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TRANSLATION AS A LANGUAGE LEARNING STRATEGY 
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This paper discusses the position of translation in 
the contemporary pedagogy of second language 
along with a historical overview. Firstly, I present 
a historical look at the use of translation as the 
sole means of teaching second language; its 
subsequent banishment from and revival in 
language teaching. Secondly, I explore the 
position it is given in contemporary language 
teaching approaches. Thirdly, I elucidate the 
concept of translation as the fifth skill. Finally, I 
present advantages of using translation. 
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1. Introduction 

We live in a multicultural and multilingual 
society, and language is an essential way of 
communication. In this context, translation could 
be one of the best ways to communicate, learn, 
discover and prepare for the future. Regarding 
learning, use of translation can take two different 
forms: learning translation itself and learning 
through translation.  Use of translation as a 
learning strategy has been a controversial issue for 
long. Meanwhile the evidences show that the 
attitude towards use of translation in language 
learning has constantly been changing in the 
course of development of educational 
philosophies and practices. 

Translation is a useful skill in itself and not just 
for professional translators and interpreters. It is a 
natural phenomenon. Switching between 
languages and translation happens instinctively. In 
multilingual societies and a globalized world, 
translation is in all round use as an authentic act 
of communication in the various institutions. 

2. Historical overview 

Historically, the use of translation in the second 
language classroom is associated with Grammar 
Translation Method, which employed translation 

as a primary mode of instruction to help learners 
read and appreciate the foreign language 
literature. With the emergence of skill-based 
model, the view towards translation was twisted. 
This model neglected translation and 
interpretation skills and undermined the 
importance of the use of L1 in the L2 classroom. 
Direct Method and Audiolingual Method regarded 
the use of translation as a ‘taboo’ (Bhattarai, 
Adhikari & Phyak). In the direct method teacher 
and learners are suggested to avoid using the 
learners’ native language and they are encouraged 
to use only the target language. Based on Duffs' 
(1991, p.105) observation, Bhattarai (2010) writes 
“ Translation as a method became 'fossilized' and 
became less and less associated with the 
excitement of new discoveries, and more and 
more with the tedium of book learning” (p. 75).   
Later the Audiolingual Method tried to teach 
directly without using the L1 to explain new 
items. Translation was supposed to hinder 
language learning rather than facilitating the 
learning process. 

Cook (2007) writes the rejection of translation in 
FLT was the result of the emergence of modern 
SLA theories, and political and demographic 
influences. Among major FLA theories have been 
behaviorism, which sees language learning as a 
matter of habit formation; Chomskyan nativism, 
which views a disposition to acquire language as a 
genetic endowment; as the result of a need to 
convey social meaning. All in turn had a vicarious 
influence on teaching practice almost none 
making use of translation. Modern FLT course-
books are firmly based on the foreign-language-
only principle. Such books are created by the 
native speakers of the respective language and are 
meant to be taught in this language only. 

Translation was the basis for language teaching 
for a very long time, and then it was rejected as 
new methodologies started to appear. The advent 
of communicative approaches helped translation 
acquire a new identity. Communicative Language 



22 / Translation as... 

Teaching (CLT) recognizes translation as a 
technique and allows judicious use of native 
language (Richards & Rodgers, 2001). However, 
sadly the need for formal training in translation 
and interpreting in the ELT classroom has been 
greatly underplayed. Translation and interpreting 
skills are not regarded as an essential element of 
overall communicative and linguistic competence. 

3. Revival of translation 

Since the turn of the twentieth century, it has been 
generally assumed that L2 should be taught 
without reference to the learners' L1. It has 
become a popular belief among teachers that the 
translation of L1 gets in the way with the 
acquisition of L2. The negative connotation of 
translation derives from its association with the 
Grammar Translation Method and overlooks the 
fact that translation can be used in many other 
ways. 

With the emergence of postmodern philosophies 
such as post modernism, constructivism and so 
on, recent years have seen the beginning of a 
reappraisal of the role of translation in language 
learning and a number of researchers and theorists 
have expressed doubts about its banishment from 
the classroom. The extremism of its earlier 
rejection is being recognized and the use of 
translation is being readmitted, not only as a 
matter of expediency but also as a theoretically 
justified activity aiding acquisition (Bhattarai, 
2010) 

Translation was a significant part of ELT for a 
long time and then a significant missing part for a 
long time also with the arrival and then total 
dominance of communicative methodologies. 
Translation was quickly consigned to the part 
along with other ‘traditional’ tools such as 
dictation, reading aloud and drills. However, this 
and these other abandoned activities are now a 
feature of many communicative classrooms and 
successful aids to learning. Back in the 1970s 
some linguists voiced a cautious opinion that 
probably in the future language teachers would 
once again examine the effectiveness of 
translation (Falk, 1973). The future has come and 
translation has got a new identity as a means to 
reach the end. Duff (1989) says that teachers and 
students now use translation to learn a language, 

rather than learning translation. 

4. Translation in current language methods 

The demise of Audio-lingual Method and the 
advent of Communicative Method helped 
translation acquire a new identity. Regarding the 
place of translation in the communicative 
language classroom, Richards and Rogers (2001, 
p.156) write that judicious use of native language 
is accepted where feasible. Current approaches 
such as Desuggestopedia, Communicative 
Language Learning, Total Physical Response, The 
Silent Way and Task- Based Learning are 
democratic to the judicial use of translation as a 
technique. 

Recent researches in pragmatics also suggest that 
greater awareness of L1 helps in the more 
effective communicative use of L2. Rather than 
being seen as an obstacle to real language use, 
translation might more effectively be viewed as a 
way of fine-tuning the language to be used in 
given situations. 

When we are helping our learners understand 
second language grammar and vocabulary through 
the use of translation, we are utilizing the 
linguistic resources they are already familiar with 
to enter to a new linguistic world. Oxford’s (1990) 
observation is that language learners resort to 
translation to make FL input comprehensible, they 
analyze contrastively; and they transform from 
NL to FL. 

Even the adherents of communicative methods do 
not seem to feel extremely easy in sticking to the 
foreign language-only situation. Every now and 
then, they switch to their mother tongues for 
explanation and clarification. Another relevant 
issue is that we rarely learn a foreign language for 
the sole purpose of foreign language-only 
communication. We are confronted with the daily 
necessity of indulging in some forms of 
translation and interpreting. 

In theory most FLT specialists recognize the 
necessity for a systematic comparison between 
native and foreign language. However, in practice 
they usually do not go beyond the use of full 
sentences in the first language to give the meaning 
of the dialogues for memorizations (Lado, 1964). 
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5. Translation as the fifth skill 

The inclusion-exclusion issue of translation as a 
learning strategy is not a newly-started debate. 
Elements of translation and interpreting have 
always been part of the language learning process 
in classes where the teacher can communicate 
with the students with their mother tongue. 
Moreover, translation and interpreting techniques, 
even at the non- professional level, are specific 
skills requiring formal training. 

Naimushin (2002) has given a new identity to 
translation as the ‘fifth skill’, others being 
listening, speaking, reading and writing. 
Translation and interpreting are essential social 
skills and a useful language learning tool for 
preparing learners to real life situations in their 
jobs and studies. Here, Naimushin discusses the 
need to recognize translation and interpreting skill 
as an important element of communicative and 
linguistic competence alongside the other four 
skills. In the advanced or tertiary phase of 
language teaching, translation from L1 to L2 and 
L2 to L1 is recognized as the fifth skill and the 
most important social skill, since it promotes 
communication and understanding. 

Use of the fifth skill is a fact of life for many 
students. Students with different language 
backgrounds at elementary level obviously 
possess less vocabulary and asking them to think 
in the target language is superfluous. Moreover, 
translation is what students often expect in 
language classes. We can see the evidence of 
students’ involvement in translation despite 
teacher’s prohibition. It proves the students’ 
expectation of using translation. For this reason, 
the basics of translation and interpreting 
techniques should be included in FLT 
methodology as the fifth skill and applied to the 
level and specific need for the students. 
Translation exercises are also fascinating for 
comparative study of L1 and L2. It is helpful for 
making students analyze the syntactic, semantic as 
well as pragmatic features of two languages. 

However, the problem is that training in this fifth 
skill is not at all popular in most modern FLT 
classrooms and its importance is more often than 
not underestimated. To some extent, this is a 
leftover reaction to the old Grammar- Translation 

method. 

6. Advantages of using translation 

Many teachers and theorists now see the validity 
and importance of translation as an activity in 
communicative classrooms. They aver that 
teachers and students now use translation to teach 
and learn the second language. 

Using translation is surely a natural and obvious 
means of teaching a new language. It has several 
good effects. In any case teachers cannot stop 
students from translating-–it is such a 
fundamental basis for language learning. 
Mohamed (2014) writes that translation is widely 
used as a technique to check students’ 
understanding, help students clarify the meanings 
of linguistic units, increase students’ vocabulary, 
and develop students’ ability of contrastive 
analysis and students’ overall language learning. 
Many people also find the tackling of translation 
problems intellectually stimulating and 
aesthetically satisfying. Moreover, it facilitates 
classroom management and control, and allows 
students to maintain their own sense of first 
language identity, while also building a bilingual 
identity.  

Some of the notable advantages of using 
translations as a learning strategy are given below. 
 If designed well, translation activities in the 

classroom are useful for practicing the four 
skills and develop communicative 
competence. 

 Translation is a real-life, natural activity and 
increasingly necessary in the global 
environment. It has become a must for 
survival. To be pinpointed, it has become a 
very important tool for preserving human 
existence. Thus, using translation in the 
classroom assists the learners to prepare for 
real life situation. 

 Students would get the sense that learning 
another language is a positive experience 
because they can have access to resources that 
support them. They do not have to feel guilty 
for doing what comes naturally. 

 Most of the teachers advocate that 
communicating with students in their mother 
tongue helps in maintaining good teacher-
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student rapport. 
 Translation is one of the easiest ways of 

explaining meanings and words which in turn 
helps in improvement of EFL learners’ 
linguistic accuracy. 

 Translation can be a support for the writing 
process, especially at lower levels. They can 
have access to resources through translation. 

 Translation assists in comparative analysis of 
two languages. Discussion of differences and 
similarities during translation process helps 
learners understand the interaction of the two 
languages and the problems caused by their 
L1. It also helps learners appreciate the 
strengths and weaknesses of the L1 and L2. 

To put it in a nutshell, carefully designed 
translation activities involve learners in a 
metalinguistic task, which requires attention to the 
structural features of language in order to build 
pragmatic competence. It is a good way of 
developing communicative competence along 
with multicultural insights. 

6. Conclusion 

Translation has almost always remained in the 
second language classroom, though in different 
forms and for different purposes. Today 
translation is largely a valid activity for language 
practice and improvement. The neglect seems to 
be partly because of the continuous misuse of 
translation in the classroom. Even where it is 
retained, it tends to be used not for language, but 
for testing. The main reason for this might be that 
over the centuries translation had gradually 
become fossilized. Last but not the least, carefully 
planned translation activities should be given 
respectful space as a learning strategy. 
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