PAGE  
30

UNIVERSITY OF EL SALVADOR

SCHOOL OF ARTS AND SCIENCES

FOREIGN LANGUAGES DEPARTMENT

[image: image1.png]



GRADUATION WORK

“Weaknesses and Strengths of the Communicative Approach applied in Advanced English Levels at the Foreign Language Department of the University of El Salvador”                                                

Presented by:

	ARTEAGA SALGUERO, PATRICIA CECILIA

GUEVARA RIVERA, ANA RUTH

	ADVISOR



	PEDRO ANTONIO SALAZAR MURCIA, M.T.I.



	Main Campus, October, 2003




AUTHORITIES

DRA. MARIA ISABEL  RODRÍGUEZ

RECTOR OF THE UNIVERSITY OF EL SALVADOR

LICDA. MARGARITA  MUÑOZ CHAVEZ DE MELGAR

SECRETARY GENERAL OF THE UNIVERSITY OF EL SALVADOR

LIC. PABLO JESÚS CASTRO

DEAN  OF SCHOOL  OF ARTS AND SCIENCES

LICDA. MARINA DE JESUS LOPEZ GALAN

SECRETARY  GENERAL OF THE SCHOOL ARTS AND SCIENCES

M.D. ANA MARIA GLOWER DE ALVARADO

HEAD OF THE FOREIGN LANGUAGE DEPARTMENT

ACKNOLEDGEMENTS

To our advisor:  PEDRO ANTONIO SALAZAR MURCIA, M.T.I. , who with his great enthusiasm and unconditional support guided  the development of this work.

To Lic. Benjamín Menjivar, for his great support and advice revising every step of this work.

To Advanced English teachers, Lic Ricardo Cabrera, Lic. Ricardo Gamero and Lic Rhina  Franco, who gladly hosted in their classes and responded to our interviews.

Special thanks to the teachers from the Foreign Language Department of the University of El Salvador for contributing to our professional development for years.

                                       Ana Ruth Guevara Rivera

                                       Patricia Cecilia Arteaga Salguero

With special dedication to:

GOD, the creator of all the languages and to my personal Savior  JESUS CHRIST, for his love and his spiritual guidance through out my life.

MY PARENTS,  José Ernesto Arteaga and Mercedes Salguero de Arteaga, who are the most important persons of my life and because they have given me all their love, advice and comprehension.

MY SISTERS AND BROTHERS: Nelson, José,  Yanira, Maritza, René and Moris, for their confidence and understanding.

MY FRIENDS, with appreciation.

                    PATRICIA CECILIA ARTEAGA SALGUERO

With special dedication to:

The  Lord Jesus Christ, the Savior of this world and has always provided me his spiritual guidance through out  my life.

My lovely children, Isela Stephanie, Karen Rocío and Ruth Mariela, who in my most difficult moments have encouraged me to go on and have given me love and the best understanding.

My dear husband, Benjamín Menjivar, who has been someone special in my life and for  giving me the best guidance and  to drive my life  to reach my academic  goals successfully.

My parents, María Elena and Jorge Alberto, who have given me love and lifelong advice, and for their unconditional support.

To my sisters, brother  and special friends.

                    ANA RUTH GUEVARA RIVERA

INTRODUCTION

While English is not the most widely spoken language in the world, it is the most widely used by non-native speakers, making the teaching of English as a second foreign language a very important endeavor. The purpose on this essay is to give an overview of the method (in this case Communicative Approach used with Advanced students of the University of El Salvador).

This argumentative essay starts by presenting a brief description of language teaching methods used from the beginnings of the teaching language fields to the present. Since the communicative approach  is currently being used  at the Foreign Language Department at the University of El Salvador, it became the subject of analysis in this paper.

Principles and techniques are examined from a practical viewpoint because first hand information from class observation and interviews with experienced teachers from the Department of Foreign Languages at the University of El Salvador was collected. 

Finally, some drawbacks of the Communicative  approach are discussed, and some conclusions are stated.  

FRAMEWORK

English was well established as the dominant language in North America in the 17th Century. But its rapid growth was in the 19th Century.

The history of English may be divided into three periods: Old English from about 700 to 1100 AD, Middle English from 1100 to 1500 AD, and Modern English from 1500 to the present.

Old English showed considerable differentiation from the other languages of Europe. Old English was clearly Germanic, but it had borrowed many words already from Latin.

Modern English presents a peculiar picture. It has retained the old spelling, even as it developed new pronunciation – modern pronunciation with medieval spelling. Many Latin words were borrowed into English through French. This period also saw development of regularity in vocabulary, in form and usage, grammatical forms, and in syntax.

English language developed a tendency and respect for correctness in the Seventeenth Century. “Accessions to the vocabulary in the 17th Century show the influence of French and Italian, particularly in matters of fashion and the fine arts. The 18th Century showed the influence of more distant countries such as India, and the 19th Century continued that tendency. 

Europe and Asia have had a long tradition of teaching and learning foreign languages. Memorization of vocabulary and translation of sentences often formed the major part of such learning processes in the past. Ancient languages such as Sanskrit and Pali were mastered in Asia through the process of memorization of texts and vocabulary lists. Learning vocabulary lists indeed formed the core of language learning.

Erasmus argued that speaking the foreign language should begin early in one’s attempt in learning it. He thought that good and understandable oral communication was the important thing to master. Next, for him, was reading, and writing came at last.

Erasmus believed that we learn the language through exposure to interesting and practical conversations and stories accompanied by visual aids such as pictures. In addition, Erasmus suggested several rhetorical exercises which focused on transforming verse into prose, imitating the style of a prominent writer, or translating.

The contribution of Comenius to modern secular education is enormous. His thoughts on methods of teaching languages had influenced generations of European teachers. He wanted a graded presentation of sentence structures. He insisted that grammar should be taught through an inductive approach, by giving many examples of the same sentence type, so that the students would understand and master the structures. He recommended that we do not introduce a content topic, if, for the understanding and expression of which, the students do not yet have some parallel linguistic mastery in the language they are learning.

           In subsequent centuries several methods came to be used.

The Direct Method 

This approach was developed initially as a reaction to the grammar-translation method in an attempt to integrate more use of the target language in instruction. 

Lessons begin with a dialogue using a modern conversational style in the target language. Material is first presented orally with actions or pictures. The mother tongue is never used. There is no translation. Questions are answered in the target language. Grammar is taught inductively, rules are generalized from the practice and experience with the target language. The culture associated with the target language is also taught inductively. Culture is considered an important aspect of learning the language. 

The Audiolingual Method 

This method is based on the principles of behavioral psychology. “The Audiolingual method was developed in the United States during the World War II. At that time there was a need for people to learn foreign languages rapidly for military purposes.” (Techniques and Principles in Teaching Language. Chapter four, page 31)
People had the necessity to communicate with others, and they found that with this method they could do it in a better and faster way. The way it presented the new material was in the form of a dialogue. Structures are sequenced and taught one at a time. Structural patterns are taught using repetitive drills. Little or no grammatical explanations are provided; grammar is taught inductively. The four skills: Listening, speaking, reading and writing are developed in order. 

Functional-notional Approach

“This method of language teaching is categorized along with others under the rubric of a communicative approach. The method stresses a means of organizing a language syllabus. The emphasis is on breaking down the global concept of language into units of analysis in terms of communicative situations in which they are used.” (Taken from Teaching Methods and Approaches in Internet.)
According to this, notions are elements of meaning  that may be expressed through nouns, pronouns, verbs, prepositions, conjunctions, adjectives or adverbs. 
A situation may affect variations of language such as the use of dialects, the formality or informality of the language and the mode of expression. 

 Total Physical Response 

“James J. Asher defines the Total Physical Response (TPR) method as one that combines information and skills through the use of the kinesthetic sensory system. This combination of skills allows the student to assimilate information and skills at a rapid rate.” (Taken from Methods and Approaches in Internet)

TPR works by having the learner respond to simple commands such as "Stand up", "Close your book", "Go to the window and open it.” The role of the teacher is mainly that of director, while students are imitators, they learn by simply observing  teacher’s actions. At the beginning  teacher is tolerant about students’ errors.

There are some no less important methods such as the Natural Approach, Community Language Learning, Silent Way,  the Grammar Translation and The communicative Approach that have been used in the teaching-learning process, being the last one the center of the study.

The Communicative Approach.

The Communicative approach began in Britain in the 1960s as a replacement to the structural method, called Situational Language Teaching. 

This was partly in response to Chomsky´s criticism of structural theories of language and partly based on the theories of British functional linguists. Until then, situational language teaching was the major British approach to teaching English as a foreign language. 

Wilkins (1972), a British linguist proposed a communicative definition of language serves as a basis for developing communicative syllabuses for language teaching. His contribution was an analysis of the communicative meanings that a language learner needs to understand and express. Instead of describing the core of language through traditional concepts of grammar and vocabulary, Wilkins demonstrated the systems of meanings that lay behind the communicative uses of language. His contribution was an analysis of the communicative meanings that a language learner needs to understand and express. 

The communicative approach in language teaching aims as communicative competence and  can leave students in suspense as to the outcome of a class exercise. According to their reactions and responses, the outcome will vary. The real-life simulations change from day to day. Students' motivation to learn comes from their desire to communicate in meaningful ways about meaningful topics.

Communicative language teaching makes use of the real-life situation. The teacher can set up a situation that students are likely to encounter in real life.

Some of the objectives of the communicative Approach are:

· Students will learn to use language as a means of expression.

· Students will use the language as a means of expressing values and judgements.

· Students will learn to express what best meets their own communication needs.

· Communicative Approach uses almost any activity that engages learners in authentic communication.
"Furthermore, since communication is a process, it is insufficient for students to simply have knowledge of target language forms, meanings and functions. Students must be able to apply this knowledge in negotiating meaning.” (Taken from Techniques and Principles in Language Principles. Chapter nine. Page 123)

This method is based  on sixteen important principles that have as a main goal to form communicatively competent students. In other words students are communicators and they can use the language appropriate to a given social context.

Activities such as Role play, Debates or just letting students to work in groups help them to express their own ideas and to use the language to communicate. The role of the teacher is not limited to one, he is not just a facilitator but also a manager and an advisor, he is the initiator of the activities and establishes situations that motivate communication among students. Students also learn to interact with one another, having the opportunity to share their ideas and opinions. With the Communicative Approach students work on all four skills and the native language has no particular role in this method.

The use of authentic materials, such as readings and recordings are commonly used in receptive exercises in this  method form of teaching. 

To conclude, the most important characteristic of this Approach is that students learn to communicate by communicating.

THE COMMUNICATIVE APPROACH

FROM THEORY TO PRACTICE.

The teaching of foreign languages, like many other fields of science and education, has experienced a constant change through out history. Different methods and approaches have appeared and disappeared, but not without leaving some legacy for the new teaching trends to come. Even when a new method can be completely different from a previous one, this difference may be due to what has been learned from the use of the previous method, from what did not work well.  During the last  few decades, many theorists and practitioners have adopted an approach that, while it keeps some elements from previous methods, it presents new and interesting ways to teach-learn foreign languages: The communicative approach.  The acceptance of this way of teaching and learning has been so widespread that most new English book authors have designed materials that even inexperienced teachers can use because of the wide array of activities and principles.    

Due to all of these aspects mentioned before, the Communicative Approach   is considered the most appropriate in Advanced English level because of the knowledge English teachers of the Foreign Language Department of the University of El Salvador have about such an approach, making the teaching process quite effective.

Here is a discussion of some of the principles of the communicative approach related with the actual teaching  situations observed in advanced level classes.

1.The student’s mother tongue is not used in class.

“One of the biggest problems in the use of pair work and group work, is the use of the mother tongue by students in monolingual groups. It sometimes seems that they are unable or unwilling to take part in activities in English. If students are speaking in their own language rather than in English during an oral communicative activity, then the activity is fairly pointless” (Harmer, Jeremy.The Practice of English Language Teaching.  1991, page 247)

 This aspect was observed in almost every class visited. There were a few cases in which students used Spanish among themselves. 

It is particularly easy  in advanced classes to use the target language, so students have already gained some ability to understand teacher’s explanations. However, some teachers admitted that they sometimes had to use Spanish (the students’ native language) when something was still unclear after different attempts.

 2. The Target language is a vehicle for communication.

The use of the target language for clarifications or explanations can also be seen as part of another principle; using the target language as a vehicle for communication.  As said before, this was commonly observed in practice.  Among the techniques observed in class  were: Information gap activities, debates, games, role plays, etc. The students were instructed to do the activities, and then the teacher walked around assisting those students who needed help. Even when students made mistakes, these mistakes were often ignored and a kind of general correction regarding the most common errors observed by the teacher was done at the end of each activity. Students were usually allowed to keep on talking without interruptions.

3. Errors are tolerated and seen as an outcome of the development     of the target language. 

Since the main goal of language teaching is achieving communication from the beginning stages in the learning process, errors are tolerated. 

However in practice, this issue turns very controversial: On the one hand, most teachers interviewed agreed that errors should be tolerated, especially when they do not interfere with communication.  Some teachers also said they preferred to point out errors after a communication activity had been completed, not to discourage students during the activity.  On the other hand, there is a problem when errors are over-tolerated and students are allowed to rely on personal communication strategies to get meaning across.  This may somehow lead to fossilization.  When a student’s level of proficiency in a second or foreign language is measured, a very important aspect is accuracy. 

If there is little attention given to this aspect, learners may take very long to reach a comprehensible level of proficiency.  While  most teachers agreed that errors should be tolerated, some good error correction techniques such as echoing, paraphrasing, pin pointing, and choice-giving  were observed in class and some teachers corrected students’ errors more than others. 

Regarding the correction of written work, it was interesting to see that, even in writing, there was profitable interaction among students; peer correction was practiced and students seemed to enjoy doing it. In other cases, students were told to write on the board. Then the teacher encouraged them to judge the accuracy or inaccuracy of what was written and to suggest the correct forms if necessary.  

One rather disappointing fact observed was that students were not asked to write long paragraphs or essays. There would have been more insight into the accuracy issue if students had written something over the sentence level.   

4. The teacher takes different roles during communicative  activities.

“The main aim of the teacher when  organizing an activity is to tell the students what they are going to talk about, give clear instructions about what exactly their task is, get the activity going and then, organize feedback when it is over”(Harmer, Jeremy. The Practice of English Language Teaching. 1991, page 239)

Teachers in communicative classrooms will find themselves talking less and listening more. The teacher has two main roles: the first role is to facilitate the communicative process among all participants in the classroom, and among the various activities. The second role is to be an independent participant within the language-teaching group. The teachers set up the exercise, but the students' performance is the goal. So, the teachers must step back and observe, sometimes acting as a monitor. A classroom during a communicative activity is not quiet. The students do most of the speaking, and the classroom during a communicative exercise is active. To participate, students may find they gain confidence in using the target language. Students are more responsible mangers of their own learning.

Generally, the teacher’s role often depends on the teaching method. The teacher is the one who gives the model to be followed by the student, he orients or instructs along the process to change or modify behavior. As it was observed in class, the teachers played different roles in the teaching process:

“The organization of an activity and the instructions the teacher gives are of vital importance since if the students have not understood clearly what they are to do, they will not be able to perform their task satisfactory” (Harmer, Jeremy. The Practice of English Language Teaching. 1991, page 240)



Some of the different roles played by teachers were:

As an organizer: during all the activities developed in class  the teacher was seen as a good organizer giving clear instruction to students and making good use of the resources even though, in more than one activity, he took too much time developing it giving as result a waste of time.

As a controller:  The teacher made sure that time and resources were being used at their best. He tried for all the students to participate and to make some progress by doing an acceptable performance.

As a facilitator and advisor:  In   this   case,    the teacher  guided and assisted the students in their learning tasks trying to make them take a leading role and commitment to their own learning.

As a monitor:  The teacher moved from group to group monitoring the students’ performance.

Regarding students’ role, it  is assumed that they learn to communicate by communicating but, even though teacher gave them the opportunity to communicate in the target language, some of them were more concentrated on avoiding  making mistakes so, they decided not to be part of a communicative activity;  thereby missing the opportunity to interact with one another. But not in all the classes  did students observe  this behavior, most of them  were active part in every activity. They always followed teacher’s instructions and suggested better ways of doing something. They were at all times curious investigator trying to reach their  learning objectives.

The learner's goal is to become "communicative competent" which involves being able to use the language appropriately to a given social context.

5. The four macro-skills are developed in class
“Students involved in an oral communicative activity will have to do some writing or reading in order to accomplish the task” (Harmer, Jeremy. 

The Practice of English Language Teaching. 1991.  page 52)

The four macro skills were developed during the whole process of teaching by using a variety of activities. However, relatively more attention was given to speaking in the classes observed. Authentic language was presented through recordings done by native speakers and authentic readings.  Productive skills, speaking and writing, have already been discussed herein. 

Despite some teachers argued that they used some other methods (mixture) like the Direct  to develop the class, all of them agree that the Communicative Approach is the one they use the most, especially with Advanced Level students.

It is essential to mention the criteria the English teachers used when planning their class. All of the interviewed considered important to take into account not only the students’ level, but also the physical conditions and needs to develop the appropriate technique that will be used to let the students 

           use the target language in a real social context.

MAIN TECHNIQUES USED IN CLASS

All of the techniques observed in class were according to the Communicative Approach principles. Some of them are discussed below: 

The target language is a vehicle for classroom communication when the teacher uses techniques such as: Talking about oneself, Debating, Direct questioning and Relaying instructions.

Again, the teacher acted as an advisor during communicative activities when debates, group work and pair work were implemented in class.

Group work is a very useful technique, because all the students kept busy on a task at the same time. They could also develop important values as 

cooperation and solidarity. One way of assuring active participation of every group member is appointing any group member to report on the groups completed task.

Group activities. Activities in Communicative language Teaching classes are often carried out by students in small groups. Small numbers of students interacting in a group are favored in order to maximize the time assigned to each student for learning to negotiate meanings. It puts more emphasis on active modes of learning, so the classroom is often noisy rather than quiet. Moreover, it gets primacy of oral work. Listening and speaking skills are emphasized. In group activities, students do not just hear the teacher, but have personal contact themselves with language, practice sounds themselves and get chance to make mistakes and learn from doing so. 

Direct Questioning.  This technique can be good for keeping every student alert, but simultaneously, time is being wasted by those students who are not asked. When this is done as a chain drill in a certain order, those students whose turn is out may get distracted.

Pair Work  can be profiting because practice is definitely happening in every single class members’ mind at once. Students must be trained to get the best out of pair practice.

Nevertheless, some important communicative activities such as Role-plays or Problem Solving tasks were not developed in class. These techniques give the student the opportunity to practice speaking in different social roles and contexts.

Authentic materials

Using authentic materials is another characteristic of Communicative Approach. Communication embraces a whole spectrum of functions and notions. So using idiomatic and everyday language, as if in real life does good to students and gives them opportunities to develop strategies for understanding language as it is actually used by native speakers. 

Thus, a variety of games, role plays, simulations, and task-based communicative activities have been prepared to support Communicative Language Teaching classes. In addition, language-based realia, such as signs, magazines, advertisements, recipes and newspapers, or graphic and visual sources around which communicative activities can be built, like maps, pictures, symbols, graphs, and charts are all useful materials to provoke practical communicative language.

The use of authentic material was sometimes used in class. In most of the classes observed, the type of material used by the teacher was realia and students use the text book to work with.

DRAWBACKS

Despite the widespread acceptance shared by the communicative approach, there are some aspects that need rethinking: The role of the students’ mother tongue, Error correction and accuracy development, and the development of the writing skill.

In monolingual classes it may save time to give some brief instructions in the native language at beginning stages of the teaching-learning process. Sometimes teachers shift to the students native language just to remind the students of their responsibilities when class objectives are not being reached as expected. 

Whereas tolerating errors allows communication to flow normally, lack of correction may lead to fossilization. Teachers have to balance both extremes. The principles say that those errors that do not interfere with meaning should be  ignored, but the teacher’s judgement may not always be reliable because they are used to listening to learners and they may have been through a similar process. When students face real communication situations with native speakers, interference  of errors is more noticeable.

Error correction turns even more crucial when it comes to developing the writing skill.  Whereas in speaking students can make up for structural weaknesses by using certain features of spoken language (making a question by giving  an affirmative statement a question intonation, for instance), written communication cannot benefit from these strategies. If learners are expected to develop the four macro skill in the target language, they have to become aware of their errors and develop some self-correction mechanism to shape up their writing.  The differences between spoken and written language have to be carefully analyzed in relation to the issue of error correction.  There seem to be some marked weakness in students’ ability to write because they usually have trouble when they take writing courses.

The use of the communicative approach in the  classes observed proved that such an approach makes classes more interesting, productive and enjoyable for the students. They participated actively, and made good use of time because they were well oriented in the work they were doing. The teacher’s command of communicative techniques such as debates, role plays, and information gaps, added to good classroom management procedures was very obvious, and class time was always spent productively. The variety of activities kept the students’ level of attention high, and, in general, the principles of the communicative approach (not allowing the use of the students’ native language, using authentic material, etc) were observed in every class.  The issue of accuracy development related to error correction remains a point of consideration for future studies. It would be feasible to assess students’ development of the writing skill in comparison with their speaking skill to analyze the role of error correction in students’ subsequent development of self-correction practice.  
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