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Activating Meaningful Output through Writing 
in the EFL Classroom  
  Introduction
Our inability to bridge the gap between theory and practice has been the single most important reason why we as teachers of English have failed to teach this language effectively in Palestine as well as in most non native English speaking countries. The English curriculum in schools is based on the Communicative Approach. The textbooks are carefully designed in accordance with the goals and principles of this teaching method. They integrate the four language skills so that the students, in theory, learn to listen, read, speak and write concomitantly. Practice is provided through dialogues, songs, vocabulary and other exercises and the books themselves are graded in a series so that the progress of the learners matches their age and intellectual and experiential levels. The general layout of the books is attractive and they are profusely and colorfully illustrated in an effort to stimulate interest and a desire to learn. In spite of that, the majority of those fed on the new series have not been more successful in learning to use the English language competently than their predecessors who were raised on the previous Petra series based on older learning theories. 

      The problem, as I see it, lies not so much with the textbooks as it does with the ineffectual use being made of them. And this has a great deal to do with the disparity between what the Communicative Approach is in theory and the way it is being practiced. To begin with, what is the Communicative Approach? All the books and articles written on the subject seem to boil down to this. Two things are basic to the acquisition of any language. They are input and output which were later referred to as the Monitor Model or the Input Hypothesis (Krashen, 1985). Input gives language learners data on how a language is used. Output gives them opportunities to use the language themselves to fulfill various communicative purposes. In both input and output, the focus of the learners is on meaning: what the language means when it is used by others and what meaning of their own, they in turn, are able to express to the others in it. Therefore, communication in this context can be said to take place in any exchange of meaning between two users of a language and communicative competence can be defined as the ability to simultaneously comprehend and respond in that language.

      That is why the designers of the Communicative Approach in the seventies, like (Hymes, Canale, Swain, Wilkins, and Widdowson), viewed the concomitant learning of the four language skills as being indispensable to a language, especially one being learned largely as an academic subject. Listening and reading, they theorized, were the sources of input for the language learners. By listening to the teacher or to tapes, they could learn to identify the sounds of the language, the pronunciation of words, voice inflections, intonation, the appropriate use of the language in specific situations and the ways in which oral communication generally take place. Reading is widely recognized as a way that leads to a superior language development (Krashen, 1993 and 1994). Reading also is the major source of our reading competence, our vocabulary, and our ability to handle complex grammatical constructions, and those who read more show superior literacy development (Krashen, 2004). Reading is believed to reinforce the aurally received data through a firsthand observation of the sentence patterns and the more substantial vocabulary used in constructing meaning in written discourse, in addition to providing the “silent period” deemed essential for the assimilation of language input. Thereafter, output, the proponents of the Communicative Approach reasoned, could be provided through speaking and writing. Research focuses on the need to provide opportunities for comprehensible output. This hypothesis proposes that "through producing language, either spoken or written, language acquisition/learning may occur" (Swain, 1993, p. 159). Earlier, Swain (1985) had argued that learners have to be "pushed" to produce comprehensible output that is grammatically accurate and appropriate. There are, according to Swain (1993) four ways in which output might play a role in language acquisition/learning: (1) provides opportunities for meaningful practice; (2) could force a learner to move from simply semantic processing to syntactic processing also; (3) provides opportunities for hypothesis testing, and (4) one's output can generate responses from other speakers, feedback that can lead speakers to reprocess their output. 

Speaking and writing would be the natural outlets for learners to practice the data acquired through input, by putting words together in phrases and sentences of their own to formulate and express what was relevant and meaningful to them. In this manner, what was learned through input would be consolidated through output and vice versa. For these reasons, the Communicative Approach was visualized as an integrative approach to language teaching. Mangubhai (2006) aptly states that in order to become fluent in a language, one must practice using it and to become fluent in a language, one must receive extensive L2 input.
Practice does not refer to grammatical practice of structures of the type that used to be standard in structurally based programs or in many foreign language textbooks. Research suggests that language learning occurs best when learners are engaged in communicative acts (Lightbown & Spada, 1999), or to put it in another way, when learners are engaged in encoding and decoding meanings in acts of communication, oral or printed.
The Failure of the Communicative Approach in Practice

To understand a theory is not difficult. But to effect its transition into practice is different matter altogether. And it is here that the inherent weakness in the system of teaching English is most obvious. Because the exact relationship, as defined by the Communicative Approach, between the four skills is not, apparently, understood very clearly, in practice, the textbooks are being used in much the same way as the ones in the past had been. The continuing emphasis upon translation and over-emphasis upon grammar rules taught in the abstract do not produce an effective communicative ability because language acquisition, according to Wilson (2001) in his summary of Krashen’s (1981) theory of (Principles and Practice in Second Language Acquisition), does not require extensive use of conscious grammatical rules, and does not require tedious drill. Rote learning and oral exercises which are chorused obediently after the teacher are methods more in keeping with the structural or audio-lingual or the grammar-translation approaches of the past. According to Mangubhai (2006), Knowing a language rule does not mean that one will be able to use it in communicative interaction or in writing. These approaches are not in keeping with the principles of the Communicative Approach upon which the current textbooks are designed. Consequently, they are hardly the means by which the goals of this teaching method can be achieved.

      So, although the textbooks in Palestine and in many other countries were recently changed, the teaching methods did not, because the system which provided the teaching materials failed to make provision for a systematic training in the comprehension and use of the underlying method. After all, a textbook is only a tool but even the best of tools remains impotent if it is not used knowledgeably. And so, the learners of English in Palestine and in many other countries emerge after so many years of the Communicative Approach without achieving the hoped-for degree of communicative competence in the language that was the goal of their educators. 

      The confusion between theory and practice, between what is to be achieved and how it is to be accomplished is at the heart of much of the problem. If the students fail to achieve any appreciable degree of communicative competence, it is because from the very beginning, they are not taught to see English as a tool of communication but as a subject to be passed, by any means, and later forgotten. 
The emphasis on the listening and reading skills is in imbalance with the oral and writing skills, with the result, the students do not practice as output the language data they receive in input. Even the assimilation of input is hindered from the start by the student’s total reliance upon their first language, a dependence that in complete contradiction to the theory is actually encouraged by the instructors. This of course, implies that the focus of the students is not directed to meaning in the target language. Even in their final school year by which time the students ought to be relatively competent at comprehending the language, they are thoughtfully provided with complete translated versions of their anthologies and other reading texts, vocabulary lists, etc. Students studying for an English test, do their entire preparation in Arabic, their first language. But the exams, especially in the senior classes do not contain a single word or even a question phrased in Arabic. How are the students, whose thought processes have been working in Arabic suddenly to make that enormous leap forward and express themselves entirely in a language that excessive translation has not trained them to get accustomed to? So they do the only thing possible to them under the circumstances. They memorize, thereby breaking the principles and defeating the goal of their communication-based curriculum.
One of the most basic principles of the Communicative Approach that is consistently violated in practice is focus on meaning. Not only does translation into Arabic shift the focus of meaning away from English, but also important language items like grammar and vocabulary are taught out of context, so the rules of syntax and words in common usage are learned by rote, rather than seen as something that expresses meaning. 
The failure to assimilate valuable language data in the form of input reflects in a chain reaction upon output. Rote learning dominates the scenario even here. To meet the requirements of the system, model sentences, paragraphs, essays and letters are given to the students to memorize so that they may give a semblance of a communicative competence in exams they do not possess. Nor do they fare any better in the oral skills. Although they are not tested in spoken English, few display any ease or facility when they find themselves in a real communicative situation. Memorizing vocabulary words is pointless, for example, without understanding how to use them in conversation. This lack of understanding makes it impossible to grasp meaning and apply and transfer the knowledge to other areas.
Fuller (2005) states that drilling students to memorize small bits of disconnected information (rote teaching) doesn't require thinking on the part of either the teacher or the students. Besides, it allows the teacher to become an authority figure who cannot easily be questioned. S/he can relax in the sense that s/he does not have to be vigilant, worrying about what his or her students will think of next. S/he can run on automatic, at least for a while. Rote-drill teaching also has the additional attraction that its cognitive simplicity lends itself to indoctrination; something that many a department of Education encourages. When the indoctrinated in turn become teachers they tend to repeat the process with their own students, even when the methodology used produces numerous failures, even disasters. This is exactly the prevailing situation and this is what dominates the process of teaching and learning. Fleming (2007) explains that rote learning is often viewed as bad practice because it involves learning facts without developing a deep understanding of them. 
The Advantages of Utilizing Writing in the Classroom as an Effective Means of Communicative Practice

Obviously, a great deal needs to be done to promote a good understanding of the principles and practices of the Communicative Approach if it is to succeed and produce the desired results. The problems besetting the teaching of the various skills at present are too many but we can find our way out of the morass if we adopt pragmatic measures to translate theory into practice. The focus here is on writing simply because if the idea of teaching a language is to get the learners to communicate effectively in it, then that is what we should be doing from the start. Any system or language program based on the Communicative Approach, which ignores the value of output, is contradicting its own aims. Yet, as I have just pointed out, the oral and written skills receive even less attention than the listening and reading skills. Of what interest can be a language if the students are neither expected nor encouraged to use it as a tool of expression? This question pinpoints one cause underlying the generally poor motivation on the part of students for something, which for them is no more than a tedious subject to be endured, rarely to be enjoyed. For this reason, I believe, we have to alter our teaching approach to be consistent with the communicative theory, especially in the teaching of writing. That is not to say that the oral skills be ignored, but to my mind, of the two skills related to output, speaking poses certain problems. These are as following:

a) In a 40 minute class, there is not enough time to give all the students a chance to speak.

b) As a result, a few bolder ones speak while the others efface themselves away from the unwelcome spotlight of the teacher’s attention.

c) Speaking requires nerve, a willingness to chance the embarrassment and humiliation of committing linguistic errors before others.

d) Meaningful oral communication takes place naturally in conversation, but there are few opportunities in the artificial environment of the classroom of the kind of spoken discourse that gives young native speakers invaluable data early in their linguistic career. There are even fewer opportunities of interacting with native speakers in meaningful discourse.

This does not imply that the problems of teaching the oral skills cannot be overcome. They have been listed merely to explain my choice of the emphasis on writing as the subject of discussion here. Writing is of all the language skills taught in Palestine the most neglected. But writing offers certain advantages over speaking in a language learning situation that is essentially artificial. These are: 

a) It is an activity that all students can participate in as it is done individually and simultaneously.

b) With a modicum of imagination, the teacher can set meaningful   exercises so that the students can express what is real to them.

c) The exercises help to reinforce the grammar and vocabulary items being learned.

d) The discourse written by the students can be the basis on which the rules of syntax can be more effectively taught.

e) Students learn to perceive language as meaning only when they use it. 
The words they learn, for example, can be remembered better if they use them in original sentences of their own to express as far as possible facts, opinions and concerns real to them. This is more consistent with the 
Communicative Approach than the present manner of presenting words out of context in interminable lists, in which, translation in addition, plays  

a detrimental role in drawing meaning away from English.

f) Learning to become effective language users is the key to increasing motivation by removing the fear of English that is such a debilitating factor among our students today.
Teaching Writing for the Purpose of Meaningful Communication

 Having said all this, two questions remain to be answered. When should we introduce writing and how should it be introduced? The answer to the first is quite simple: begin at the beginning, which in the government schools means to begin with the first grade. The second question poses a greater challenge because obviously, the prescribed textbook at this stage contains very few writing exercises. But there are vocabulary items almost from the first page and a little ingenuity is all it takes to teach our young learners to fashion the incipient beginnings of sentences. The starting point is to get them to understand the meaning of the words. But I disagree with any advocate of translation here that the words cannot be easily comprehended without recourse to the mother language. Most of the nouns, for example, are accompanied by illustrations of the items they signify. Translation has to be kept to the minimum to force the comprehension of meaning in the target language itself, to prevent the habit of relying on the mother language to develop from the start. Where translation is unavoidable, and I repeat that such necessities are actually fewer than assumed, once the concept is grasped, the mother language should be relegated to the background and the concept must be repeatedly emphasized in English. This is how input, without which output is not possible, should be given.
Nation (2003) argues that in most of the roles of the L1 there is the common theme that the L1 provides a familiar and effective way of quickly getting to grips with the meaning and content of what needs to be used in the L2. The L1 needs to be seen as a useful tool that like other tools should be used where needed but should not be over-used. He adds that In classes where learners all share the same first language or national language, teachers need to use a range of options to encourage learners to use the L2 as much as possible.  The following range of options is based on the idea that there are several reasons why learners use the L1 when they should be using the L2. These reasons include low proficiency in the L2, the naturalness of using the L2 to do certain jobs, shyness in using the L2, or simply a lack of interest in learning the L2.  
As the beginnings of a vocabulary are acquired, learners should be shown how to put words together into various combinations of their own. Say, for example, the lesson has been about the words table, chair, desk, etc, on page 11. These are words, which will be meaningless as long as they remain only generic terms. The learners should be recalled to the pronouns taken in Unit Two on page 6 and be taught to put the words together in combinations of their own: my chair, your chair, his table, brother’s desk, etc. On page 1, each student supposedly learns to write his or her own name in English. This can profitably result in further combinations: Ali’s chair, Salma’s desk, etc. The names of the fruits learned on page 10 can be linked too: lemons on table, etc, while the learning of colors can provide red tomato, yellow lemon, etc. The possibilities are endless. After the initial demonstration by the teacher on the chalkboard, the students should be encouraged to take the initiative of their own with word combinations that are related to their own lives and to the people they know. The Tom and Jeff kind of discourse in textbooks are only guidelines which should be meaningfully transformed into real people known to the learners in the classroom and at home, if the language being learned is to be memorable and relevant.

This is what language taught as communication is all about – meaning! It is about who and what language users are. Textbook writers, out of necessity have to deal with fictitious characters like Tom, Andy, Jeff and Sue and about the color of their hair and eyes. Even Huda, Naheel and Fadi remain essentially characters of fiction. They are useful in providing input but if we stop at that, then we make the whole process of learning English a meaningless exercise, because we deprive it of its vital function as a medium of communication. It is equally meaningless if the students are asked to give output by repeating the sentences from the textbook after the teacher. This is because the language being learned is not what they might wish to communicate in it. In order to restore meaning and to generate interest, once generic terms are learned, which can happen relatively quickly, Tom, Andy, Jeff and Sue can be dispensed with, and students can express the vocabulary being learned in conjunction with that already learned previously in original combinations. What we call communicative competence cannot be achieved either by rote learning or by repeating orally after the teacher. And in showing students how to combine words to express a variety of meanings, we are teaching them the creativity and originality that characterize genuine language use. Why should not such output be oral? It can be, although in speaking, the ear is the aid to input and in a foreign language, hearing can be frequently defective and the received input transient and easily forgotten unless consolidated through repetition. But in writing, the eye becomes an additional aid for writing makes the language visual, and for that reason, easier to remember. What we see is generally more lasting and memorable than the fleeting sounds we hear and do not always capture. So, through writing, the vocabulary learnt in the different units is constantly consolidated in new, infinitely varied combinations, lively and meaningful because they are the students’ own. 

At the earliest stages, of course, sentences cannot be produced in their entirety but then that is how it is even in the acquisition of the first language. Meaning is initially communicated through two-word or three-word phrases. The point is not to worry about grammar at this stage, any more than we would with our children in their infancy learning to communicate with us in their first language. The introduction of grammar at the very early stage is intimidating and profitless, because it is confusing. Decisions regarding the inclusion of grammar in the language curriculum, such as how much grammar, which grammar points, and the teaching method, should be based on the usefulness of grammar in meeting communicative goals at different levels. The focus in classroom should not be on learning explicit rules of a language, but on activities that are meaning focused (Mungubhai, 2006). The focus should be on vocabulary and the functions which nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives, prepositions and modifiers perform can be understood implicitly and gradually through their use in conjunction with each other. “My friend sit on chair” may not be grammatical but the meaning is clear. A learned discussion on the subject-verb agreement at this point can create more problems than it solves.

Writing should be treated only as an adjunct, as a means to an end rather than as the end itself. The end is the acquisition of communicative competence. It does not have to take up a substantial part of the class-time for once the students understand what to do. Each new lesson may stimulate them into trying out the new vocabulary for themselves. Nor is it advisable to correct their errors and emphasize accuracy and form, unless their phrases are producing something like ‘lemon’s table’ instead of ‘lemons on table’ that interferes with meaning. In focusing on form one can do it more spontaneously as Long (1991) suggests. One reason, I suspect, most teachers ignore writing is the corrections of assignments it automatically entails. But the written discourse of the students is useful data because they provide contexts in which language items can be more profitably taught. For example, at a slightly later stage when a grammar item is introduced in a unit, the samples from the students’ own writings can be used as data to explain the rule in terms of the meaning that they have themselves constructed and thus becomes a consolidating technique to achieving other goals.
                                                                                               
This is reason enough to advocate the introduction of writing at the initial stage. Acquiring communicative competence is a gradual process which, must of necessity pass through various stages because only with time and practice can self-expression in any language be perfected. If the habit of writing is inculcated early enough, even the teaching of grammar becomes less abstract and more practical. If the lesson is on the present simple, then students can learn to devise their own sentences involving this tense, using their own daily lives and habits as the basis on which they construct their meaning. Gradually, with time and experience, their sentences will gain in complexity and variety. As grammar rules begin to make sense, they can learn to monitor and control their own errors. They would have learned communicative competence.  

The time it takes to acquire communicative competence is also reason enough to advocate the introduction of writing in schools from the very first year in which English is taught. Teachers of English at schools have two advantages. Firstly, their students come to them with inquisitive young minds, which can be molded, unlike university instructors who have to battle with the dangerous misconceptions and damaging prejudices which their students bring with them to the English classroom. Secondly, and more importantly, English teachers at schools get to spend time, year after year, monitoring the linguistic development of their pupils who remain within their sphere of influence. This is again unlike the situation in universities where students take a writing course lasting approximately four months with an instructor. Their next writing course with the same or different instructor may come more than a year later. In the meantime, as there is no follow-up in the intervening period, any advantage they may have gained is irretrievably lost.
Conclusion

In the normal order in which language skills are learned, writing is the last to be mastered. That may be true of the first language but does not hold true of a foreign language, especially one that is being learned almost entirely as an academic subject. In this case, unlike the first language, books, not the speakers of the language are the primary source of input, so writing becomes the logical means of output. Without writing, getting our students to acquire communicative competence in English will remain an elusive goal. It is time we came out of the maze of theories governing the teaching of language and applied pragmatism in the use of the means at our disposal in translating the principles underlying the Communicative Approach into practice. 
In the end nothing is more apt than what Fuller (2005) states, “why are we passing on the failing rote-drill techniques from one generation to the next? We have wonderfully exciting alternative techniques that teach and encourage thinking, methods that bypass rote-drill technologies with their all too obvious drawbacks. The questioning taught by Greek philosophers is what our schools should be encouraging. Instead they frequently reward and even mandate testing for superior rote performance, thereby taking the fascination and excitement out of learning, and limiting intellectual development. By finally breaking with the rote tradition we will teach and encourage our children to more fully use their human intelligence”.
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