Natural Approach

The Natural Approach is a language teaching method that is a "comprehension-based" approach that was developed as a modified version of the Direct Method. It is based on the view that language learners should first understand the language being learned by remaining silent before they attempt to communicate in that language. This approach emphasizes the vocabulary of a specific language more than its grammar because communication is its main objective (Terrell, 1977). If learners do not feel pressure to produce the language until they feel at ease, their communication will then lead to the acquisition, and not merely the learning, of the language (Brown, 2007). Finally, when the learners are ready to speak, they may use either their L1s or their L2s, or a combination of both languages (Terrell, 1982). This approach to language learning encompasses the five hypotheses of Stephen Krashen's Monitor Model for second language acquisition (Gass & Selinker, 2001):

· The Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis
· People become proficient in second languages either by acquisition or by learning. Acquisition, which is considered implicit knowledge, occurs "naturally" with speakers' continued use of communication. Learning, which is considered explicit knowledge, occurs with the practice of grammatical rules of the language being learned.

· The Natural Order Hypothesis
· Certain grammatical structures of a particular language will be acquired before others, similar to the acquisition order in first language acquisition. For example, when learning English as a second language, the plural form will typically be acquired before the use of articles.

· The Monitor Hypothesis
· Communication begins with what the language learner has already acquired and then performs verification, or a "monitor," with what he or she has learned to make necessary corrections.

· The Input Hypothesis
· Language learners continue developing fluency by receiving input at slightly higher levels than what they have already acquired.

· The Affective Filter Hypothesis
· Language learners will acquire more input when they have a combination of low degrees of classroom anxiety and high degrees of motivation (Krashen & Terrell, 1983).


The Natural Approach has three main stages:

1. The learner remains silent and develops an understanding of the language by listening.

2. The learner begins to produce words and short phrases that usually have many errors. These errors, however, are not corrected.

3. The learner produces longer sentences and ideas. Few errors are corrected. (Brown, 2007)


As with many language learning methods, the Natural Approach demonstrates both strengths and weaknesses. One of the positive aspects of this language learning approach is that learners tend to feel less threatened if they do not have to speak immediately. Another positive aspect is that learners do not feel intimidated or embarrassed by repeated corrections as they are learning (Brown, 2007).

One of the negative aspects of this language learning approach is that each language learner may have a different period of time that he or she will require in the "silent" mode, which will create difficulty for the teacher in lesson planning. A second negative aspect is that because this approach is based on conversation, teachers are expected to know intuitively what language structures should be taught (Brown, 2007). Finally, a third negative aspect is the "vagueness" of the concept of i+1 in Krashen's Input Hypothesis (Gregg, 1986).
History
The Natural Approach was developed in 1983 by Tracy Terrell and Stephen Krashen at the University of California at Irvine for foreign language instruction. This approach was developed for beginner language learners and was designed to help them attain intermediate levels. While the Natural Approach was originally developed independently of "The Monitor Theory," its later development was influenced by Krashen’s theory of second language acquisition. The Natural Approach has also been influenced by the Total Physical Response Method by James Asher and the Affective Activity Method by Ben Clay Christensen. The first direct test of the Natural Approach was carried out by Wilfired Voge. His study was reported at the International Congress of Applied Linguistics in 1981 (Krashen & Trace, 2000). He analyzed the speech of German students taught with the Natural Approach. The results of the study showed that the Natural Approach students outperformed controls on tests of many aspects of communication ability.

The basic idea of the Natural Approach is that the natural condition of language acquisition outside the classroom should be reproduced as much as possible in class. In addition, it focuses on the basic personal communication skills in everyday language situations. The Natural Approach received strong support from educators and teachers of the proficiency movement in second language teaching in the United States who wanted classroom activities to shift from non-communicative grammar-driven drills to communicative task-driven exercises. Even though the ambiguous concept of "comprehensible input" and the delay of oral production have been pointed out as some of its shortcomings, the Natural Approach is acknowledged as one of the original communicative methods of second language instruction and is still going strong today. (Achard & Nielmeier, 2004)

Context
The Natural Approach is used in foreign or second language classrooms and stresses the importance of developing communication skills via a natural acquisition process that begins and proceeds with the following developmental stages:

1. comprehension (preproduction)

2. early production

3. speech emergence (Krashen and Terrell, 1983).

When implemented, this curriculum concentrates on creating realistic contexts with a topical or situational syllabus. The topics should be congruent with students’ interests to encourage self-fueled participation in communicative activities that are geared towards favorable learning environments that minimize the anxiety level. To keep anxiety at a minimum, students’ errors go uncorrected as long as these errors do not impede communication. Instructors use the target language for the duration of the class and interaction is the main focus to build up communicative competence. It remains undetermined whether non-correction has a positive or a negative effect on students. For example, Zhao (1990) stated that half of Chinese EFL (English as a foreign language) students in his study did not favor the avoidance of error correction, which is a special feature of the Natural Approach, while Furuhata (1999) found that a large percentage of Japanese ESL students favored innovative approaches and classroom practices of the Natural Approach. With this approach, the teacher is the primary source of input and reading is not the main focus. One belief is that reading can be done outside of the classroom. However, listening to the target language is not always feasible, especially in foreign language contexts. Therefore, students should hear as much of the language as possible through classroom interactions which could include role-playing, group problem-solving tasks, story retelling exercises, or class discussions (Furey, 1986). For example, in a beginner level classroom with communicative goals, the teacher may choose to discuss very basic topics such as colors, numbers, students' names, and members of their families (Richard-Amato, 1996). Considering that students are not expected to force output, they can use non-verbal or one-to-two-word answers after they surpass the silent period. TPR is often an element of the natural approach that is used to elicit nonverbal responses and check for comprehension. TPR is an acronym for “Total Physical Response.” It is when the teacher gives commands and the students respond accordingly. So if the teacher says, stand up, the students stand up. If the teacher says walk, the students walk and so forth. Some nouns are introduced so that students can walk to the door for example and expand their linguistic repertoire.

There is often a misconception about grammar teaching and the natural approach. Learning versus acquisition has a clear distinction according to the founders of the Natural Approach. NA founders believe that both inductive and deductive learning of grammar rules are just that, learning, and not acquisition. Learning “requires a conscious focus on grammar, whereas acquisition necessitates a focus on meaning." However, the knowledge of a certain amount of grammar "helps acquisition by bettering comprehension and by increasing the number of input avenues” (Ellidokuzoglu,1997).

A negative response to this method is being that teachers are often the main source of input and a silent period is anticipated, the teachers are speaking a lot, and often times they are not native-like speakers of the target language. For this reason, it is recommended that such teachers use audio and video from native speakers to enrich the listening input. Another difficult aspect of this approach is discovering what i+1 is for each student. Krashen defined i as the present state of students’ ability in the L2 (second language) and +1 as the desired level of input, which should be slightly higher than students’ present abilities. Critics are often concerned with the feasibility of a teacher instructing students who might all be at different stages in their acquisition. A large appeal for using this approach is that both Krashen and Terrell advocate using one or all aspects of it depending on how it fits into a desired curriculum. However, it is important to take into account the different variables and needs of the target group of students, some of which might be: the type of program, the age, the gender, and the L2 proficiency levels of the students.

