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Abstract

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT)  has a long history in the English language teaching scenario in Malaysia. It is an 
approach to language teaching which focuses on developing learners’ communicative skills through authentic language in
meaningful contexts. Despite some negative feedbacks on CLT, this approach  is seen to be potential in developing 
communicative skills in English among community college students in Malaysia, which is an important employability skill in
Malaysia. Thus, the study hopes to investigate the teachers’ pedagogical approaches in implementing CLT in the classroom 
practices in selected community colleges in Malaysia. The study would provide insights on teachers’ knowledge on CLT and 
the methods and techniques employed by the teachers which are reflected in the teachers’ actual classroom practices. The
teachers’ awareness and reflections on their classroom practices from the interviews and classroom observations will be able
to contribute to the improvement of the English language teaching in community colleges, and this would eventually improve
the students’ communicative skills in English. The findings of the study will also contribute to the body of knowledge about 
Communicative Language Teaching, especially in the Malaysian context. 

© 2012 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and/or peer-review under responsibility of the Faculty of Education, University Technology MARA, Malaysia.

Keywordsdd : Communicative Language Teaching; communicative skills; pedagogical approach

1. Introduction

Language teaching process requires teachers’ deep understanding of the aspects of language teaching and
learning. The complexity and demand of effective teaching is emphasised by Richards (2008:167) who views that
“...teaching is not simply the application of knowledge and of learned skills...(it is) a much more complex
cognitively-driven process affected by the classroom context, the teacher’s general and specific instructional
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goals, the learners’ motivations and reactions to the lesson, the teacher’s management of initial moments during a 
lesson.”   

When learning a second language, such as English,  the teacher’s existence in the classroom is even more 
paramount. Learning a second or foreign language does not result in the same learning experience to the learners. 
While some learners are born with a flair for languages and find language learning an enjoyable and successful 
experience, some others have difficulties trying to make sense of the language, hence a daunting, threatening and 
frustrating experience for them. The teacher has the responsibility to ensure that language learning takes place. 
Corder (1990:111) suggests that ‘learning can only take place in an appropriate environment and it’s 
commonplace that it is the teacher’s job to create a favourable learning environment.” 

Brown (2001) asserts that a good ESL teacher should have good language teaching characteristics which 
comprise of four components: technical knowledge, pedagogical skills, interpersonal skills, and personal 
qualities. Likewise, Lindsay and Knight (2006) suggest that for a teacher to be affective, she needs to understand 
the learners’ language needs and respond to them positively and design lessons which reflect the learners’ needs. 
One of these needs is to be able to communicate well in the language which is a vital job-seeking skill.  

2. Background 

English language proficiency is a ticket in getting employed, and is seen as an influential factor in the 
employability of graduates in Malaysia. Thirumalai (2002) points out, “English is learned everywhere because 
people have found out that knowledge of English is a passport for better career, better pay, advanced knowledge, 
and for communication with the entire world.”  This issue concerning the impact of English language proficiency 
on employability is also addressed by Noor Azina Ismail (2011). Her study yields to the same conclusion, that is 
English language proficiency is an important employability skill that can ensure employment among Malaysian 
graduates. Noor Azina Ismail (2011:97) concludes: “Good grades did not guarantee employment for Malaysian 
graduates. They must have a good command of English and other soft skills.”  

Due to this concern, it is the responsibility of the Community College Department to produce graduates with 
English language skills in the competitive job market. Thus, the goal of English language teaching in Community 
College, Ministry of Higher Education is ‘to fulfil the language requirements needed in the industries/workplace 
as well as the needs of diverse learners’ (MOHE,  2011:1). The Community College Department has made a 
move to review and revise the English curriculum in 2009 in order ‘to produce more competent and marketable 
individuals to confront global competitiveness’ (MOHE, 2011:1), and it was first implemented in 2011.  The 
topics are more focused,  reflecting the needs of the industries thus makes it more potential to address the 
communicative needs of the learners. The suggested approach in both the new curriculum and the previous 
curriculum is Communicative Language Teaching (CLT).  

However, the problem of students having low proficiency level in English still exists  in community colleges 
throughout the country.. Despite the strength of CLT as a potential approach in enhancing oral communication 
skills among learners, community colleges constantly receive feedbacks from employers about students’ poor 
communication skills, especially in English.  

3. Purpose of the study 

The study hopes to investigate the application of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) approach in 
selected community colleges by looking at teachers’ classroom practices. The study will focus on the teacher as 
the key player in the classroom, and three main areas will be looked at: activities, materials selected, and methods 
and techniques. 
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4. Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) 

CLT is an approach which proposes that language learning should be done in a meaningful setting with 
authentic language as the input. It is an umbrella term which consists of an array of methods and techniques 
(Parrish, 2004). This communicative approach to second language teaching began in the late 1960s and was 
proposed by Hymes (1972), based on the communicative functions of language (Brown 2000; Savignon 2001; 
Lindsay and Knight, 2006).  It was developed in Europe due to the language needs of groups of immigrants and 
guest workers which led the Council of Europe to develop a syllabus for learners based on notional-functional 
concepts of language use (Savignon, 2001). According to Lindsay and Knight (2006: 20), this approach is based 
on the view that language is learnt in order to communicate effectively “in the world outside the classroom.” It 
emphasises on meaningful use of language for communication, rather than on the form and structure; hence the 
term “real-life” communication in the classroom (Brown, 2000).   Savignon (2001:13) describes CLT as the 
‘new’, ‘innovative’ way of teaching English as a second or foreign language as it deals with ‘the interactive 
nature of communication.’  

CLT puts an importance on fluency and ability to communicate in a variety of settings and in a variety of 
ways. Its potential in promoting communication has been discussed and studied widely such as Parrish (2004) 
and Nguyen (2010). Nguyen (2010: 209) points out that  “CLT may currently be considered and accepted as an 
inclusive approach to language teaching, which encompasses various approaches and methods, motivations for 
learning English, types of teachers and the needs of individual classrooms and students themselves; it is learner-
centred and emphasises communication in real-life situations.”  CLT emphasizes on contextualized, meaning-
based instructions and the use of authentic materials, as well as maximum learner interaction (Parrish 2004). 

Brown (2001) advocates that learners demonstrate linguistic fluency and not just accuracy. He offers six 
interconnected characteristics of CLT: 

 Classroom goals should focus on all components of communicative competence: grammatical, discourse, 
functional, sociolinguistic, and strategic; 

 Language techniques should engage learners in the pragmatic, authentic, functional use of language for 
meaningful purposes; 

 Fluency and accuracy are complimentary principles underlying communicative techniques; 
 Language should  be used productively and receptively; 
 The activities are learner-centred, and the learners focus on their own learning process; 
 The teacher’s role is mainly as a facilitator to guide the learners in the interaction that takes place in the 

classroom. 
 

CLT focuses on developing learners’ communication skills (Larsen-Freeman, 2000; Lindsay and Knight, 
2006; Nguyen, 2010). Larsen-Freeman (2000:129) points that with CLT, “almost everything is done with a 
communicative intent.” Nguyen (2010:209) believes that “the notion of communication is accordingly central in 
CLT; and CLT advocates learning through communication.” CLT stresses more on meaning rather than structure, 
and students practise to communicate in the language through several types of communicative activities, such as 
role-plays, dialogues, games and problem-solving activities (Lindsay and Knight, 2006). Because of the needs for 
learners to practise communication, CLT places importance in a wide array of activities in the classroom where 
the learners are given exposure to use the language in a meaningful, authentic setting. It provides the learners ‘a 
repertoire of communicative activities and opportunities’ for learners to practise language skills in the classroom 
(Littlewood, 2007).  

Larsen-Freeman (2000) suggests that there are three characteristics of CLT: (a) communicative activities; (b) 
the use of authentic materials; (c) small group activities by the learners. In designing the activities, she suggests 
that true communicative activities are bound by three features: information gap, choice and feedback. 
Information gap is when one person in an exchange knows something that the other person does not. Choice 
refers to the choice that a speaker has concerning what she will say and how she will say it. Feedback concerns 
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with the exchange or response that the speaker receives from the listener.   Richards (2005) suggests two models 
of instruction, that are task-based instruction and content-based instruction.  

Task-based instruction or task-based learning (Lindsay and Knight, 2006)  focuses on the process of 
communicating through tasks which the learners need to complete by using the target language. The learners will 
use the target language to express themselves and while doing this, acquisition of the target language occurs. The 
activities vary from information gap to problem-solving tasks. Content-based instruction (Parrish, 2004) is a 
method that is concerned  with the teaching of subject matter in the target language in an academic setting. The 
learners take part in the activities and the teacher provides the structures and vocabulary that is needed to 
understand the content. The discussion on the characteristics of CLT is summarised in Fig. 1. 
 

 
 

Fig. 1: Characteristics of CLT 

5. Critics on CLT 

Like other approaches in language teaching, CLT has not been spared from criticisms. Swan (1990) sees 
communicative approach to language teaching (CLT is one example of such approach) as having weaknesses in 
terms of meaning and use, appropriacy, skills and strategies, syllabus design and methodology. Communicative 
approach is seen to be full of confusion and uncertainty and results to conflicts to teachers (Medgyes, 1990 ). 
Mangubhai et.al (2007) cite a number of other studies which look at the teachers’ uncertainties in about CLT. In 
their own study, Mangubhai et.al (2007) discovered that teachers are uncertain and confused about the meaning 
and use of CLT. 

CLT places importance in providing learners with opportunities to practice language in meaningful, authentic 
setting. However, Morton (1988:41) views that there is no genuine communication that takes place in the 
classroom because “language classroom can only imitate real-life situations.”  

Inconsistency between teaching beliefs and actual teaching practices in the classroom is also another evidence 
of teacher confusion on communicative approach. Parrish (2004:31) views that “ although teachers throughout 
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the world would describe their approach to teaching as CLT, you could walk into classes that look very different 
in terms of activities, materials, and interactions.”  

6. Previous studies on CLT 

There are a number of research done on the implementation and application of CLT in the classroom in 
Malaysia and others countries. The studies focus on various aspects of CLT such as on the pedagogical aspects of 
CLT and teachers’ perceptions and attitudes towards CLT.  In Malaysia, Mohamed Ismail Ahamad Shah and 
Normala Othman (2006) investigate learners’ modified output in CLT classrooms. In this study, the researchers 
examine teachers’ questions and students’ answers during classroom interaction. Their study reveal that teachers 
do not provide a lot of opportunities for the students’ production of modified output. 

Faridah Musa et.al (2011) investigate the potentials of project-based learning in developing students’ 
language and communication skills. They report that project-based learning approach has succeeded in 
developing students’ language and communication skills in all four skills, namely listening, speaking, reading 
and writing. However, the findings also reveal language and communication  problems faced by the students.  

Harison Mohd Sidek (2012) studies English language curriculum for secondary school in Malaysia in relation 
to communicative approach. The focus of the study is on EFL reading instructional approach based on 
Communicative Task-Based Language Teaching (CTBLT) characteristics. The finding of the study shows  that 
the curriculum is highly lacking communicative task-based approach characteristics.  

In other countries, for example South Korea, Lee (2001) studies the relationship between beliefs, practices, 
reflections and teacher reflectivity. The participants in this study are three English language teachers who have a 
strong belief in the CLT approach. Another study is done by Nam (2005) who studies the perceptions of college 
students and teachers in Korea on CLT and her findings reveal that teachers have positive opinions on CLT. 
However, her findings also show that students display negative opinions on CLT.   

Ozsevik (2010) investigates the challenges and difficulties faced by teachers in implementing CLT in Turkey. 
His findings show that teachers are not very optimistic about CLT. The findings of these studies reveal that the 
teachers have different opinions and understanding on  CLT and the application of CLT approach in their 
teaching practices.  

The findings of these studies provide useful information on the implementation of CLT in the second or 
foreign language classrooms. Not only that they give us better understanding on the principles of CLT in its 
theoretical aspect, but also more importantly on the pedagogical aspects through the teachers’ application of CLT 
in the classrooms which is reflected in their classroom practices. The findings also yield to the understanding of 
psychological and sociological aspects of both teachers and students in the CLT classrooms. All these findings 
are vital as they would contribute to the success, or failure, of Communicative Language Teaching in the 
classrooms. 

7. Research Gap 

In the discussion on CLT, the researcher has identified one research  gap that needs to be addressed. Although 
there are numerous studies on Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) in Malaysia and other countries, there 
is little empirical data on the application  of CLT in community colleges, such as the methods and techniques 
used in the classroom. Therefore, the researcher believes that there is a need to investigate the implementation of 
CLT  in community colleges in Malaysia in order to address this gap.  

8. Methodology 

The study will employ a case study approach in which the researcher will observe community college  English 
language lecturers in the classrooms. Four lecturers will be selected for the study. The selection of these lecturers 
are based on two criteria: (a) at least 5 years teaching experience; (b) possess at least a first degree in B. Ed. 
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TESL /TESOL/ or equivalent. Apart from the observations, interviews will be conducted to get information about
their knowledge in Communicative Language Teaching and their classroom practices. The interview sessions and
the observations will be video recorded and then transcribed for data analysis. The data will be analysed based on 
the pre-determined themes and emerging themes.

This study concerns with the pedagogical aspect of the CLT approach in the classroom. Thus, the focus of the 
study will be on the lecturers only. The classroom observations will be based on three areas, namely methods and
techniques, the activities and materials selected. As this study employs a case study methodology, only four
lecturers will be observed. Therefore, the findings of the study should not be treated as reflecting the actual
classroom practices by all English language lecturers in community colleges in Malaysia. The research design is
shown in Figure 2.

Conclusion

Data collection methods

Interviews Classroom observations

Application of  CLT in  community colleges

Lecturers’ knowledge in CLT Lecturers’ pedagogical practices

Fig. 2: Research design

9. Contributions

The findings of the study would yield to three contributions. Firstly, the findings will provide insights about
the teachers’ actual classroom practices in the implementation of CLT approach in the teaching and learning
processes.  Secondly, the findings of the study will add to the existing body of knowledge about English language
teaching in Malaysia, particularly  at community colleges. Thirdly, the teachers who participate in this study will
have a valuable experience for self-ff reflection on the pedagogical approach in the classroom. This in turn will
provide insights for them to see their strengths and weaknesses in their approach, thus enables them to improve
the classroom practices.

10. Conclusion 

The successful implementation of CLT in English language teaching in community colleges depends largely
on the lecturers’ understanding and beliefsff on CLT which is reflected through their actual teaching practices in
the classroom. This can be seen from their methods and techniques applied in the classroom,  the way they design
the activities for the learners, and the materials used in the activities. The findings will also highlight the 
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characteristics of CLT as found from the observations, at the same time will also reveal the non-characteristics of 
CLT that exist in the lecturers’ classroom practices. These findings are valuable as they give insights that can 
contribute towards the improvement of  English communication skills among community college students. 
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