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Abstract 

 
The communicative language teaching (CLT) approach and its fundamental principles, including learning to 
communicate through interaction and engagement, are generally upheld by theories in the area of second 
language acquisition even though by and large implementing CLT is to some degree difficult and ineffective 
in many ESL (English as a second language) and EFL (English as a foreign language) contexts. This action 
research is undertaken to assist a small group of Thai EFL school teachers in developing and implementing 
context-sensitive CLT through a teacher training program designed for their own professional development 
as secondary school teachers. Two methods are employed, an observation and a task evaluation.  It is found 
that from the teachers’ practice using CLT in teaching, their classes are hardly communicative in nature as 
communication is constrained and rather unilateral, mostly directed by the teachers. Some 
recommendations are made to the teachers under study based on the methods used, addressing fluency 
rather than accuracy if students’ communicative competence is the goal.  
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1. Introduction  
 
The communicative approach (CA), in common with CLT and task-based language teaching (TBLT), 
has been corroborated by a number of ELT (English language teaching) practitioners in the past few 
decades. Interestingly, substantial research conducted in various EFL settings worldwide points to 
the difficulties of implementing CLT. In Thailand, this has also been the case in secondary schools 
where attempts to undertake CLT have not proven satisfactory.  

The CA in truth emerged as a combination of two strands of thought.  The first dealt with the 
rules of use and the second indicated that if the activities used by the language teacher were directed 
at involving the learners in solving communication difficulties in the target language, then language 
learning occurred per se (Allwright, 1979). As a result, instead of teaching grammar structures 
through a process between audiolingualism and PPP (presentation,  practice, and production), the 
teacher could teach various language functions, spend time having the learners discuss and share 
ideas and do role-plays. In the first place, the communicative approach indeed brought about a 
phenomenon of role-plays and information gap activities, which attempted to provoke actual 
necessary communication and interaction. It would appear that for some of the students who 
preferred grammar learning, this could mean a conflict they had to face. Though grammar teaching 
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still took place, more time was spent on discussions and dialogs and other communicative tasks.    
In ELT, there are teaching practices that come with teaching methods including the CLT 

approach. This entire teaching procedure is a rather complex event that relies on different aspects, 
including the teacher’s teaching behavior, the managerial and social context of the tasks, personal 
opinions and habits and the students’ expectancy (Brumfit, 1994). Also, classroom activities are 
supported by the teacher in diverse features whilst the teacher concentrates more on student 
participation through independent learning. The highlight of communicative interaction is more 
chances for building cooperative connections between the teacher and students and among students 
who have more opportunities to express their own identity in the classroom. With classroom 
activities in groups and pairs, students can communicate with the teacher independently. Also, 
learners’ errors are not being continuously corrected in communicative skill improvement. 

In this regard, it is important to focus on EFL teachers who play a vital role because the 
language of EFL teachers is an essential part of the learners’ input. Furthermore, EFL teachers are 
usually perceived as role models who have fluent English competence and employ various 
communication strategies to help students learn and improve their English (Zheng. 2004).  

In this study, two main research questions include: 
1. What is Thai EFL teachers’ understanding of the communicative language teaching (CLT) 

approach? 
2. How do they evaluate learners’ tasks using CLT in their teaching practice? 

 
2. Literature Review 
 
In the area of teaching approaches, CLT is regarded as one effective method and the main notion of 
CLT is communicative competence which aims to help learners achieve their communicative ability 
(Richards & Rodgers, 2014). CLT, as an approach rather than a method, comprises several sets of 
principles regarding the communicative language purposes and language learning and can be 
implemented to promote a wide variety of classroom processes.  

The objective of CLT is to improve learners’ ability to use the target language in real-life 
situations (Celce-Murcia, 2001). It requires a new design for a teaching method, teaching materials, 
the roles and performances of teachers and learners and communicative activities and techniques in 
the classroom (Richards, & Rodgers, 2014). CLT allows the learners to perform actively in L2. In fact, 
it is not quite distinct from the previous method, the audiolingual or oral-situational method which 
aims to improve the learners’ performance to communicate. However, CLT focuses more on 
divergent language patterns. To elaborate, the former method highlights a group of linguistic systems 
(phonological, lexical, and grammatical), meanwhile CLT concentrates on language functional 
patterns and communicative competence theory (Ellis, 2003). It is an approach to language teaching 
that emphasizes authenticity, interaction, student-centered learning, task-based activities, and 
communication for the real world and meaningful purposes (Brown, 2007). In short, CLT can be 
defined as an approach in language teaching that aims to facilitate the learners to have 
communicative competence and use the language in the authentic situations.  

Simply put, in CLT, learners are encouraged to focus on meaning rather than form for the 
communicative events (Savignon, 2006). As Dörnyei & Ushioda (2009) point out, the concept in 
learning through the communicative approach makes certain that the communicative ability of 
learners should improve automatically when they actively participate in meaningful communicative 
activities. Brown (2007) also proposes four underlying characteristics of CLT: communicative 
competence, engagement in real language-use, fluency over accuracy and productive language use. 
 
2.1 Communicative Competence 
 
Young (2008) defines competence as something that an individual possesses more or less than 
another person, and a person’s competence is a multifaceted construct composed of several parts.   
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The conception of communicative competence is complicated and remains unstable because it 
covers topics within discourse analysis, pragmatics, and the theory of grammar (Widdowson, 2003). 
Similarly, Shrum and Glisan (2005) see it as the capability to function in a communicative setting by 
using not only grammatical knowledge but also non-verbal communication and intonation, 
strategies, and risk-taking in endeavoring communication.  
 
2.2 CLT Classroom Activities Promoting Communication 
 
In CLT classrooms, it is necessary to provide students more opportunities to have English practice to 
enhance communicative skills and participate in authentic communicative situations. The teacher 
has to design their classroom activities to promote the interaction and the learning outcome of the 
students. One method to make the class more effective is to use different tasks to engage students in 
classroom interaction. According to Ellis (2003), tasks are activities that call for primarily meaning-
focused language use where the students are required to perform tasks as language users in terms of 
manipulating the similar types of communicative procedures as they participate in the real-world 
performances. This way,  tasks resemble the contexts that students can use in their daily life. 

The classroom is the unique context where communication exists as the meanings and the 
structures of communication are shaped by teachers and students’ performances, perceptions, and 
settings within the classroom (Johnson, 1996). However, many EFL teachers in higher education 
encounter problems in teaching English in the classroom because of students’ low English speaking 
proficiency. Regarded as active or productive skill, speaking is needed in communicative activities 
that contribute to students’ use of the language. Speaking is essential because it is a part of the 
communal social activity (Luoma, 2004).  Speaking ability is also the considerable part of language 
curriculums and it serves as the significant aspect of language assessment. 

For classroom activities, Richards and Rodgers (2014) justify that teachers are more motivated to 
create small-group work. Small-group activities are beneficial for communicative classroom purposes. 
The small groups in language classrooms benefit students to promote more participation. Moreover, 
these activities allow more room for the teachers to give feedback, observe and provide adequate 
advice to the students. The pair and group activities offer learners a great chance to use the language 
and to improve fluency. 

To achieve in the language classroom, Littlewood (2007) summarizes the significance of 
communicative activities towards language learning. The communicative activities provide whole-
task practice, improve motivation, allow natural learning and create a context which supports 
learning. These activities are essential elements of students’ learning process. Celce-Murcia (2001) 
suggests activities that promote oral skills, including discussions, speeches, role plays, conversations, 
oral dialogue journals, and other accuracy-based activities. Specifically, Richards and Rodgers (2014) 
point out that common activities in CLT involve jig-saws, task-completion, information-gathering, 
opinion-sharing, information-transfer, reasoning gap and role plays. These activities can promote 
students’ opportunities to use language in various tasks. A broader category of communicative 
activities is proposed by Ellis (2003), such as field experiences, classroom management activities, 
inviting guest speakers, discussing students’ personal life topics and other topics from other subjects 
in the program.  

In brief, all activities for CLT are designed to serve the learners’ communicative competence, 
which includes group work and pair work activities in promoting classroom interaction. 

Today, English communication is the medium among people worldwide. Thus, it is clearly 
important to have communicative language ability. EFL students, and teachers alike, likewise should 
have communicative English ability because it can help them communicate successfully and for 
students communicative skill aims and prepares them to communicate effectively in the digital 
world. Rubin and Thompson (1994) recommended how to communicate efficiently, indicating that 
one should have knowledge beyond grammar, vocabulary and the way of making sentences. 
Significantly, in the professional world, graduates’ proficient communicative skills are required more 
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and more by today’s employers than their outstanding academic records (Ward, 2017).  
 
3. Methods 
 
Employing an interpretive approach using mixed methods, this research aims to provide a better 
understanding of the intricacies of the social world, focusing on the ability of those who create 
meanings to the world they live in.  

The methods used to obtain data are an observation and a task evaluation.  By combining these 
two methods, the researcher gains better understanding and substantiation as these methods 
compliment and supplement each other. To evaluate the development of EFL teachers’ knowledge of 
CLT, a systematic observation scheme was first generated after the participating teachers were 
informed of what CLT and task-based language teaching (TBLT) mean. The key principles related 
were also identified to the participants in relation to second language learning and cognitive 
psychology. Then, the researcher’s developed scheme was compared with other typical CLT 
observation schemes. Teacher talk and peer work represent two key elements of CLT to assess 
pedagogical activities in the classrooms to the extent that there is a primary focus on meaning and of 
how classroom interaction and engagement are observed.  

Also, an additional criterion for evaluating a task was given to the extent that there is a 
communicative goal set for learners to accomplish. In sum, these three criteria were mainly 
considered in the analysis of classroom talk and pair or group work and in the plan for and the 
process of pedagogical undertakings.   

The observed classes were video-taped separately with the consent of the teachers and students 
and each one lasted about thirty minutes. Field notes were also taken during each observation. Each 
class had bout ten to fifteen students. Afterwards, the interactions between the teachers and students 
were transcribed. In observing pair and group activities, the students’ behaviors and the teachers’ use 
of strategies to increase the students’ engagement and the circumstances where these occurred were 
also noted. The researcher analyzed the data obtained to find patterns or features of the teachers’ 
practice after that the researcher applied these patterns or features to the conceptual framework of 
this study.   
 
3.1 Participants 
 
Eight Thai EFL secondary school teachers from a private school in Bangkok were selected purposively 
as participants in this study. Six were female teachers while the two others were male. They had been 
teaching English at the school, ranging from three to sixteen years and their age varied from twenty 
six to forty five. Six had a Master’s degree in English or English Language Teaching whereas the two 
others held a Bachelor’s degree in Curriculum and Instruction or Education Administration. It was 
found that five had some experience training on teaching English at school and in English speaking 
countries; however, three teachers reported having some ELT training at school only.  
 
4. Findings and Discussion 
 
By means of analysis with an interpretive and inductive approach, the scheme essentially captured 
insights into the teachers’ practice and their underlying beliefs. In a casual focus group interview 
conducted prior to observations, the teachers had claimed that they were using CLT to some degree. 
Nonetheless, in the initial observations, some inconsistencies between their reported beliefs and 
actual practice were revealed. Even though the teachers had very different teaching styles and paces, 
there were some common features which resulted in constrained communication and engagement. 
These include weak teacher enquiring and unfitting talk administration as presented in Table 1 
below.  
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Table 1: Attributes contributing to communication constraints  
 
Standard Feature Teacher Enquiry Talk Administration
Initial Emphasis 
on Meaning 

-Posed display questions which they 
already knew the answers to regularly 

-Hardly gave feedback on content 
-Disrupted the conversation flow by rectifying 
students’ mistakes occasionally 

Engagement and 
Interaction 

-Teacher turns exceeded student turns
-Primarily teacher initiative and focused  

-Limited response time given for students 
-Ignored students’ responses if not the standard 
answer in the teacher’s thought or  in the text 

 
An appraisal of teacher questioning or asking indicates that the way the teachers questioned the 
students does not show a primary focus on meaning. They mainly asked displayed questions. Display 
questions are questions asked to see if the persons spoken to know the answer or not. In an ELT 
classroom, these questions are used by teachers asking learners to see if they understand or 
remember something. Display questions can actually be compared to referential questions, asked 
when questioners need to know the answer. Display questions evidently lack the communicative 
feature and validity of referential questions; however, they appear to be an important instrument in 
the classroom, not only for the teacher to be able to check and evaluate their learners’ 
comprehension, but also as a basis for listening practice. The teachers in this study seemed to have a 
misconception that this type of questioning promotes real communication. For example, when one of 
the teachers pointed to a thing in the picture to ask, ‘What do you call this?, the class was actually 
practicing the sentence structure related to objects or items found in a house. Teachers should realize 
that this type of questioning is similar to form-focused practice (Thornbury, 1996). The explicit 
teaching mode observed contributes less to learners’ ability to use the form with accuracy in 
production. Thus, meaning-focused instruction should be used alongside as well (Ellis, 2003).   

It can be pointed out that instead of only asking display questions, CLT teachers are 
recommended to ask referential questions, using why and how to gain open-ended, unexpected 
responses from students. These referential questions create co-constructed meaning in the flow of 
interaction, and it is indeed this co-constructed meaning that has the potential for learning to occur 
(Long, 2000). Secondly, using referential questions to relate topics or contents to learners’ own 
experience is always a useful strategy to raise students’ desire to engage. They are usually more 
interested in these personalized questions. Thus, when they participate in meaningful 
communication, they can learn to communicate. 

In terms of task evaluation, the teachers did clearly have communicative goals set for learners to 
achieve in their lesson plans. Nonetheless, it was found that they in most cases failed to come up with 
clear assessment criteria to evaluate learners’ success in using CLT after the classes were taught. It 
can be said that communicative activities based on fluency and accuracy should be employed. 
Brumfit (1994) suggests that evaluation is associated with accuracy, problem solving and evidence of 
skill mastering. On the other hand, the use of language still needs fluency, expressiveness, a reliance 
on implicit knowledge, and naturalness in terms of understanding or production. 

As observed from their teachings, the teachers obstructed the students’ conversation flow by 
correcting students’ language production. In communicative activities, teachers should not be strict 
with students’ errors but rather encourage them to speak more confidently in the class. Lu and Ng 
(2013) remark that errors produced by students in the CLT class are acceptable and fluency frequently 
dominates accuracy. In principle, learning a language is originally served for oral communication in 
utilizing the language; therefore, ignorance of errors allows learners to try out the target language to 
improve their communicative competence.  In addition, Larsen-Freeman (2000) states that errors of 
the form can be tolerated during fluency-based activities and are seen as a natural outcome of the 
development of communication skills.  

As noted by Johnson (1996), for the teachers who aim to accommodate their students to have 
communicative competence in the classroom, they need to provide communication structures that 
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maximize the linguistic and interactional proficiency of the students to afford their opportunities to 
engage in and learn from classroom activities. It can be accomplished by expressing or setting the 
linguistic, social, and interactional norms that control the students to participate in classroom 
activities.  

In the CLT classroom, teachers can focus more on fluency rather than accuracy if they intend to 
improve students’ communicative competence. They can provide feedback or correct errors made by 
students after the conversation practice is complete. In this case, students can gradually learn how to 
use the language grammatically and meaningfully.  

Another arising issue deals with giving students more air time to interact or engage back.   
Teachers can simply increase students’ turns by giving them more time to respond to their questions. 
To do so, teachers may need to force themselves to tolerate any silence in the interaction. It is not 
difficult to recognize those features which lead to low learner engagement. Nonetheless, teachers 
may not be well aware when these emerge in their own practice, causing minimal to no involvement 
from learners.   

Last but not least, if a well-developed lesson plan always fails to succeed in teaching 
communicatively, teachers should consider implementing a technological tool in the CLT classroom 
which could help improve and motivate students’ interest (Somdee and Suppasetseree, 2012). Web-
based projects, online self-tests, and electronic portfolios are some of the activities that can be used 
to supplement teaching and learning (Kreiger, 2005). Different kinds of teaching materials can 
promote students to be more enthusiastic and attract their attention in learning because these 
materials can support the natural use of language in the classroom contexts. To create a 
communicative classroom, teachers should design their classroom activities to allow students to 
engage and interact with peers in pair and group work in various tasks.  
 
5. Conclusion    
 
CLT has been used worldwide in a number of language classrooms and it evidently remains beneficial 
in English language teaching and learning despite a need for more empirical research on CLT 
utilization in other contexts. It enhances the learners’ communicative skill as the principal goal of 
CLT is to achieve communicative competence. This urges teachers to prepare their lesson plans, 
teaching materials and classroom activities to help learners develop their skills effectively. It is also 
known for instructional practice that emphasizes learners’ competence regarding social interaction. 
Students can learn how to use authentic communication with classmates through various activities to 
enhance their communicative skill. Most importantly, CLT highlights the teacher’ role as facilitator in 
the classroom who supports students’ communicative skill development. With the successful 
application of CLT, it is apparent that teachers and learners can both contribute to effective language 
teaching and learning concurrently.  
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