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1. Introduction
[bookmark: OLE_LINK22][bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]In second language teaching, whether teachers should use learners’ first language (L1) in the classroom has long been a highly debated issue. The discussion usually centers on two main positions. On the one hand, supporters of the “English-only” approach argue that reducing the use of L1 provides more exposure to the target language and therefore improves learning efficiency (Turnbull & Dailey-O’Cain, 2009; Littlewood & Yu, 2011). On the other hand, researchers who support “principled code-switching” claim that an appropriate use of L1 can reduce cognitive load, make classroom explanations clearer, and help learners build more stable form–meaning connections (Macaro, 2005; Levine, 2011). In Chinese EFL classrooms, where English is taught as a foreign language, teachers’ actual language practices often move between these two positions, which makes this topic both theoretically meaningful and practically important.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK23][bookmark: OLE_LINK3]In this context, the study conducted by Tian and Macaro (2012) is particularly representative. The researchers set up three groups—a code-switching explanation group (CS), an English-only explanation group (EO), and a control group that did not receive any vocabulary explanation to address three research questions: (1) whether code-switching leads to better vocabulary learning than English-only explanations when explicit teaching is provided; (2) whether explicit vocabulary explanation is more effective than no explanation; and (3) whether learners’ English proficiency influences the effectiveness of different explanation methods. The study included a pre-test, an immediate post-test, and a delayed post-test, which allowed the authors to examine both short-term learning outcomes and long-term vocabulary retention.
This article was chosen for critical evaluation because its research topic closely matches the main themes of this module, such as language structure, meaning, input processing, and classroom language use. Its three-group experimental design also provides a solid basis for methodological analysis. In addition, the study context is directly related to my own doctoral interest in code-switching practices in Chinese English classrooms. For these reasons, this paper will critically analyze Tian and Macaro (2012) in three parts: the theoretical foundations and hypotheses, the methodological design and possible alternatives, and the relationship between the research findings and the underlying theories.
2. Theory & Hypotheses
[bookmark: OLE_LINK25]The theoretical framework of this study is built on four key theories that are highly relevant to second-language vocabulary instruction, and each theory leads to a specific prediction that can be tested.
(1) Focus-on-Form Theory
[bookmark: OLE_LINK4][bookmark: OLE_LINK5][bookmark: OLE_LINK6][bookmark: OLE_LINK35]Focus-on-Form theory argues that brief and explicit attention to linguistic forms during meaning-focused activities can help learners notice language features and support acquisition (Long, 1991). In this study, both the code-switching group and the English-only group received explicit vocabulary explanations, while the control group did not receive such instruction. Based on this theory, it can be predicted that explicit explanations (CS and EO) should lead to better learning outcomes than no explicit explanation (Control). This provides the theoretical basis for examining the difference between the treatment groups and the control group.
(2) Code-switching Theory
Code-switching theory argues that, in foreign language classrooms, teachers’ strategic use of learners’ L1 can serve as an instructional resource. It may support learning by providing scaffolding, reducing processing load, clarifying meaning, and increasing the salience of key items (Ferguson, 2003; Macaro, 2005). The code-switching explanations used in this study are closely aligned with this perspective. Based on this theory, one can predict that among the two groups receiving explicit instruction, the code-switching group should outperform the English-only group, particularly in the immediate post-test, where the advantages of enhanced salience and reduced processing demands are most likely to appear.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK27](3) Bilingual Lexicon Representation Theory
The bilingual lexicon representation theory argues that, for foreign language learners, L2 lexical items are initially processed through L1 conceptual mediation; that is, L2 word forms must rely on the learner’s L1 conceptual system to be encoded and retrieved (Kroll & Stewart, 1994). This L1-mediated mechanism suggests that when teachers provide L1 explanations, learners are more likely to form stable form–meaning connections, particularly during semantic processing, where memory traces can be established more easily. Based on this theory, it can be predicted that the code-switching group should show the strongest performance in the delayed post-test, as L1 support facilitates deeper encoding and more durable vocabulary retention.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK28](4) Intentional vs. Incidental Learning Theory
Intentional learning theory suggests that when learners are aware that they are studying a specific linguistic item, they allocate more attentional resources to it and therefore achieve better learning outcomes. In contrast, although it may support language development through exposure, incidental learning is generally less efficient than explicit instruction (Hulstijn, 2001). In this study, both the code-switching group and the English-only group were placed in intentional learning conditions, as they received explicit vocabulary explanations. The control group, however, was in an incidental learning environment, gaining information only through naturally occurring classroom exposure. Based on this theory, it can be predicted that the two treatment groups (CS and EO) will outperform the control group. In addition, because code-switching provides an extra advantage for meaning encoding, the theory also anticipates that there may be learning differences between the two treatment groups.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK29]Tian and Macaro (2012) formulated three hypotheses based on the theoretical framework outlined above. First, they predicted that code-switching explanations would outperform English-only explanations in facilitating vocabulary learning. Second, they hypothesized that learners who received explicit lexical instruction—whether through code-switching or English-only explanations—would significantly outperform those in the control group who received no such instruction. Finally, they proposed that learners’ proficiency levels might influence the effectiveness of the instructional treatments. In other words, higher- and lower-proficiency learners could benefit differently from code-switching and English-only explanations. These three hypotheses collectively form the empirical testing framework of the study and align closely with the methodological design, the three-group experimental structure, and the subsequent statistical analyses.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK30]3. Methodology Evaluation
This study uses a three-group quasi-experimental design to compare different explanation methods and to evaluate the impact of providing explicit instruction versus providing no instruction. A pre-test was first administered to ensure comparability among the three groups. Afterwards, the code-switching explanation, the English-only explanation, and the no-instruction condition were implemented respectively. An immediate post-test was conducted right after the instructional treatment, followed by a delayed post-test after some time to measure short-term learning effects and long-term retention. The combination of the three-test sequence and the three-group structure enables the study to systematically examine the three research questions.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK31][bookmark: OLE_LINK7]The research method has several strengths. First, the variables are well controlled, and the three-group design allows the study to distinguish between the effect of different explanation types and the effect of having or not having explicit instruction. Second, the testing instruments are consistent and the scoring criteria are clear, which increases the reliability of the measurements. Third, the use of t-tests and ANOVA makes the statistical results more transparent (Larson-Hall, 2016;). Fourth, dividing learners into proficiency groups makes it possible to examine how proficiency interacts with the type of instruction.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK8]However, the study also presents several limitations. First, it does not include any qualitative data or records of the teaching process, which makes it impossible to show the specific classroom functions of code-switching, such as highlighting meaning, providing affective support, or directing learners’ attention. As a result, the explanations rely mainly on test score differences rather than evidence from the learning process. Second, the vocabulary tests focus mainly on meaning recall and do not assess vocabulary depth, collocation, or semantic networks, which limits the evaluation of learners’ overall lexical mastery (Schmitt, 2014). Third, the instructional treatment was conducted only once, which reduces ecological validity and makes it difficult to determine whether L1 use would show different patterns in a sustained classroom setting. Fourth, the description of input for the control group is insufficiently transparent, making the “no-instruction” condition less comparable to the two treatment conditions.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK32]Based on these limitations, several alternative methodological approaches can be suggested. A mixed-methods design could incorporate classroom observation or interviews to capture learning processes more directly. Including measures of vocabulary depth would allow a more comprehensive assessment of lexical knowledge. In addition, a longer-term instructional design would enhance ecological validity and allow researchers to examine whether the use of L1 in the classroom produces different patterns over time. Together, these alternatives could strengthen both the explanatory depth and the external validity of future studies.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK33]Overall, the experimental design in Tian and Macaro (2012) is clear and rigorous, and it effectively addresses the research questions. However, by incorporating more process-based evidence, richer measurement tools, and designs with greater ecological validity, future studies could provide a more comprehensive account of the pedagogical value of different types of explanations.
4. Results & Theoretical Relevance
In this study, three tests were used to compare the effects of three instructional treatments on vocabulary learning. First, the findings show that in both the immediate and delayed post-tests, the code-switching group (CS) scored significantly higher than the English-only group (EO). This indicates that, under explicit vocabulary teaching, the teacher’s use of L1 is more effective than using L2 alone in promoting both short-term and long-term vocabulary retention. Second, both instructional groups (CS and EO) significantly outperformed the control group. This suggests that explicit vocabulary instruction, as a type of Focus-on-Form strategy, produces clear learning benefits, and that intentional learning is more effective than incidental exposure. Third, the results indicate that both high- and low-proficiency learners benefited from the instructional treatments, but the pattern of gains differed across proficiency levels. Overall, lower-proficiency learners appeared to benefit more noticeably from L1-assisted explanations.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK61]When these findings are interpreted in relation to the study’s theoretical frameworks, several correspondences can be observed. From the perspective of Focus-on-Form Theory, the results confirm that explicit instructional attention to linguistic forms—whether through CS or EO—is more effective than receiving no explanation, thereby reinforcing the FoF claim that raising learners’ awareness of form contributes to successful acquisition. The fact that the two treatment groups continued to outperform the control group in the post-test further suggests that FoF promotes not only immediate noticing but also durable memory formation.
From the standpoint of Code-switching Theory, the superior performance of the CS group in both post-tests aligns with the view that L1 use in instruction can reduce processing difficulty and enhance semantic clarity. The empirical evidence supports the pedagogical value of L1 as a functional classroom resource rather than an impediment.
From the perspective of Bilingual Lexicon Representation Theory, the particularly strong performance of the CS group in the delayed post-test suggests that L1 explanations may have strengthened learners’ L1-mediated conceptual links, resulting in more stable lexical retention. This indirectly supports the bilingual lexicon model’s claim that early L2 vocabulary learning is mediated through L1.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK34]Regarding Intentional vs. Incidental Learning, the results once again offer supporting evidence: both instructional groups clearly outperformed the control group, indicating that intentional, explicit instruction leads to more effective vocabulary learning than incidental exposure. This pattern appears consistently across the immediate and delayed tests.
Despite the overall rigor of the study, certain parts of the methodology and presentation remain insufficiently articulated, which may affect the transparency and replicability of the findings. First, while the authors attribute the effectiveness of code-switching to reduced processing load and strengthened form–meaning mapping, the study does not provide process-level evidence—such as classroom interaction transcripts, learners’ immediate reactions, or cognitive processing data—to substantiate these claims. As a result, the theoretical interpretations rely heavily on outcomes rather than observable learning processes. Second, the description of the control group’s instructional input is relatively limited; the amount and nature of the input are not clearly specified, which compromises the comparability between the “instruction” and “no-instruction” conditions. Finally, in discussing the interaction between proficiency level and instructional type, the authors do not sufficiently explain why some proficiency groups did not show significant differences, nor do they consider whether insufficient statistical power might have contributed to the non-significant findings, making the conclusion appear somewhat premature.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK9][bookmark: OLE_LINK10][bookmark: OLE_LINK11]In response to these issues, several methodological improvements can be suggested. First, qualitative or process-oriented data—such as classroom recordings, teacher discourse coding, or stimulated recall interviews—could be incorporated to reveal how code-switching functions during instruction (Lin, 2015). Second, the control group’s instructional input should be described in greater detail to ensure comparability among the three conditions in terms of exposure time and vocabulary content. Third, larger sample sizes or multi-school, multi-class cohort designs could be used to increase statistical power and reduce potential teacher or class effects. These improvements would enhance the precision of theoretical explanations, the methodological transparency, and the external validity of future research. 
[bookmark: OLE_LINK26]5. Conclusion
Through a three-group experimental design and three rounds of testing, Tian and Macaro (2012) provide important empirical evidence concerning the effects of code-switching and English-only explanations in vocabulary learning. The findings clearly support key predictions derived from Focus-on-Form, intentional learning, code-switching theory, and bilingual lexical processing. However, certain limitations remain in terms of process evidence, measurement scope, and ecological validity. Overall, the study offers robust support for the pedagogical value of L1 use in Chinese EFL classrooms and provides methodological direction for future research on classroom language practices.
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