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Abstract  

The intrinsic feature of any Indian classroom is its multilingual environment: various 
groups of students coming from diverse linguistic and cultural background. But in the 
race of producing an English speaking working class, most of the schools deliberately 
discourage the use of any other language except English. This situation is relentlessly 
prevalent in most of the ESL classrooms.  The multilingual environment of the 
classrooms is seen more as an obstruction than support in ESL learning, despite the fact 
that NCF 2005, the Right to Education Act 2009 and even UNESCO, stress the need of 
using more than one language for the classroom instruction and the use of mother tongue 
wherever the learners find difficult to comprehend or fall short to express views in the 
target language.  While the use of multilingual instruction is mainly endorsed by the 
scholars for the ease of instruction and comprehensibility, the recent discourse 
predominantly associates it with the concept of social justice.  
Hence, the present paper discusses how far the multilingual character of the classrooms 
can be used in the ESL classrooms. It also argues that using the multilingual method of 
teaching English is not only to ensure social justice but also to help the students in 
expanding their capabilities.  

 

Introduction  

Considering the importance of English in the enrichment and empowerment of people’s lives, 

there have been umpteen attempts to make the non-native users of English to become proficient 

users of the language. Since the inception of the English Language Teaching (ELT), the different 

methods namely, Grammar-Translation Method, Direct Method, Communicative Language 

Teaching Method or Task-based Method, have been used in the English as a Second Language 

(ESL) classrooms. However, even after the diverse and various efforts across the ELT area, the 

ESL Learners find it difficult to learn the language and sometimes drop out of school itself. The 
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current debate over the ESL practices explores the reasons behind the failure in making the 

learners proficient in English even after the 10-12 years of exposure to English language. 

In most of the schools in India, English is introduced as early as class 1, and even before that, e.g 

preprimary schools, either as a medium of instruction or as a subject. In spite of that, most of the 

learners are unable to read and write properly in English.  It is being accepted that in the process 

of teaching the students English, the focus has shifted from their L1- the major resource that the 

students bring with them in the form of their mother-tongue. Due to the negligence of the 

mother-tongue of the students during the English Classes, the students fail to make a connection 

between their own linguistic cultures and the target language ( TL) and hence fail in larger 

meaning making.  

According to Phillipson (1992) the reason behind ignoring the role of mother tongue or the 

plurilinguistic resources in teaching English is the five interrelated assumptions that all the major 

methods and the approaches to the ELT has been working under: English is best taught 

monolingually; the ideal teacher of English is a native speaker; the earlier English is taught, the 

better the results ;the more English is taught, the better the results ;standards of English will 

decline if other languages are used for any significant amount of instructional time 

Auerbach (1993) argues that the monolingual principle is rooted in a particular ideological 

perspective which serves to reinforce inequities in the broader society. She reviews evidence 

showing that  “L1 and/or bilingual options are not only effective but necessary for adult ESL 

students with limited L1 literacy or schooling and that the use of students’ linguistic resources 

can be beneficial at all levels of ESL” (p. 9). 

The research on the multilingual method of ESL teaching has pointed out that the processing of 

two languages before actually learning the target language enhances the meta-linguistic abilities 

and language awareness of the learners. (Cummins, 2001) While the surface aspects (e.g. 

pronunciation, fluency, etc.) of different languages are clearly separate, there is an underlying 

cognitive/academic proficiency that is common across languages. This common underlying 

proficiency makes possible the transfer of cognitive/academic or literacy-related proficiency 
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from one language to another. (Cummins,1981). The research has proved that if proper support is 

given, a multilingual method of ELT can actually promote five types of cross-lingual transfer- 

Transfer of conceptual elements; Transfer of metacognitive and metalinguistic strategies; 

Transfer of pragmatic aspects of language use; Transfer of specific linguistic elements; Transfer 

of phonological awareness. These five kinds of transfer can take place, if and only if teachers 

explicitly draw students’ attention to similarities and differences between their languages and 

reinforce effective learning strategies in a coordinated way across languages. Thus, keeping in 

view the help that the L1 or the multilingual method can extend, it can be said that L1 or 

plurilingual repertoire is not an obstruction in promoting high levels of L2 proficiency; rather, 

when students’ L1 is invoked as a cognitive and linguistic resource through multilingual 

instructional strategies, it can function as a stepping stone to scaffold more accomplished 

performance in the L2.  

Defining Multilingualism  

Multilingualism in education refers to the use of two or more languages as medium of 

instruction. Multilingual education has been promoted by the international body like UNESCO 

for all classroom instructions and also while teaching the second language like English. While 

defining the multilingual education the position paper on language and education by the 

UNESCO, says that it refers to “…the use of at least three languages, the mother tongue, a 

regional or national language and an international language in education.” (UNESCO, education 

Position Paper,2003). UNESCO not only promotes multilingual education for the early period of 

one’s education but at all levels considering its major role in promoting social and gender 

equality and as a main and important element in linguistically diverse society.   

The UNESCO, promotes the multilingual method of Second Language Teaching, where the first 

step is to build competence and confidence in Home Language( L1) orally, especially for the 

beginner level children. The second is to introduce the academic skills, namely reading and 

writing in the L1. Once the students are confident in all the four skills of the L1, introduce the L2 

for oral communication purposes with support from the L1. Finally, the teacher should gradually 
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introduce reading and writing in the L2 with judicious scaffolding from the L1. Thus, the 

UNESCO, believes that a proper foundation in all the skills of the L1 of the students will help 

them in learning the L2 easily.     

Multilingualism in Indian context 

The intrinsic feature of any Indian classroom is its multilingual environment: various groups of 

students coming from diverse linguistic and cultural background. In spite of the advantage that 

the multilingual method of language instruction offers, the deplorable condition is that a country 

like India, with more than1, 500 mother-tongues, and 122 languages, uses only 22 scheduled 

languages for the classroom instructions. In such scenario, it can be easily assumed that any 

Indian classroom is anything but the monolingual classroom. But the teaching-learning practices 

and the medium of instruction seems to believe in the homogeneity of the learners. While few of 

the schools do impart education in the regional language, for most of the learners it is not the 

language that they speak or listen to around their home and social environment.  

Recognizing this gap between academic and social environment and the role that mother-tongue 

play in learner’s academic success in general and English language acquisition in particular, the 

Right to Education Act-2009 clearly recommends that the Medium of instructions should be, as 

far as practicable, in child’s mother-tongue.( ch-5, p. 9) Similarly, National Curriculum 

Framework (NCF) 2005 stresses the need of promoting and safeguarding multilingual 

atmosphere of the Indian classrooms. It emphasizes that the multilingual character of the Indian 

society should be seen as a resource to promote multilingual proficiency in every child, which 

also includes proficiency in English. And it can be possible only if learning builds on sound 

language pedagogy in the mother tongue. It gives clear guidelines regarding the aim and 

objectives of the English Language Teaching in multilingual classrooms. “English does not stand 

alone. The aim of English teaching is the creation of multilinguals who can enrich all our 

languages; this has been an abiding national vision...” 

Multilingual Education and Social Justice  
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While the use of multilingual instruction during the ESL practices is argued for the purpose of 

ease of instruction and comprehensibility, scholars and educationist like Mohanty ( 2009) Tove 

Skutnabb- Kangas (2009) stress the need of using multilingual method for safeguarding the 

indigenous identity of the learners and ensuring social justice in the classrooms. They are of the 

opinion that the medium of instruction at most of the schools are in those languages that the 

learners are not exposed to at all, and the situation is grimmer for students coming from various 

tribal background and tribal linguistic resources. Since these tribal languages are not included for 

the medium of instruction, children are burdened with the necessity to learn first the language of 

medium of instruction and then the content that is being taught. In such scenario, the tribal 

students who are already marginalized become marginalized all the more and left behind 

academically and ultimately “pushed out”.  Exclusion of mother tongues in education limits 

access to resources and perpetuates inequality by depriving the language communities of 

linguistic human rights, democratic participation, identity, self- efficacy, and pride.(Mohanty, 

2009) 

As Tomaŝevski (2004) points out, the use of the standard official language as the medium of 

instruction in schools is a prime characteristic of “collapsed models of schooling” which 

strengthens inequality. And exclusion of minor languages from school education contributes to 

the marginalization and powerlessness of these languages and leads to cumulative disadvantages 

of these speakers. It not only does the ‘linguistic genocide in education” : the loss of diversity 

(Skutnabb Kangas, 2009), it also results in  educational failure, and can seriously affect the 

learners socially, psychologically, economically politically and also can result in the capability 

deprivation.( Skutnabb, 2009) 

Multilingual Education and Capability Expansion 

Multilingual instruction and a systematic submersion of students with plurilingual background 

are needed to bridge the gap between their mother-tongue and the target language. Along with 

the aim of social equality and social justice for these learners, the multilingual instruction and 

activities are needed also for the purposes of their capability expansion. Mohanty (2006) 
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identifies the role of multilingual education in the capability expansion but his emphasis is on the 

expansion of capability outside the classroom mainly in terms of political capability and life 

choices that the inclusion of marginalized language in MI will bring. While the end of education, 

as Amartya sen, concedes is the overall capability expansion, it is rarely considered that inside 

the classroom also the learners should have the freedom of choice: the opportunity to choose 

their learning style and strategies, in other words, the opportunity to realize their capability. 

While English is the enabling factor for economic development, mother tongue is the enabling 

factor for access to quality education and means to realize one’s central capabilities. A 

Multilingual method of ELT will help in transferring the cognitive and the affective skills along 

with expansion of the capabilities of the learners. Capability, Amartya Sen defines is, “the 

ultimate combinations of functioning from which a person can choose from”.  And freedom to 

the ‘range of options a person has in deciding what kind of life to lead’.  

English in India is demanded for two reasons- one, it is a way towards the social upliftment and 

second, it opens the employment opportunities and thus promises for a better life. Nevertheless, 

the students, in most of the cases hardly acquire the basic reading and writing, speaking and 

listening skills, hence fail in academic success. As the academic skills are not properly 

developed, the students along with the other content subjects have to memorize the answers for 

English paper and hence, rather than giving vent to their creativity and imagination, reproduce 

the answers provided by the teachers or the market guide. In such condition, most of the students 

never realize their central Human Capabilities- “Practical Reason” “Senses, Imagination and 

Thought”, “Play” “Affiliation”, “Emotions”, “Other species” ”Life”, “Bodily Health”, “Bodily 

Integrity”, “Control of One’s Environment” that Nussbaum provides ( Naussbaum,2011). 

While school education enables one for better prospect of jobs and income, a command over 

English opens more opportunities in all the areas of life-social, and political. However, an 

English medium schooling or English as a subject does not ensure the options that the individual 

can choose from. The reasons are various. Firstly, the system of education in India, thrives on the 

popular demand of English medium instruction right from the beginning of one’s schooling. A 

time when the child is not even able to comprehend the concepts in her mother-tongue, a 
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language alien to her is provided to comprehend those complex concepts. This enforcement of a 

strange language deprives the children from one of her central capabilities—creativity and 

critical thinking. The students, coming from a different language background needs a lot of time, 

firstly to understand the MI and then comprehend the concept or content in that language, the 

child hardly gets the opportunity to use her creativity and critical thinking.Adding to that, in this 

entire process the emotional involvement with the learning task and activities, control or 

autonomy over their own learning and mental health- self-efficacy and self concepts- suffer 

which finally results in cultural alienation, identity conflict among the students.  This system of 

total immersion, basically exclude them from having a choice and autonomy of their own 

learning process and in the long run deprive them of their capability. A direct push to English 

language without the proper support of the child’s linguistic resources force the children in India 

to poor educational achievement in general and in English, in particular, reinforcing inequality 

and leading to capability deprivation.  

Activities for multilingual ESL classrooms 

Researches show that there is a high positive relationship between bilingualism / 

multilingualism, cognitive flexibility, and scholastic achievement. (Subhas, 2013).  Children 

with two or more languages not only have control over several different languages but they are 

also academically more creative and socially more tolerant (NCERT Position Paper: 2005). 

Hence, some of the activities that can be used to ensure fluency in English along with social 

justice and capability expansion are group or pair work of students with same L1 even when the 

teacher herself doesn’t know the learners’ mother-tongue. The learners should be motivated for 

collaborative learning, provided with the bilingual dictionaries to read the text and let them 

discuss what they read among themselves with code-switching and code-mixing wherever 

necessary. Also texts on similar concept in various languages can be brought into the classroom.  

Multilingualism: A Word of Caution 

While using multilingual method is helpful in teaching English, Cook (2001) argues for the 

judicious use of the L1 in the teaching of second/foreign languages to avoid overreliance of 
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students on their mother-tongue. Turnbull (2001) also warns against the overuse or misuse of L1 

as there are major drawbacks when teachers depend too extensively on the L1. Specifically, 

when teachers themselves are not very fluent in L2 are given the “green light” to use students’ 

L1, then the use of the target language in the classroom may decline significantly on the part of 

both teachers and students.  

Conclusion  

Malone( 2007) suggests that the Multilingual resources should be used to build a strong 

educational foundation of the learners in the language they know best and later the L2 and other 

languages which can help them in their lifelong learning and can bring in par with those students 

whose L1 is the medium of instruction at school. Using the multilingual characteristic of the 

classroom (i.e. children) as resources for ESL practices would benefit in locating the child in his 

/ her context and in a long run will enlarge their choices and freedom. Thus it is necessary for the 

ELT teachers, practitioners and the learners as well to realize that multilingualism in English 

classroom is not a problem; it is the solution if used strategically. 

References: 

Ajit k Mohanty, Mahendra Kumar, N. Upendra Reddy, Ramesh Gumidyal. Overcoming the 

Language Barrier for Tribal Children: MLE in Andhra Pradesh and Orissa, India. Ed. 

Minati Panda, Robert Phillipson, Tove Skutnabb-Kangas Ajit k Mohanty. India: Orient 

Black Swan PVT Ltd., 2009. 

Auerbach, E. Reexamining English only in the ESL classroom. TESOL Quarterly 1993: 932 

Cummins, J. The Role of Primary Language Development in Promoting Educational Success for 

language minority students. In California State Department of Education (ed.), Schooling 

and language minority students: A theoretical framework. Los Angeles: Evaluation, 

Dissemination and Assessment Center California State University, 1981:pp. 3–49 

Hoffmann, Anna Maria. The Capability Approach and Educational Policies And 

Strategies:Effective Life Skills Education For Sustainable Development. n.d. 



 

              Scholar Critic                                            ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                                                         

                    Vol-03, Issue-01, April 2016                                               ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 
 
 

316 

https://www.academia.edu/2176216/Overcoming_the_language_barrier_for_tribal_children_   

MLE_in_Andhra_Pradesh_and_Orissa_India , Retrieved on 04/03/2016 

http://www.aclacaal.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/08/7-vol-10-no2-art-cummins.pdf 04/03/2016 

Lambert, W.E. and G.R. Tucker.(1972)Bilingual Education of Children: The St. Lambert 

Experiment. Rowley, MA: Newbury House.  

Lucas, T. and A. Katz. (1994) “Reframing the Debate: The Roles Of Native Languages in 

English-only Programs For Language Minority Students.” TESOL Quarterly, 28,: 537–

562 

Manyak, P.C. “What did She Say?” Translation in A Primary-Grade English Immersion Class. 

Multicultural Perspectives, 6, 12–18. 2004 

Malone, Susan. "Mother Tongue-Based Multilingual Education:Implications For Educaion 

Policy." Kathmandu, 2007. 

National Curriculum Framework. NCERT. 2005 

Naussbaum, Martha. Creating Capabilities:The Human Development Approach. USA: Harvard 

University Press. 2011 

Phillipson, R. Linguistic imperialism. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992 

Position Paper National Focus Group On Teaching Of Languages. New Delhi: NCERT, 2006. 

Sen, Amartya. Development as Freedom (2nd ed.). Oxford New York: Oxford University Press, 

2001. Print. 

Skutnabb-Kangas, Tove. Social Justice through Multilingual Education. Great Britain: Cromwell 

Press Group. 2009. Print. 

Subhash. Three Language Education Formula in Multilingual India: Problems and Prospects. 

International J. Educational Research 2013 Vol.1 Issue 4, ISSN:2306-7063 



 

              Scholar Critic                                            ISSN 2348 – 6937 (Print)                                                                                         

                    Vol-03, Issue-01, April 2016                                               ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online) 
 
 

317 

Tomasevski, Katarina. Manual On Rights-Based Education: Global Human Rights Requirements 

Made Simple. Thailand: UNESCO Asia and Pacific Regional Bureau for Education. 2004 

Turnbull, M. “There is a role for the L1 in second and foreign language teaching, but . . .” The 

Canadian Modern Language Review, 2001:57, 531–540 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


