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Communicative Language Teaching

By Steve Taylore-Knowles

Introduction

Over the last few decades, Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) has become common in classrooms
around the world at all levels of ability and with students of all ages. The starting point for the CLT approach is to
consider what people actually do with language outside the classroom. Every day, people use language to
provide and to ask for information, to make requests, to give and to ask for permission, and for a long list of other
functions. In other words, they use language to communicate. The aim of Communicative Language Teaching is
to give students the skills they need in order to be able to communicate effectively in English.

The teacher as model

In some approaches to teaching English, the teacher’s main role is to pass on knowledge to students through
explanations. In Communicative Language Teaching, the role of the teacher is rather different, although
providing clear explanations of language points is still an important part of it. First of all, the teacher acts as a
model of good communication skills. This involves asking clear questions, providing clear answers, and giving
clear instructions to students. The teacher also models active listening skills, which include making eye contact,
listening carefully to what people are saying, checking that listeners understand what'’s being said, and
responding appropriately. It is the teacher who sets the expectation that these and other communication skills,
such as taking turns appropriately in a conversation, are the classroom norm.

Classroom interaction

As in many other classrooms, some of the interaction in the CLT classroom consists of the teacher talking to the
whole class while the students listen or respond to the teacher’s questions, particularly when the teacher is
explaining a language point. However, CLT is based on the idea that in order to improve students’
communication skills, most of the interaction that teachers need to provide for their students should be classroom
tasks that require and develop communication skills. In particular, CLT makes use of roleplays, pair work and
group work tasks. These forms of interaction provide some important benefits.

One benefit is that students usually find these forms of interaction motivating and engaging. Pair and group work
provide opportunities to focus more on fluency and on content than on accuracy, which often means that
students are able to speak more freely than when they are asked to respond to direct questions from the teacher
in front of the whole class. These interactions provide a safer space to practise communication skills. The
teacher has an important part to play here, ensuring that students avoid focusing on form too much during tasks
as well as bringing their students’ focus back onto the content of the interaction rather than correcting each
other’s English while carrying out the task.

Another benefit is a better use of time. When students are divided into pairs or groups and given a task that each
pair or group carries out at the same time, it is a far more efficient and effective use of classroom time than other
forms of classroom interaction. It means that all students can be engaged and active at the same time, rather
than merely listening to other students respond to the teacher’s questions or prompts, which is a typical
interaction in some classrooms. Through pair and group work, each individual student spends far more time
using English and practising their communication skills.

Meaningful communication

In order for the interactions to be effective, we need to ensure that successfully completing a task depends on

meaningful communication. In other words, each pair and group work task is designed so that there is a real

purpose for the interaction, mirroring communicative interactions in the real world. This real purpose might

involve a student communicating something about their own life which another student doesn’t know, such as

information about their family, or their own opinions on a subject. It might also involve creating an information

gap between the students which requires the use of different communication skills. &
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Let’s consider a couple of examples at different levels of English ability that illustrate the idea of meaningful
communication. Imagine a teacher is working with students at an elementary level of English who are learning or
practising the names of colours. The teacher produces sheets of paper with perhaps four or five coloured circles on
them. Most sheets are different from each other, but each sheet has at least one other that matches it exactly.
Each student receives a sheet and is asked not to let other people see their sheet. The task is for each student to
find another student whose sheet exactly matches their own. Armed with a simple structure, such as Do you have a
... circle?, students mingle around the classroom, asking and answering each other’s questions, until they have
each found a matching partner. This type of task can be easily adapted to focus on shapes, body parts, and a
range of other lexical sets. Contrast this with a situation where a teacher indicates different objects that the whole
class can see and asks questions such as What colour is this? and expects students to respond with the correct
colour. In that case, no meaningful communication takes place since all students already know the answer.

With students at an intermediate level of English, teachers using CLT methodology might ask them to work in pairs
with a short text related to a topic they are currently covering in class, such as the environment. Each member of
the pair is given the same text but with different parts of the text missing. The teacher might remove concrete facts,
such as figures, dates or places, or remove reasons, causes and effects, depending on the type of text and the
sophistication of the students. Without looking at each other’s version of the text, the students need to ask and
answer questions in order to reconstruct the entire text.

At an advanced level of English, teachers might put students into groups and give them a roleplay situation. It
might be roleplaying a planning meeting at a company that produces, say, apps for smartphones. Each student is
given a card that outlines their role (e.g. sales manager, app designer) and what they want to achieve through the
meeting (e.g. hiring more sales staff). They are then asked to roleplay the meeting, each attempting to achieve as
many of their (sometimes competing) goals as possible while reaching a consensus.

Assessment and correction

During the task, the students’ focus should be on achieving the communicative aim, whether that's finding
someone in the class with matching information, reconstructing a text, or successfully completing a roleplay.

The teacher’s role is to employ ongoing informal assessment by monitoring the interactions and making sure that
each pair and group stays on task and does not get distracted by trying to correct each other’s use of language. It's
worth making the importance of completing the task explicit at the start of any communicative task. As teachers
monitor the students, they should make a note of any errors that they want to focus on after the activity. This is
usually most effective when the teacher selects errors that more than one student makes since focusing on these is
likely to be of use to more students. While the teacher may choose to ignore most other errors, it is sometimes
worth using ‘hot correction’ with individual students. With hot correction, the teacher quickly makes a note of the
correct form on a slip of paper and simply places it on the table in front of the student, without interrupting the
interaction.

Conclusion

Communicative Language Teaching prepares students for communicative demands outside the classroom using
techniques that develop communication skills. In its pure form, some teachers may feel that there is not enough
focus on accuracy and language structure to meet their needs and the needs of their students. However,
introducing elements of the approach into your classroom and reconsidering your role as a teacher and the types of
tasks you ask your students to take part in will motivate and engage your students while developing their
communication skills.
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