My Understanding of Communicative Language Teaching

I. Introduction

Communicative language teaching (CLT) is an innovation in English language teaching (ELT). CLT is a new teaching approach in Britain, having been introduced in the 1970s, and it has become a popular approach in foreign language teaching since the 1980s. Many researchers have helped to develop the theory and practice of CLT, among them Brown (1987), Brumfit & Johnson (1979), Hymes (1972), Nattinger (1984), Nunan (1987 & 1989
) and Richards & Rodgers (1986), to name only a few. In CLT, students do not simply learn the linguistic structures and grammar rules. They have to learn how to use the language properly. There is a ‘strong’ version and a ‘weak’ version of the communicative approach. ‘The weak version [that] has become more or less standard practice in the last ten years, stresses the importance of providing learners with opportunities to use their English for communicative purposes’ (Richards & Rodgers,1986
). It also attempts to integrate such activities into a wider programme 
of language teaching. The ‘strong’
 version of communicative teaching advances the claim that language is acquired through communication so that it is not merely a question of activating an existing but inert knowledge of the language, but of stimulating the development of the language system itself. ‘The former could be described as “learning to use” English, and the latter entails “using English to learn it”’ (Richards & Rodgers, 1986). 
II. Definition of CLT

The definition of ‘communicative competence’ has been widely discussed or mentioned by many scholars. In Dell Hymes’ opinion
, communicative competence is the aspect of the competence that enables learners to convey and interpret messages and to negotiate meanings interpersonally within specific contexts. 

Because the range of CLT is so wide, it is difficult to identify precisely whether a teacher is using CLT. Many researchers have discussed ‘communication’ and CLT. Widdowson (1978) holds that language is used to achieve a communicative purpose. Littlewood (1981
) also states that language is used as a tool for communication. Two major points are expressed in the studies of CLT. One is that language is learned to enable one to communicate. The other concerns the curriculum objectives. ‘The aim of CLT is to develop learners’ ability to use a language to communicate with others in real life situations’ (Melrose, 1991
; Grauberg, 1997
), to help learners use language to communicate meaningfully and to share personal experiences with others. Larsen-Freeman (1986
) argues that, ‘the goal of the CLT is to help learners become communicatively competent’. In order to achieve this goal, ‘learners need to develop communicative abilities, such as expression, interpretation, and negotiation’ (Richards & Rogers
, 1986). CLT is an approach to second language teaching underlying which the goal of language teaching is to develop learners’ communicative competence. In order to become a communicative speaker, learners not only need to master the grammatical rules of a language but they also need to know how to use the target language suitably in different situations. The teacher sets up a situation that students are likely to encounter in real life. The real-life simulations change from day to day. Students’ motivation to learn comes from their desire to communicate in meaningful ways about meaningful topics. 

H. Douglas Brown’s (Brown, 1994
) presentation of four interconnected characteristics could be used as a definition of communicative language teaching (CLT):

1. The language teaching goals should contain all the components in communicative competence. For example, learners, after they study the target language, should not only be able to listen to a large part of the authentic speech utterances, speak relatively fluently in the target language and make themselves understood; but also be able to read printed materials of average difficulty and write relatively properly in the target language.
2. Learners should be engaged in the pragmatic, functional use of language for meaningful purposes. Organizational competence is not the central focus but should be considered as a facilitator to accomplish those purposes. This is because the emphasis of CLT is on real communication, and in real communication, both the pragmatic, functional use of language organizational competence cannot be lacking.

3. Fluency, at times, should take on more importance than accuracy in order to keep learners meaningfully engaged in language use. Because CLT focuses on speaking the target language with fluency and being understood by the listener, grammar teaching and structure of the sentence are not as important as fluency. It is also important that teachers do not correct students immediately when they are speaking. 

4. Students should finally use the language productively and receptively, in understand contexts
. (Brown, 1994:245) These three sides 
are the most important for using language and succeeding in real communication.
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