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 This study explores the sociolinguistic role of the first language (L1) in a 
conversation focused English as a Foreign Language (EFL) lesson. Drawing on a 
qualitative observational design, the research is based on an overt, non 
participatory observation of a single 90 minute lesson delivered to 16 B2 level 
students at an eight year grammar school in Slovakia. Field notes and an event 
based timeline were used to document instances of L1 use across instructional 
phases and activity types, and a short post lesson survey triangulated learners’ 
perceptions of authenticity and communicative value. The analysis examines how 
L1 functions across different classroom settings, its frequency, and the 
sociolinguistic factors driving code switching. Findings reveal that L1 use is most 
frequent during non formal, peer oriented tasks such as role play and speed 
questioning, where it supports solidarity, humor, and pragmatic flexibility. 
Teacher led phases employ L1 strategically for scaffolding and clarification, while 
formal assessment contexts remain L1 free. These patterns suggest that L1 serves 
as a sociolinguistic resource that enhances communicative competence and 
authentic interaction rather than hindering language learning. The study advocates 
for a balanced approach to L1 use in EFL pedagogy, emphasizing its potential to 
foster sociolinguistic awareness and real world communication skills. 

Keywords: sociolinguistics, code-switching, communicative competence, EFL 
pedagogy, first language use, classroom interaction 

INTRODUCTION 

Language learning is inherently social and shaped by the interactional norms, identities, 
and contextual factors that guide how speakers use language in real-life communication. 
Sociolinguistic perspectives highlight that learners’ language choices—including shifts 
in tone, register, or even code—are influenced by social relationships, communicative 
purposes, and cultural expectations (Deckert & Vickers, 2011; Horváthová & 
Pokrivčáková, 2023). In EFL classrooms, these sociolinguistic aspects are especially 
relevant because learners must navigate communicative demands while developing both 
linguistic and pragmatic competence. 

http://www.e-iji.net/
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Recent research on multilingual classroom practices shows that learners draw flexibly 
on their entire linguistic repertoires to support meaning-making, manage interaction, 
and negotiate communicative tasks (Goyal, 2019; Solihin et al., 2025). In particular, 
code-switching has been identified as a common and purposeful strategy used by both 
teachers and students in EFL settings to clarify meaning, reduce cognitive load, build 
rapport, and sustain interaction (Bhatti et al., 2018; Vela Gámez, 2023). These insights 
align with contemporary interpretations of communicative competence, which 
emphasise the ability to use language appropriately in context rather than relying solely 
on grammatical accuracy (Hymes, 1972; Whyte, 2019; Council of Europe, 2020). 

Despite growing recognition of multilingual classroom practices, there is limited 
fine-grained observational evidence on how L1 functions moment-to-moment in 
conversation-based lessons, particularly in Central European secondary school contexts. 
Existing studies often focus on teacher-fronted instruction, higher education, or 
multilingual urban environments, leaving a gap in understanding how adolescents in a 
largely monolingual setting strategically use L1 during interactive, communicative 
tasks. This study addresses this gap by examining how Slovak (L1) was used during a 
90-minute conversation-focused EFL lesson, with particular attention to sociolinguistic 
and interactional functions. 

Literature Review 

Language in the contemporary world is a structured system of signs used for 
communication, allowing people to speak in different contexts. Thanks to 
sociolinguistics, teachers and researchers can explore patterns, such as how speech 
varies by social class or region, or how language attitudes reflect broader issues of 
power and identity. It examines why certain accents are stigmatized, why language 
standards are debated, and how language use is shaped by social structures and beliefs. 
Moreover, sociolinguistics explores how language is used in everyday life and social 
interactions. It focuses on both the linguistic aspects of communication and the social 
contexts in which language varies depending on the situation and people involved 
(Deckert & Vickers, 2011). Sociolinguistics also examines how language varies and 
evolves within social contexts and groups, focusing on real-life speech. While initially 
centered on accents and dialects, sociolinguistics has expanded to explore how language 
interacts with factors like age, gender, race, and ideology. It also considers how 
language both reflects and shapes social realities, drawing on disciplines such as 
anthropology and philosophy. Subfields like ethnomethodology and the ethnography of 
communication help researchers study language use in specific social settings 
(Horváthová & Pokrivčáková, 2023). These sociolinguistic insights directly inform 
modern EFL pedagogy, shaping how teachers approach communicative competence and 
classroom interaction. 

Building on these sociolinguistic insights, modern EFL pedagogy incorporates 
principles of communicative competence to create meaningful learning experiences. 
There are various ways to look at EFL education, yet it is mainly grounded in the 
principle that communicative competence is the ultimate goal of language learning 
(Council of Europe, 2020). Learners’ communicative abilities are shaped by the 
pedagogical approaches employed, with innovative and socially interactive methods 
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shown to enhance self-expression and interpersonal engagement (Nguyen & Ly, 2020). 
Recent research further highlights the importance of multilingual classroom practices, 
arguing that learners draw on their entire linguistic repertoires to support meaning-
making. Studies show that strategic alternation between languages can enhance 
participation, confidence, and comprehension in EFL environments (Solihin et al., 
2025) 

To understand how these principles apply in practice, it is important to examine the 
foundational concepts of linguistic competence and performance. Language presents 
unique challenges in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) education because it serves 
both as a subject to be taught and as the medium through which learning occurs. 
Therefore, linguistic competence is needed for language acquisition. This competence 
refers to a learner’s internal knowledge of language, while performance is the actual use 
of that knowledge in communication (Eddy, 2011). Remorosa et al. (2024) mention Lev 
Vygotsky’s emphasis on cognitive development which is deeply rooted in social 
interaction, cultural context, and language. He believed that children learn best through 
guided interactions with more knowledgeable individuals. Vygotsky also highlighted 
the central role of language not only as a communication tool but as a key driver of 
thought and learning. Through social exchanges, children internalize language, which 
becomes essential for thinking and self-regulation. However, language instruction often 
overlooks the context in which language is used, creating difficulties in motivating 
learners and not offering meaningful practice. Moreover, communicative competence 
involves understanding both the structural aspects of language and the social rules that 
guide its use (Cazden, 1973). 

Putra (2019) claims that EFL teachers’ understanding of sociolinguistics is essential for 
designing, implementing, and evaluating effective teaching practices and materials. This 
knowledge helps translate curriculum goals into meaningful learning activities. 
However, factors like teachers’ linguistic background, academic training, professional 
development, creativity, and cognitive skills also influence teaching outcomes. 
Horváthová & Pokrivčáková (2023) also mention that Foreign Language Teaching 
(FLT) research acknowledges the importance of context in developing communicative 
competence, yet often overlooks sociolinguistics. Contemporary language teaching 
methods now integrate sociolinguistic concepts, particularly in areas like English as an 
International Language (EIL), English as a Lingua Franca (ELF), World Englishes 
(WEs), and English in the European Union. Recent multilingual education research 
adds that code-switching and translanguaging practices form a routine part of classroom 
interaction and can contribute to greater inclusivity and learner engagement (Goyal, 
2019). Thanks to these linguistic theories, EFL education views language learning and 
acquisition from different perspectives. 

While early linguistic theories distinguished between internal grammatical knowledge 
and actual language use (Chomsky, 1965), later work emphasized that effective 
communication depends on the ability to use language appropriately in social contexts 
(Hymes, 1972). This shift from purely structural competence toward communicative 
competence laid the foundation for contemporary EFL pedagogy, where sociolinguistic 
appropriateness, interactional norms, and pragmatic choices are considered central to 
successful language learning. From this perspective, multilingual practices such as 
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code-switching, strategic L1 use, and negotiation of meaning become essential 
components of communicative development and classroom interaction. Recent research 
also shows that humour can function as a pedagogical tool that enhances the learning 
environment, strengthens teacher–student relationships, and supports learners’ 
engagement and retention of material in EFL classrooms (Bérešová & Madalová, 2026). 

Subsequent concepts, explained by Alimohammadirokni (2015), are encompassed in 
Functional Linguistics (FL). In FL, language is viewed as a context-dependent system, 
emphasizing that grammar is only one part of language knowledge. It introduces the 
main concept of communicative competence, emphasizing that language knowledge 
includes the ability to use language appropriately in context. Therefore, FL draws from 
the theories of Chomsky (1965), Hymes (1972), Canale and Swain (1980), as well as 
Bachman (1990), defining it through components such as grammatical, sociolinguistic, 
discourse, and strategic competences. 

Hymes (1972) broadened earlier linguistic models by arguing that successful 
communication requires not only grammatical knowledge but also the ability to use 
language appropriately in social contexts. This moved the field beyond Chomsky’s 
competence–performance distinction and placed interaction, context, and social norms 
at the centre of language use (Whyte, 2019). For EFL teaching, this shift underscores 
that language learning relies on meaningful communication rather than isolated 
structural accuracy, positioning communicative competence as a central pedagogical 
goal (Nguyen & Ly, 2020). Within this framework, classroom practices such as L1 use 
and code-switching become relevant sociolinguistic strategies that support learners in 
negotiating meaning, managing interaction, and participating more authentically in 
communicative tasks. 

To add to the study of linguistic knowledge base, Jingxia (2009) also introduces 
pragmatics, where language use involves constant choices shaped by variability, 
negotiability, and adaptability by the speakers. These interconnected concepts explain 
how speakers adjust language dynamically to meet their communicative needs. In 
teaching languages, focusing on learners’ ability to use language effectively in real-
world contexts also adopts communicative competence as a key concept. Therefore, 
language instruction aims to meet the communicative needs of foreign language users in 
academic, professional, or workplace settings, requiring not only linguistic skills but 
also relevant contextual and background knowledge (Whyte, 2019). 

EFL teaching often faces challenges due to mismatches between intended outcomes and 
actual classroom practices, suggesting that the core principles of Communicative 
Language Teaching (CLT) are not being effectively applied. While CLT includes 
metalinguistic awareness and social appropriateness, its success depends on real 
communication contexts involving interaction and negotiation between the teacher and 
the learners. Therefore, teachers must foster sociolinguistic competence alongside 
grammatical and strategic skills, tailoring methods to their learners’ needs and 
classroom realities (Putra, 2019). The CEFR, built on notional-functional approaches, 
combines familiar language proficiency levels with detailed communicative descriptors. 
However, its focus is on what learners can do with language in real contexts, 
emphasizing practical use over abstract grammatical mastery (Whyte, 2019; Council of 
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Europe, 2020). Even though the CEFR does not strictly guide teachers on how to teach 
English, it guides them towards understanding the social aspects of teaching English as 
a Foreign Language, emphasizing context, cultures, and diversity of society. The overall 
understanding and implementation of these factors are called sociocultural competence 
(Council of Europe, 2020).  

These aspects also relate to sociolinguistic competence, which focuses on how learners 
use language appropriately across social contexts. The ethnography of communication 
highlights that language use is shaped by cultural norms, participant roles, and 
communicative purposes, emphasizing the need to understand how interaction unfolds 
within specific communities (Lillis, 2006; Hymes, 1974). In modern EFL teaching, this 
perspective is reflected in the components of communicative competence: grammatical, 
discourse, strategic, and particularly sociolinguistic competence, which guide learners 
in selecting appropriate forms, levels of formality, and politeness strategies (Horváthová 
& Pokrivčáková, 2023; Nguyen & Ly, 2020). This framework is relevant for 
multilingual classrooms, where learners regularly negotiate meaning, interpret social 
cues, and shift between languages to sustain effective communication. 

Effective language instruction must consider not only linguistic forms but also the 
social and cultural dimensions of communication. Since Cazden (1973) mentions 
politeness strategies to be taught by parents, this activity seems impossible for EFL 
students. Therefore, the task of introducing communicative competences and politeness 
strategies falls to teachers of EFL, transforming the process into sociocultural 
competence. Nguyen & Ly (2020) mention this Canale and Swain’s (1980) broadened 
concept by highlighting the interdisciplinary nature of language use and the importance 
of social rules in communication. To be able to communicate, speakers are required to 
know how to use language appropriately across contexts and modes, learned through 
socialization (Clancy, 2018). This competence requires sensitivity to cultural norms, 
such as forms of address, greetings, and expressions of social relationships, which are 
often encoded linguistically and vary across communities. Language learning is 
therefore a collaborative process, with both teachers and students sharing responsibility. 
In this view, the teacher acts as a facilitator of communication, and classroom activities 
are designed to promote cooperative learning environments that reflect real-world 
language use (Nguyen & Ly, 2020). The ethnography of communication studies how 
social and cultural contexts influence language use, such as the choice of address forms 
depending on relationships and cultural norms. 

The CEFR also describes the concept of multilingualism and plurilingualism, which 
acknowledges that languages coexist amongst each other, and that learners develop their 
linguistic competences dynamically into a singular, interrelated linguistic repertoire in 
the learners’ minds (Council of Europe, 2020). Bilingualism and multilingualism often 
emerge from cultural and linguistic contact, involving individuals or communities who 
use multiple languages. Researchers in this field study how languages influence each 
other, focusing on phenomena like code-switching or alternating between languages in 
conversation, as well as language borrowing, where elements from one language are 
adopted into another (Horváthová & Pokrivčáková, 2023). Moreover, research in 
foreign language acquisition often explores the role of the native language (L1) in the 
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classroom. While some argue that exclusive use of the target language (L2) enhances 
learning, others suggest it may hinder concept development among students. 

Code-switching is seen as a natural and essential skill in multilingual communication, 
especially in educational contexts (Jingxia, 2009). Code-switching, defined by various 
scholars, refers to shifting between languages within a conversation. In foreign 
language classrooms, it involves alternating between the native and target languages as 
needed for effective communication (Jingxia, 2010). Recent studies further show that 
code-switching contributes to classroom management, clarification, solidarity building, 
and maintaining natural interactional flow (Bhatti et al., 2018). Johnstone & Marcellino 
(2010) mention Hymes’ proposal that linguistics focuses on “ways of speaking” rather 
than viewing language solely as a system of grammatical rules. This perspective shifts 
attention from abstract norms to the diverse, context-dependent ways people actually 
use language in communication. Vela Gámez (2023) mentions that both teachers and 
students use code-switching in various phases of learning: for motivation, management, 
simplification, and comprehension. Similarly, research on multilingual EFL classrooms 
indicates that code-switching supports comprehension and inclusion when used 
intentionally and sparingly (Bardinas et al., 2025). 

Nurhayati (2014) also lists how teachers use code-switching for several practical 
purposes. Firstly, teachers may code-switch in situations such as grammar explanation, 
switching to L1 to help clarify sentence structures and rules; classroom management, 
used to guide students and maintain lesson flow; or for showing empathy or 
encouragement, which helps build a supportive atmosphere in the classroom. Secondly, 
teachers code-switch to translate vocabulary to assist students in understanding 
unfamiliar words, clarifying meaning to help grasp content in L2. Lastly, they code-
switch to maintain speech flow so that they may continue speaking smoothly throughout 
the lesson, and to emphasize key points of the lesson, which reinforces important 
knowledge for better comprehension among students. In sum, sociolinguistic awareness 
enhances teachers’ abilities to design context-sensitive instruction that grows from 
theoretical models and adapts to classroom realities. 

Overall, this part highlights the central role of sociolinguistic principles in shaping 
effective EFL pedagogy. Concepts such as communicative competence, functional 
linguistics, and the strategic use of the first language provide a framework for 
understanding how language learning occurs within social and cultural contexts. Recent 
research on multilingual classrooms reinforces the idea that L1 and L2 interact 
dynamically during instruction and that code-switching can function as a scaffold for 
comprehension, participation, and pragmatic development (Smaglii et al., 2025). These 
insights emphasize that successful language instruction requires more than grammatical 
accuracy; it demands sensitivity to interactional norms, pragmatic choices, and learners’ 
communicative needs. 

Despite extensive work on communicative competence and sociolinguistic awareness, 
research still lacks fine-grained observational analyses of how L1 functions 
moment-to-moment in conversation-based EFL lessons, especially in Central European 
contexts. Most existing studies focus on teacher-fronted lessons, tertiary education, or 
multilingual urban settings (Bhatti et al., 2018; Solihin et al., 2025). The present study 
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addresses this gap by examining a 90-minute conversation-focused lesson, documenting 
how L1 is used by both teacher and students across activity types, and identifying the 
sociolinguistic factors shaping these choices. In doing so, it contributes empirical 
evidence on multilingual practices in secondary-level EFL classrooms and deepens 
understanding of L1’s sociolinguistic functions in real-time interaction. 

METHOD 

This study employed a qualitative observational research design to explore the role of 
conversation and mother tongue during a 90-minute EFL lesson. Observation was 
chosen as the primary method because it allowed a direct examination of classroom 
interactions and language use in their natural context. The approach was exploratory 
and inductive, aiming to uncover patterns and meanings that emerge from authentic 
classroom practices rather than imposing predefined categories (McKechnie et al., 
2008).  

The observation was conducted in an overt and non-participatory manner, meaning that 
participants were aware of being observed, but the researcher remained as unobtrusive 
as possible during the lesson (Duke University Libraries, n.d.). This approach 
minimized interference with the classroom dynamics while ensuring ethical 
transparency. In line with ethical guidelines, all participants, students and the teacher, 
were informed about the purpose of the study and consent was obtained verbally form 
them (The Norwegian National Research Ethics Committees, n.d.). The observation 
took place in an EFL classrooms within an eight-year grammar school in Slovakia, 
focusing on students at B2 proficiency level.  

The lesson observed was a part of the regular curriculum, ensuring the flow of the 
curriculum would be as unobtrusive as possible. The teacher taught a 90-minute EFL 
lesson focused on conversation practice with the topic of formal vs. informal speech and 
conversing. Therefore, the observation focused on speech events and communicative 
practices within the classroom, paying attention to how the mother tongue was used 
alongside English during instructional and interactional activities. Field notes were 
taken systematically, capturing both verbal exchanges and contextual factors such as 
task types and interaction patterns, as well as time stamps. To structure the observation, 
rating scales and categorical clusters were employed to classify instances of mother 
tongue use according to their function (VanTassel-Baska et al., 2005). Furthermore, a 
short survey was employed to quantify the results. This survey was distributed through 
a short paper form containing the following questions: 

- Which activity posed as the most authentic and real-life to you? 

- Which activity posed as the most beneficial to you? 

- Did you try new strategies of communication? 

Following, research questions are introduced and description of the lesson progress 
focusing on activities and materials used is elaborated. Afterwards, themes and topics 
specified in data analysis are elaborated and discussed. 
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Research Aims and Research Questions 

To achieve the research objectives of understanding how social interaction works inside 
a conversation-based classroom, as well as understanding what role does L1 pose at 
these lessons, the following research questions were formulated: 

− How does L1 function during conversation-focused EFL lessons?  

− How does L1 use vary across different activity types within the lesson?  

− Which activities do learners perceive as most authentic and beneficial for 
communication?  

− What sociolinguistic and interactional factors shape learners’ use of L1 during 
communicative tasks? 

To answer the research questions, data analysis followed a qualitative, constructivist 
approach that emphasized the meanings participants attached to their language choices 
(McKechnie et al., 2008). The analysis focused on the specific classroom context rather 
than seeking universal generalisations. Observational data were coded inductively, 
allowing categories to emerge from the field notes rather than being predetermined. 
Researcher reflexivity was maintained throughout to minimise potential bias and 
acknowledge the inevitable reactivity between observer and participants. The analysis 
examined not only the frequency and context of mother-tongue use during the lesson 
but also its functions in supporting communicative competence and its alignment with 
sociolinguistic norms (Lillis, 2006). 

Following the observation, all field notes were transcribed and organised 
chronologically. The coding process proceeded through several iterative stages. First, 
open coding was applied to all instances of L1 use and relevant sociolinguistic 
behaviours. These initial codes were then grouped into broader categories that reflected 
recurring patterns across tasks and interaction types. Through constant comparison, four 
overarching coding categories were developed: 

1. Functional uses of L1 – instances where Slovak was used for clarification, 
scaffolding, comprehension checks, or vocabulary support during instructional 
phases. 

2. Sociolinguistic uses of L1 – moments where L1 contributed to humour, 
solidarity, identity work, tone-shifting, or pragmatic adaptation in peer 
interactions. 

3. Activity-dependent L1 use – patterns showing how L1 frequency and function 
varied across activities such as picture description, role-play, 
speed-questioning, and whole-class instruction. 

4. Interactional features linked to L1 – observable behaviours accompanying L1 
use, including turn-taking, rephrasing, gestures, negotiation of meaning, and 
repair strategies. 

After establishing these categories, the entire dataset was re-read to ensure consistent 
coding and to refine categories until no new themes emerged, indicating saturation. 
Coded instances were then compared across the 90-minute timeline to analyse how L1 
use shifted in relation to task demands, participant roles, and interactional contexts. This 
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analytic process created a transparent and replicable pathway from raw field notes to the 
thematic findings presented in the Results section. 

Research Participants 

The classroom consisted of 16 students in their 8th year of studies at their school. Their 
lessons focused on graduation tests preparation which also consists of conversations in 
B2 level. Various materials have been used during the lesson, such as texts about the 
topic with the appropriate vocabulary to use, respective worksheet to fill out for use of 
English practice, photo description tasks, role-play scenario, and a set of questions to 
discuss among each other. An event-based timeline was created to document the 
sequence of classroom activities and instances of mother-tongue use during the 
observation period. The graphic interpretation of all measured activities and their 
analysis follows in two tables.   

FINDINGS  

The chronological overview presented in Tables 1 and 2 illustrates not only when L1 
appeared during the lesson, but also how its occurrence clustered around distinct 
interactional purposes. These patterns provided the basis for the inductive coding 
process: recurrent instructional uses of L1, sociolinguistic uses in peer interaction, 
activity‑specific fluctuations in L1 frequency, and interactional behaviors 
accompanying code-switching. The tables therefore served as an initial mapping of L1 
distribution across the lesson, from which the four analytical categories were derived 
and subsequently examined in detail in the thematic findings below. 

Table 1 
Depiction of all tasks and activities observed in the lesson 

Time Activity Type 
L1 
Occurence L1 Use Setting 

Performed 
By 

Sociolinguistic 
factors Commentary 

13:45 

Giving instructions, 

introducing activities of 
comprehension tasks, 
preparing students for 
picture description Frequent 

Code-switching 
while explaining 

Semi-
formal; 
frontal 
teaching Teacher 

Clarification for 
comprehension 

Code-switching 
to maintain 
instruction 
efficiency 

13:59 
Quick repeating of 

instructions in Slovak  Constant 

Teacher repeated 
instructions in 
Slovak to ensure 

understanding 

Semi-
formal; 
frontal 

teaching Teacher 
Clarification for 

comprehension 

Teacher 
multitasked by 
setting timer and 

checking grades 

14:00 
Picture description 
preparation Low Code-switching 

Non-
formal; 

individual 
work Students 

Reduced peer-
negotiation  

14:00 - 
14:07 Student examination None  Formal 

Student-
Teacher 

Many filler words 

and sounds to 
maintain speech 
cohesive 

Multitasking 
while other 
students prepare 

14:07 
Photo description in 
pairs Low Code-switching 

Non-
formal; 
pair work 

Student-
Student 

Students talked in 
relevance to the 
topic, using filler 
words and sounds 

Task focused on 
final exams, no 
feedback from 
the teacher 

14:12 Role-play preparation Low 

Code-switching 
from the teacher 
to simplify task 

explanation 

Semi-
formal; 
frontal 

teaching 
Teacher-

Student 
Clarification for 

comprehension  
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Table 2  
Depiction of all tasks and activities observed in the lesson 

Time Activity Type 
L1 

Occurence L1 Use Setting 
Performed 

By Sociolinguistic factors Commentary 

14:20 Role-play Frequent 

Code-
switching, 

Slovak for 
speaking 

Non-

formal; 
pair work 

Student-
Student 

High use of gestures and facial 
expressions, lots of laughing, peer-

relatable references, joking, changing 
accents, tones, and moods  

14:31 
Feedback on 

role-play Low 
Code-

switching 
Semi-

formal 
Teacher-

Student Gestures   

14:33 
Speed-
questioning Frequent 

Code-
switching 
among 

students 
and the 
teacher 

Non-
formal; 
pair work 

Student-
Student 

Using gestures, turn-taking, 

confirming understanding, correcting 
selves, demonstrating agreement or 
disagreement, rephrasing 

Teacher deepening 
the context of 
questions, helping 

with phrases and 
vocabulary, also in 
Slovak 

14:50 

Explanation 
and 

discussion Low 

Code-
switching, 
translating 

phrases 

Semi-

formal; 
frontal 
teaching 
and 

discussion 
Teacher-

Student 

Use of phrases, polite/impolite 
language, introductory phrases, 
questions, slang, sarcasm; changing 

phrases from non-formal to formal; 
use of body language; discussing 
content of conversation, tone of 
language - calmness, inteligibility, 

pronunciation 

Knowledge that 
would be useful in 
the beginning of 

the class 

14:57 
Conversation 
strategies Low 

Code-
switching 

Semi-
formal; 

frontal 
teaching 

Teacher-
Student 

Description of the use of the 

mentioned knowledge in real-life 
events  

15:00 

Resuming 
speed-
questioning Frequent 

Code-
switching 

Non-
formal; 
pair work 

Student-
Student 

Using gestures, turn-taking, 

confirming understanding, correcting 
selves, demonstrating agreement or 
disagreement, rephrasing  

15:08 
Interactive 
activity None  

Non-
formal 

Teacher-
Student  

Activity to review 
knowledge 

1. Functional Uses of L1 

Analysis of the observation data revealed that L1 served several instructional functions, 
particularly during teacher-led phases. The teacher used Slovak to clarify task 
instructions, check comprehension, and provide brief scaffolding when students 
encountered lexical or procedural difficulties. These functional uses were most visible 
at the beginning of activities, such as the comprehension task introduction (13:45) and 
the repeated instruction check (13:59). In these moments, brief switches to L1 ensured 
students understood task requirements and enabled the teacher to maintain lesson flow 
without prolonged explanation in English.  

Students also engaged in functional L1 use during cognitively demanding tasks, such as 
planning picture descriptions or preparing role-play scripts. These instances tended to 
be short, serving to negotiate vocabulary or verify understanding before returning to 
English for task performance. Overall, functional L1 use supported clarity, efficiency, 
and task completion. 

2. Sociolinguistic Uses of L1 

The analysis showed that L1 played an important sociolinguistic role, particularly in 
peer-to-peer interactions. During role-play (14:20) and speed-questioning (14:33; 
15:00), students used Slovak to express humour, make relatable references, shift tones, 
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and manage interpersonal alignment. These uses included jokes, shared cultural 
comments, playful exaggeration, and expressive intonation changes. 

Students also used L1 to signal solidarity and reduce interactional pressure, helping 
them sustain engagement during fast-paced activities. This was especially evident in 
role-play, where students blended L1 humour with English performance, creating a 
relaxed, peer-oriented communicative environment. These sociolinguistic uses of L1 
contributed to greater comfort, risk-taking, and authentic interaction, such factors 
echoed in the survey results, where students highlighted role-play and 
speed-questioning as the most “real-life” and “beneficial” activities. 

3. Activity-Dependent L1 Use 

Distinct patterns emerged linking L1 use to specific activity types: 

− Teacher-controlled or formal tasks (examination simulation at 14:00–14:07) 
showed little to no L1 use. Students attempted to remain fully in English due to 
the perceived formality and evaluation pressure. 

− Semi-formal activities (instruction, feedback, post-task discussion) included 
moderate L1 use from the teacher for clarification or vocabulary support. 

− Highly interactive, peer-oriented tasks (role-play and speed-questioning) 
contained the highest frequency of student L1 use. In these contexts, 
code-switching served not only functional purposes but also humour, social 
alignment, and pragmatic flexibility. 

− Individual preparation tasks (picture description preparation) showed low-level 
L1 use, typically limited to whispering to peers or confirming vocabulary. 

These patterns demonstrate that the degree of task formality and peer-orientation 
significantly influenced the amount and type of L1 use in the classroom. 

4. Interactional Features Linked to L1 

The final category captured observable interactional behaviours that accompanied L1 
use across tasks. Students frequently used gestures, facial expressions, and tone shifts 
while switching to Slovak to negotiate meaning or manage conversational flow. During 
speed-questioning, L1 was employed in turn-taking management, self-repair, and 
confirmation routine. 

In role-play, interactional features included exaggerated accents, stylised intonation, and 
pragmatic shifts that relied partially on L1 to maintain pacing and humour. These 
multimodal behaviours suggest that L1 served as a resource that supported not only 
linguistic meaning but also interactional coherence and communicative confidence. 
The teacher also used L1 strategically to regulate interaction. For example, by clarifying 
expectations, redirecting attention, or reinforcing key points of the lesson. 

Across the four coding categories, L1 emerged as both a pedagogical and 
sociolinguistic resource. Teacher use of L1 supported comprehension and instructional 
clarity, while student use reflected social bonding, humour, and pragmatic negotiation. 
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L1 use varied systematically according to activity type, increasing in non-formal, 
peer-driven tasks and disappearing in formal assessment contexts. Finally, L1 use was 
closely connected to interactional behaviours such as gestures, repairs, tone-shifts, and 
turn-taking strategies, demonstrating its role in maintaining smooth and authentic 
communication. 

Table 3  
Survey answers after the lesson 

 

Picture 
description Role-play 

Speed 
Questioning Yes No 

Which activity posed as the most authentic 
and real-life to you? 0 4 12   

Which activity posed as the most beneficial 
to you? 0 4 12   

Did you try new strategies of 
communication?    16 0 

The survey results clearly indicate that speed-questioning was perceived as both the 
most authentic and the most beneficial activity by the majority of participants (12 
responses), whereas role-play received 4 responses in both categories and picture 
description received none. This pattern suggests that learners valued speed-questioning 
because its rapid turn-taking, spontaneous formulation of responses, and dynamic peer 
interaction most closely resembled real-life communicative situations. Although 
role-play also facilitated creativity, humour, and pragmatic experimentation, students 
viewed speed-questioning as offering a more immediate and realistic communicative 
challenge, better supporting the development of interactional fluency and 
communicative competence. 

Additionally, all respondents (16 out of 16) reported that they tried new communication 
strategies during these activities. This unanimous response highlights the effectiveness 
of interactive tasks, particularly role-play and speed questioning, in promoting strategic 
competence. These strategies included turn-taking, rephrasing, confirming 
understanding, and negotiating meaning—skills essential for real-world 
communication.  

Overall, the survey reinforces the observation findings: authentic, socially rich tasks 
encourage experimentation, creativity, and engagement, while more structured or 
individual tasks, such as picture description, are perceived as less beneficial. This 
underscores the importance of incorporating role-play and similar activities into EFL 
classrooms to foster both linguistic and sociolinguistic development. 

DISCUSSION 

The findings of this study show that L1 operated as a context-sensitive sociolinguistic 
and interactional resource in a conversation-focused EFL lesson. Consistent with 
Hymes’s (1972) view of communicative competence as contextually grounded, learners 
drew on Slovak strategically to support interaction, negotiate meaning, and manage 
real-time communicative demands. 
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Functional uses of L1 were most evident in teacher-led stages. Brief Slovak 
explanations during task introductions reduced cognitive load and enabled learners to 
focus on communication rather than procedural uncertainty. This pattern aligns with 
sociocultural perspectives and supports research showing that purposeful teacher 
code-switching enhances instructional clarity and lesson flow. 

Sociolinguistic uses of L1 emerged prominently in peer interaction. Learners used 
Slovak to build rapport, express humour, adjust tone, and maintain alignment during 
role-play and speed-questioning. These behaviours mirror the sociolinguistic dimension 
of communicative competence and contributed to the authenticity reported in the 
survey, where students identified speed-questioning as the most realistic and valuable 
activity. 

Activity-dependent variation further underscores the strategic nature of L1 use. Students 
avoided Slovak in formal, assessment-like situations, indicating an understanding of 
contextual appropriateness. In contrast, interactive peer tasks elicited flexible and 
frequent L1 use, supporting rapid meaning-making and collaborative negotiation. Such 
patterns resonate with translanguaging scholarship, which characterises L1 as part of an 
integrated and responsive linguistic repertoire. 

Interactional features, including gestures, repairs, tone shifts, and brief L1 clarifications, 
demonstrated how learners used Slovak language to sustain conversational coherence 
and prevent breakdowns. These multimodal behaviours reflect communicative 
competence as an embodied and co-constructed process rather than a purely linguistic 
one. 

Taken together, these findings confirm that L1 use was purposeful, contextually 
sensitive, and directly tied to learners’ interactional needs. They also offer clear 
pedagogical implications. L1 can be productively incorporated at specific stages of a 
communicative lesson: 

− Pre-task instruction and preparation, to ensure comprehension and reduce 
cognitive load; 

− High-interaction phases, where brief L1 use helps maintain fluency and 
turn-taking; 

− Post-task reflection, where L1 supports deeper pragmatic and sociolinguistic 
awareness. 
In contrast, formal or assessment-like phases may benefit from an 
English-dominant approach to reinforce register awareness and communicative 
expectations. 

CONCLUSION 

This study provides classroom evidence that L1 use in conversation‑based EFL lessons 
serves multiple pedagogical and sociolinguistic functions. Both teacher and student 
code‑switching were shaped by task type, interactional demands, and sociolinguistic 
norms, demonstrating that L1 use was strategic rather than disruptive. Teacher L1 use 
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primarily supported instructional clarity, while student L1 use contributed to humour, 
rapport, meaning negotiation, and interactional stability, particularly in fast‑paced, 
communicative tasks. Learners’ strong preference for speed‑questioning further 
highlights how occasional, well‑timed L1 use can enhance perceived authenticity and 
engagement. 

The study also identifies stage‑specific opportunities for integrating L1: during 
instructions and planning, to scaffold comprehension; during interactive tasks, to 
support fluency and collaboration; and during reflection, to deepen pragmatic 
understanding. These insights suggest that a rigid monolingual approach overlooks the 
communicative and affective benefits of learners’ full linguistic repertoires. Instead, a 
principled, context‑dependent use of L1 can strengthen interactional flow, learner 
confidence, and the overall effectiveness of communicative lessons. 

Future research should extend these findings by examining additional lessons across 
different proficiency levels and educational contexts to gain a broader understanding of 
how multilingual resources shape interaction, participation, and learning in EFL 
classrooms. 
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