RURAL ENVIRONMENT. EDUCATION. PERSONALITY. Vol.13. ISSN 2255-5207 Jelgava, 8-9 May 2020

DOI: 10.22616/REEP.2020.010
Communicative Approach in Learning the Latvian Language as a Foreign Language

Inga Laizane Dr.philol.
Riga Stradins University, Latvia
inga.laizane7@inbox.lv

Abstract: In accordance to increase in the number of foreigners in Latvia, the issue of learning the Latvian
language as a foreign language (LATS) is also raised, as well as the appropriate teaching tools and teaching
methods for learning the language. There are relatively many learning tools (approximately 40 textbooks,
without textbooks there are also dictionaries, dictionary, grammar and task stocks), which are based on
different approaches and methods. Thinking about foreigners in Latvia highlights the needs of language
learners, so the process of learning a language based on the communicative approach seems more appropriate.
The purpose of the article is therefore to describe the communicative approach and its implementation in the
acquisition of the Latvian language as a foreign language, which is revealed in both teaching resources and
teaching work. This article is based on studies of scientific literature and analysis of LATS textbooks. Major
studies of foreign authors on the communicative approach were selected. To justify the use of the
communicative approach in the acquisition of the Latvian language as a foreign language, teaching means of
learning the LATS have been analysed. Insufficient understanding of the communicative approach makes think
that it is not suitable for the acquisition of Latvian language as a foreign language. It is falsely believed that
the communicative approach does not work in the learning of grammatical languages, including the acquisition
of Latvian. The communicative approach does not exclude grammar learning and grammar explanations, but
must be closely associated with the communicative goal. Translation exercises in the communicative approach
are also preferable and even recommended. These findings could be useful for practitioners who teach Latvian
as a foreign language but do not feel safe in implementing the communicative approach.
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Introduction

Teachers and textbook authors are often questioning the best ways to teach a language, especially a foreign
language. What approaches and methods would be most appropriate in learning a specific language? Can
the same methods be used for learning the native and foreign language? Can the methods of learning the
same language be applied to all foreign languages? These issues are topical in the acquisition of different
foreign languages, for example in the acquisition of English different forms of organization of the learning
process are being sought (Bojare, Ignatjeva, 2014, 42-49). In the last 50 years these issues are also topical
in the learning of Latvian as a foreign language, and they are being addressed by theorists and practitioners
who are engaged in the development of the linguistic direction — Latvian as a foreign language.

In recent years, the number of aliens in Latvia who learn Latvian is increasing, so there is an issue about
teaching tools, as well as what approach or method in the learning process would be best. The latest study
on the development of Latvian as a foreign language, including teaching tools and methodological issues,
is the PhD thesis of I. Laizane defended in 2019 (Laizane, 2019), summarizing both researches of Latvian
scientists: 1. Druviete (2003), V. Kalnbérzina (2012), 1. Vasiljeva (2008) and researches of foreign
authors: H.D. Brown (2007), G. Ellis (1996), D. Crystal (2003), D. Larsen-Freeman (2002), C. Baker,
W.E. Wrigh (2017), G. Cook (2003), S. Gass, L. Selinker (2008), C. Kramsch (2016), R. Mitchell,
F. Myles (2004), T.S. Rodgers (2011), L. White (2003) in the field of language acquisition. The analysis
of textbooks and the insights of practitioners and theorists in the sector have been used in this article. The
article focuses on learning Latvian as a foreign language from both pedagogical and philological aspects.

The idea of a quality learning process that is determined and focused on the needs of the learner is very
topical. Curriculum development, including educational content and teaching methods, has been written
about in relation to the education in school practice (Andersone, 2014, 15-21), and currently this issue
is very relevant in the field of education in the context of the development of new educational content
School 2030: National Reforms in School Education (National Reforms in School..., 2019), National
Reforms in Early Childhood Education and Care (National Reforms in Early..., 2019). It influences also
adult learning National Reforms in Vocational Education and Training and Adult Learning (National
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Reforms in Vocational..., 2019). Foreign language acquisition can also be considered in the
development of the curriculum. For a long time, the formal approach to learning the language system
prevailed in the foreign language acquisition, which was also relevant in the Latvian linguo-didactics.
Over time, the practice of foreign language acquisition, including LATS, developed the notion that
language was necessary for the ability to communicate. Accordingly, language acquisition requires new
teaching methods and educational content that meet the needs of the learner.

By studying the impact of the linguistics theories on the development of the Latvian language as
a foreign language and linking it to the teaching tools of LATS, you can see the development of ideas,
from a structural approach and a grammatical translation method to a functional and communicative
approach today (Laizane, 2019, 63). The communicative approach in learning both Latvian and other
foreign languages has been lauded and criticized. However, despite criticism, the communicative
approach relies on several teaching tools for learning the Latvian language as a foreign language, and
some elements of this approach appear in many teaching tools intended for the acquisition of the LATS.

The learning of any language also includes scientific ideas of a certain era. It is important to look at how
linguistic theories are integrated in the LATS learning. The teaching practice of LATS can also be linked
to the acquisition of other foreign languages because the approaches and methods prevailing at different
times are similar. However, it should be highlighted that comparing Latvia's situation with the experience
of European countries and the USA, there is a time gap approximately 100 years (Laizane, 2019, 45-47)
in the use of specific approaches and methods. In the early stages of development, the linguistics —
Latvian as a foreign language — was dominated by a structuralism approach, which was mainly practiced
in the use of grammatical translation methods and audio-lingual techniques. Over time, in the practice
of learning foreign languages, the structural approach to learning languages is replaced by
a communication and function approach, which influences the fact that the idea of a communicative
approach to learning the language is also being implemented in the teaching tools for learning the LATS.

The communicative approach in language learning starts to take place in the 70’s of the 20™ century, in
terms of the functioning of the English linguistics and the development of sociolinguistics and
pragmatics, which greatly increases awareness of the language and its nature.

The theory of the socio- linguist and anthropologist D.H. Hymes (1972) communicative competency
theory 1. Druviete (2003) extends the understanding of the language and its relationship with the
conditions of communication. The theory of D.H.Hymes contributes to the emergence of
a communicative approach to foreign language learning, which aims to develop the language learner’s
ability to use the language effectively. But the idea of natural language acquisition isn't new. An intuitive
idea that language is needed has employed linguists and theorists since the end of the 19thcentury when
the natural method was created. Later, it results in the use of a direct method that is a new view of the
old ideas. The principles of the direct method provide the basis for a communicative approach to
language learning, which emphasizes natural language learning. The works of many authors were used
to summarize the theoretical literature on the communicative approach:

e monographs (Widdowson, 1994; Larsen-Freeman, 2002; Cook, 2003, 35-39; Rai Vishnu, 2003;
Nunan, 2004; Richards, 2006; Brown, 2007, 244-248),

o works created in co-authorship (Finocchiaro, Brumfit, 1983; Richards, Platt, Platt, 1992, 65-66;
Benson, Voller, 1997; Johnson, Johnson, 1999, 68-73; Richards, Schmidt, 2002, 90; Norland,
Pruett-Said, 2006; Willis, Willis, 2007; Arnold, Dornyei, Pugliese, 2015),

e academic articles and abstracts (Canale, Swain, 1980, 1-47; Hutchinson, Waters, 1984, 108-113;
Swan, 1985, 2-12; Ellis, 1996, 213-218; Chen, 2003, 29-43; Belchamber, 2007; Demirezen,
2011, 57-71 Al Asmari, 2015, 976-984; Newby, 2015, 13-34; Znotina, Laizane, 2019, 650;
Kachmarchyk, Khrystiuk, Shanaieva-Tsymbal , 2019, 84-99).

The aim of the study is to describe the communicative approach and its implementation in the acquisition of
the Latvian language as a foreign language, which is revealed in both teaching resources and teaching work.

Methodology

When studying the theoretical literature and educational materials of LATS, two practical research
questions are raised, which are set out in the article.
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1. Can a communicative approach be used in the acquisition of grammatical languages?
2. What language teaching techniques, based on the communicative approach, can be used in the
foreign language acquisition?

This article is part of a broader study (Laizane, 2019) on the development of Latvian as a foreign language
in Latvia and beyond. One of the theoretical parts of the study is related to pedagogical issues and looks at
the impact of linguistic theories on the development of the LATS. In turn, in the practical part, LATS teaching
products are analysed, the content of which reveals a specific method or approach in learning the language.

This article is based on studies of scientific literature and analysis of LATS textbooks. The main research
methods are the descriptive method, which was used in the research of theoretical literature, and the content
analysis, which was used for the analysis of the content of LATS educational materials. Major studies of
foreign authors R. Belchamber (2007), H.D. Brown (2007), M. Canale, M. Swain (1980), A. Carreres
(2006), S.C.Chan (2011), M. Demirezen (2011), D. Larsen-Freeman (2002), G. Ellis (1996) on the
communicative approach were selected. To justify the use of the communicative approach in the acquisition
of the Latvian language as a foreign language, teaching means of learning the LATS have been analysed.

Results and Discussion

Henceforward the article will describe and explain the communicative approach and demonstrate the
use of this approach in learning the Latvian language as a foreign language.

Studies of theoretical literature have shown that the views on the communicative approach are similar;
however, authors do not always emphasize the same aspects. Three principles have been identified in order
to structure these views: the language proficiency, the purpose of language acquisition, and language
techniques. These principles help to structure opinions by emphasizing the most relevant information.
They can also help to compare other approaches and methods for learning languages demonstrating the
way in which language learning is being implemented through a specific approach or method.

Language skills

Speaking is the most highlighted of language skills, so there are many exercises in learning that develop
speaking skills. But other language skills are also being developed, and this can happen in parallel.
Purpose of language learning

Develop the ability to communicate in different every day, working or learning situations, namely, the
ability to use language in practical situations.

Language teaching techniques

Although the process of foreign language acquisition based on a communicative approach is aimed at
the ability to communicate, researchers emphasize that this goal cannot be achieved without grammar
acquisition (Nurmukhanova et al., 2014, 116-122). However, in the process of grammar acquisition
certain principles must be followed.

Firstly, grammar is not distinguished as a separate part of the language in textbooks.

Secondly, grammar teaching takes place indirectly, because grammar is included in any language use
situation. Thus, the language learner itself can create tables inferring grammar rules. It is believed that
grammar skills are developed by using language, but this does not necessarily ensure the correct use of
language, which often creates errors in the learning process.

Thirdly, more difficult grammatical forms are regularly practiced and repeated, avoiding a description
of their use. This means that multiple repetition exercises can be used as an aid in the learning process,
but they do not have a desirable key role.

Fourthly, grammar learning is closely associated with the text material. The language learner must notice
the specific grammatical form in the text, because only by the meaning of this form can you work further
with learning this form. This idea is in line with the principles of the functional approach.

High importance is attached also to the textual material. The topics in the lessons must relate to the
everyday needs and interests of language learners. The sequence of the study materials in the learning
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process is not very strict. It may be altered for substantive, functional or meaningful reasons, according
to the interests of the students.

The range of exercises used for the acquisition of the educational content can be diverse, but they must
be approximated to real language situations. The lessons use exercises close to natural communication
so that you can use the language in real every day conditions. To ensure communication during lessons,
the classroom may use group and pair work, impromptu dialogues, role games, situation playing.
Dialogues may be used in the learning process, but this should be done to highlight the communication
function, not memorizing, as is the use of the audio-lingual method. Translation can be used and is even
preferable and significant if it helps in the learning process.

In order to improve the learner’s vocabulary and grammar skills, A. Jur¢enko (2015, 423-428) recommends
using an exercise-based language learning approach in the foreign language acquisition rooted in the
communicative approach and strongly underlines the importance of teaching a language in the context of
the use intended by the communicative approach. This indicates that much attention has been focused on
the textual material and exercises for the acquisition of this material in the communicative approach.

Continuing the discussion on language teaching techniques in the communicative approach, it should be
emphasized that the teaching process shall allow the use of the native or intermediate language, if necessary
but within reasonable limits. The pronunciation of the language learner must be understandable and not
identical to the pronunciation of the mother tongue user. Errors are allowed in the language learning
process. They are positive because of the natural interest of the language learner in the learning process.

The end of the 20" century and the beginning of the 21t century are characterized by a wide debate on the
meaning and role of the communicative approach in learning the language. One of the most pressing issues
is the role of grammar in learning the language. It is considered that when implementing the
communicative approach, grammar is not taught, but the nature of the communicative approach also
includes grammar learning, but it cannot be a separate section in the textbook. Grammar teaching should
be associated with real language situations. However, it raises the debate that there is too little to do with
the indirect way of grammar teaching. Practitioners believe that the learning of grammatical languages,
which is also Latvian, is not enough to teach grammar for only communicative purposes, so several LATS
teachers are unable to work with the teaching tools implemented in the communicative approach (Laizane,
2019, 114-118). However, in this case, it should be discussed as to the wrong understanding of the
communicate approach, or too narrow point of view of the nature of the communicative approach, because
during the implementation of the communicative approach grammar can also be interpreted and taught
directly, and grammatical forms analysed, but this must be linked to the communicable objective.
Grammar cannot be taught as a separate section that is completely unrelated to the purpose of
communication, as is typical of the grammatical translation method. Consequently, the ambiguity that the
communicative approach cannot be used in the learning of grammatical languages should be avoided.

An insufficient understanding of the communicative approach also shows that the translation exercises
cannot be carried out when working on this approach, as it relates to the long-term grammatical translation
method prevailing in the learning of foreign languages. However, in this case, too, a more complete
understanding of translation exercises and their inclusion in the communicative approach would be needed.

Although on the second half of the 19%century, the method of grammatical translation was questioned
and the translation was renounced from the process of learning foreign languages, at the end of the 20the
century, a number of linguists in France and Canada began to deny total renunciation of the translation
by emphasizing the usefulness of the translation in the process of learning foreign languages.

A. Mutore (2013) emphasizes that in the context of learning a foreign language the activity of translation is
viewed from the didactical or pedagogical not professional point of view. Didactical translation should be
understood as usage of various exercises which in the process of learning a foreign language requires transfer
of a linguistic unit from one language to another. On the other hand, didactical and professional translation
encompasses exercises included in interpreter training programmes with the goal of obtaining intra lingual
communication skills which are based on the reflection of the idea expressed in the source language.
Didactical translation is used as one of the activities to learn a foreign language; its purpose is to understand
the culture of the language as well as the contextual nuances of using it. Due to globalization and increasing
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use of international relations in our modern society we embark on a quest to find a compromise that would
bring together translation and language didactics. They should go hand in hand in the process of learning
a foreign language; however, this process should concentrate on communication aspects, not translation.

Other industry professionals (Sibbard, 1994, 9; Benson, Voller, 1997; Bialystok, 1998, 47-60; Eadie, 1999,
2-9; Seidlhofer, 1999, 233-244; Larsen-Freeman, 2002, 132; Bygate, Skehan, Swain, 2001; Richards,
Rodgers, 2001; Carreres, 2006, 5; Pariente-Beltran, 2006, 30; Chan, 2011, 13-24; Leonardi, 2010;
European Union, 2013; Artar, 2017; Karousou, Nerantzaki, 2020) speak in favour of the translation into
foreign language learning. The translation is considered to be a useful exercise in improving the
communicative approach. The importance of translation in the exercise of communication competence is
also highlighted in the regulatory documents (Common European Framework..., 2001).

In the newly defended PhD thesis (Laizane, 2019), the learning means for the acquisition of LATS were
analysed in detail. The 60’s of the 20" century has been selected as the reference point when the first
textbook for the acquisition of LATS (Laizane, 2019, 7)) is published outside of Latvia. The thesis
analyses the textbooks that have been produced both in Latvia and outside Latvia, thus producing
reliable results included in this article.

In analysing LATS textbooks (Laizane, 2019, 65-124), it can be concluded that certain elements of the
communicative approach are found in many LATS textbooks. There are textbooks (Salme, Udris, 1996)
in which the communicative approach is incorporated alongside other approaches and methods, but the
real communication-based LATS learning tools have been produced relatively recently. The first only
communication-based learning tool for LATS learning is the Latvian Language Textbook for Students
(Klevere-Velhli, Naua, 2012). Training kits Laipa Al (Auzina et al., 2014), Laipa A2 (Auzina et al.,
2016) and Laipa B1 (Auzina et al., 2019) are then created. The textbook worked out by I. Kaija and
I. Laizane Latvian Language for Dental Students is currently in publishing house, which is a textbook
for learning the professional language, based on the communicative approach. Manuscript is available
for students and colleagues in Riga Stradins University e-studies platform MOODLE in Latvian and in
English. Consequently, it is concluded that learning tools based on the communicative approach for the
acquisition of LATS have only come out in the last 10 years.

In further analysis of the above-mentioned communication-based learning tools, it should be highlighted
that they are in line with the principles of communicative approach in terms of both the structure of the book
and the textual material, the variety of tasks and the presentation of grammar. The exercises in the books
develop all language skills, but the focus is on speaking and listening skills. In turn, in terms of grammar
learning, students base themselves on examples and gradually come to terms with legalities and the use of
structures. For a visual grammar perception tables that practitioners do not necessarily link to the nature of
the communicative approach, are also used. Several practitioners teaching Latvian as a foreign language
admit that the textbooks based on the communicative approach lack a systemic grammar set that is very
important in the learning of Latvian language, making it difficult to use such textbooks with beginners,
particularly when assessing Latvian Language Textbook for Students (Laizane, 2019, 114-117).

Conclusions

The views of teachers, the vision of authors of textbooks and the information contained in theoretical
guidelines for learning foreign languages suggest that the substance of the communicative approach has
not been sufficiently understood, so perhaps not all educators can accept it and implement it in the
lessons. Several LATS teachers point out that different types of linguistic activities are used during
classes and attempts to develop all language skills, so they are not sure that it is a communicative
approach or sometimes a specific approach cannot be defined, because the lesson includes different
tasks, including tasks that develop grammar skills and translation, as well as reading and text analysis.
This shows an incomplete understanding of the communicable approach since it includes a very rich
teaching system, including grammar explanations and translation exercises, but it must certainly be
linked to the communicative objective.

Thus, both research questions can be answered:
1. Communicative approach can be used in the acquisition of grammatical languages. Latvian
language is also rich in grammatical forms, and it is impossible to communicate properly
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without learning them, therefore it is also a concern for teachers and textbook authors who work
in the field of linguo-didactics Latvian language as a foreign language. The answer is definitely
‘yes’ — the communicative approach can be used in the acquisition of grammatical languages,
as evidenced by the LATS textbooks published in recent years. This issue has mainly arisen due
to a poorly understood communicative approach.

The following techniques of language teaching can be used in communicative approach to foreign
languages: translation, usage of different tasks, well-considered textual material, work in pairs and
groups etc. When working with a communicative approach, high importance is attached to the textual
material, which must meet the needs of the learner. The acquisition of grammatical forms is closely
linked to the textual material, since the learner must recognize this form in the use of language so that
it could be later produced in similar situations. The exercises that help to learn a specific educational
content can be very diverse, including translation, as long as they are approximated to natural
communication and related to the communicative purpose. Therefore, it can be concluded that in
order to take a communicative approach to language acquisition, there must be a specific language
learning objective. The educational content and the exercises involved in implementing this content
should be carefully considered. Acquisition of the grammar content must be subordinated to the
textual material. This means that the communicative approach can be used for the acquisition of
different languages, but great attention must be paid to the educational content and its implementation.
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