara (2012). It is possi-
ble that, following acceptance into university, anxiety levels decreased compared to high
school, and this decrease was particularly noticeable when students were at higher profi-
ciency levels because successful English production in communication classes bolstered
their morale. Student preferences for grammar (F2) probably dropped quickly across
proficiency levels because most participants were enrolled in communication classes, in
which grammar played a minor role. Although low-proficiency students reported that it
was helpful to use L1 support for review (F5) of previously learned material, L1 prefer-
ences during review dropped rapidly both as proficiency levels increased and over time,
supporting previous findings (Burden & Stribling, 2003; Carson & Kashihara, 2012).

Changes Over Time

More changes occurred in the first semester than in the second semester. The strongest
changes over time occurred with decreases in L1 preference regarding learning target
factors for comprehension (F6), tests (F4), and review (F5). This suggests that as students
became accustomed to their teachers, they were able to comprehend the teacher more
easily. Similarly, as students gained experience with tests, they did not prefer as much L1
support later to prepare for them. The findings support similar short-term findings for
the effects of time (Burden & Stribling, 2003; Tian & Macaro, 2012). This implies that use
of Japanese support should be reduced over time, especially in the first semester.
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Proficiency Versus Time

The third major finding of this study was that the strongest changes occurred between
proficiency levels rather than over time. This finding supports similar results regarding
strong proficiency effects (Carson & Kashihara, 2012) and is at variance with stronger
findings for time than proficiency (Tian & Macaro, 2012). Tian and Macaro’s participants
may have been too homogenous in terms of proficiency, although differences in meth-
odology suggest a heightened ability to detect differences across time in their experi-
mental study. In view of these results, it seems clear that all low-proficiency students
need bilingual support, although bilingual support could be optional for high-proficiency
students. Furthermore, these results reinforce the usefulness of cross-sectional studies of
proficiency, though the timing of data collection should be specified.

Suggestions for Educators

At all proficiency levels and times during the academic year, students prefer some
Japanese support with tests, comprehension, and grammar. Preferences for L1 support
decrease quickly as students increase in proficiency. Thus, with lower levels, teachers
could allow students to prepare with Japanese support using bilingual scaffolding while
formulating English output.

The results of this study indicate that most changes in student preferences for L1 use
occurred in the first term. Thus, teachers could use bilingual scaffolding in the first semes-
ter and introduce communicative strategies and repair strategies in the second semester.
Learning about these strategies could assist students in shifting away from being passive
recipients of information about English to becoming self-reliant producers of English.

One implication that can be drawn from the current findings and recommendations is
that students need a transition period between high school classes, which rely heavily on
L1 support for teaching that targets entrance exams, and more communicatively orient-
ed university classes, with their reduced L1 support. Teachers should wean students away
from being fed information by assigning self-directed projects, speeches, presentations,
and debate where appropriate.

Limitations and Future Research

In this study, proficiency was measured using TOEIC score ranges because the TOEIC

is a popular measure of student proficiency used in Japan, and the results can be easily
understood by educators. A limitation is that most students only provided results for one
TOEIC test, which made it impossible to measure changes in proficiency over time. Re-
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garding recommendations for future longitudinal research on proficiency effects, there is
almost certainly an interaction between proficiency and time, which would make a useful
topic. Additionally, the TOEIC test is expensive and time consuming to administer, so a
more convenient proficiency test could be used—preferably one that measures product-
ive as well as receptive skills. Future studies of proficiency and time should use a different
and repeatable measure of proficiency. Furthermore, more research is recommended
with intermediate and advanced EFL students, to clarify whether the inverse relationship
between proficiency and L1 preferences continues at high proficiency levels regardless

of the increased difficulty of the material they study (see Carson & Kashihara, 2012). It
would be ideal if proficiency testing were undertaken within the institution. First, all
participants should take the test under the same conditions. Second, researchers should
gather more precise proficiency data, which would enable them to classify participants
into groups of equal sizes. More precise scores would improve a study’s validity.

Three other suggestions unrelated to research involving proficiency emerge from
the current study. First, the time in the academic year when data is collected should be
reported for cross-sectional studies. Next, as was highlighted above when comparing
the effects of proficiency versus time (Carson & Kashihara, 2012; Tian & Macaro, 2012),
learning gains should be assessed over time using experimental methods to try to control
for as many extraneous variables as possible. Finally, qualitative data could be collected
and assessed to shed additional light on the reasons that students’ preferences changed.
Quantitative surveys of large groups can be usefully complemented by qualitative studies
of smaller groups or cases.

Conclusion

The aim of this study was to clarify the dynamic nature of students’ preferences for their
teachers’ use of the students’ L1 while they are studying the L2. The results show that
L1 preferences decreased with increasing proficiency, that L1 preferences changed over
an academic year, especially during the first semester, and that preferences were more
affected by students’ level of L2 proficiency than by study over one academic year. Pref-
erences were stronger for learning targets such as comprehension than for para-learning
targets (e.g., L1 support of emotions such as confidence). Students were unenthusiastic
about being supported emotionally in Japanese. Finally, ] reccommend that teachers use
L1 support for low-proficiency students, especially through bilingual scaffolding of new
material, and as they decrease L1 support, increase teaching of communication strate-
gies and repair strategies so that students can become active producers of English in EFL
classes, rather than passive learners.
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Appendix
Seven Factors and Their Items

(Item numbers are to the left of the items)

Learning Target Factors: Using the L1 to help ~

Factor 2: Grammar

7  Define new vocabulary

8 Compare different words that seem similar (for example, accident and incident)
9 Show when a word has more than one meaning

10 Introduce new phrases

11 Introduce new slang and casual expressions

12 Introduce new grammar

13 Translate examples of grammar from English to Japanese

14 Translate examples of grammar from Japanese to English

15 Show when English words or phrases match Japanese words or phrases

16 Explain when English words or phrases are different from Japanese words or phras-
es that seem similar (for example, have a cold is different from kaze o motte; but it
should be kaze o hiite iru)

Factor 4: Tests
23 Give instructions about reports or exams
28 Check my understanding of important assignments

29 Check my understanding about test-taking procedures (for example, if 1 can use
notes)
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30 Check my understanding about test instructions and format (for example, multiple

choice or open-ended format) 1
2
Factor 5: Review
17 Show how borrowed words have a different meaning in English (for example, sumaa- 3
to in Japanese does not mean thin in English.)
18 Review the major points of the previous lesson 4
19 Review vocabulary or expressions already learned
20 Review words with more than one meaning 5
21 Review borrowed words 6
22 Review slang and casual expressions

Factor 6: Comprehension

24
25
26
27

Help me when 1 do not understand the English words

Help me when 1 do not understand the teacher’s explanation

Help me when I want to ask questions but do not know the English words
Help me when I want to answer questions but don’t know the English words

Para-learning target Factors
Using the L1 to help ~

Factor 1: Emotions

31
32
33
34
35

Tell me when I have done something well
Help me to feel more comfortable

Help me to feel more confident

Help me to feel less tense

Help me to feel less lost

M4 FRONT PAGE < PREVIOUS PAGE

Factor 3: Teachers’ use of Japanese

That my teacher knows and understands Japanese

That my teacher can answer my questions in Japanese if 1 don 't know how to ask or
understand the answer in English.

That my native English-speaking teacher has been successful at learning Japanese
because he or she can be a good model for me. (If I have a Japanese teacher, go to 8)

That my native English-speaking teacher has been successful at learning Japanese
because he or she can know where my problems will be.

That my teacher uses Japanese in class because it helps me to learn English
That I can use Japanese in English class to help me learn English

Factor 7: Culture

36
37
38
39
40

Joke in class

Talk about English-language cultures

Talk about famous English-speaking celebrities

Talk about social issues in English-language societies

Compare cultural differences between Japanese- and English-language societies

Note. This data is adapted from Appendix B in Carson (2015).
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