
 

 
 

Look who’s talking 
 

The new dynamic of communicative classrooms 
 
Over the past 40 years, our understanding of second language learning has changed considerably.  
 
The common view in most parts of the world used to be that grammatical competence was the sign of 
success and, as a result, language learning was viewed as a process of mechanical habit formation.  
 
The consensus was that good habits were developed by having students produce correct sentences. 
Errors were to be avoided and activities such as memorising dialogues and performing drills were used to 
minimise the chances of making mistakes.  
 
Learning was very much a process that was under the control of the teacher. 
 

But as Jack C Richards argues in his booklet, Communicative Language Teaching today: “While 
grammatical competence is an important dimension of language learning, it is clearly not all that is 
involved in learning a language since one can master the rules of sentence formation in a language and 
still not be very successful at being able to use the language for meaningful communication. It is the 
latter capacity which is understood by the term communicative competence.” 
 

Time for change 
Traditional approaches to language teaching – i.e. teacher centred, grammar based – can still be found in 
many countries today, and China is no exception. But the main trend since the 1970s has been towards 
communicative language teaching, a change that reached China in 1992 when the State Education 
Development Commission introduced a teaching syllabus, and required that secondary school teachers 
teach English ‘for communication’. 
 

“Teachers in communicative classrooms will find themselves  

talking less and listening more.” 
 
It is probably fair to say that, as we look at the language classroom of 2013, we have moved away from 
the more extreme versions of communicative language teaching in the early days. For some, teacher 
talking time had to be kept to an absolute minimum, leading to one student making the valid point: 
"Groups, groups, groups. Why do I have to talk all the time to my fellow students? I can do this in the 
coffee-bar!" 
 
Nevertheless, the communicative classroom is seen to be the standard approach today and, as a result, 
Chinese teachers are more versatile than ever in responding to the needs of their students. 
 



Thankfully, it’s not simply “groups, groups, groups” anymore, but it’s still true to say teachers in 
communicative classrooms will find themselves talking less and listening more – becoming active 
facilitators of their students' learning. 
 
For teachers used to a more traditional approach, this can feel like letting go and losing control, which 
can be unsettling. But because the students' performance is the goal, the teacher must step back and 
observe, sometimes acting as referee or monitor. The students do most of the speaking and frequently 
the scene of a classroom during a communicative exercise is active, with students leaving their seats to 
complete a task. 
 
In this context, the emphasis is often on pair and group work where students using the target language 
have to complete a task or solve a problem together. Information-gap activities, jigsaw activities and 
information gathering tasks are just a few examples. 
 
Because of the increased responsibility to participate, students may find they gain confidence in using 
the target language in general and generally become more responsible managers of their own learning. 
 
For the teacher, far from letting go, her new role is to listen carefully and take note of any common 
mistakes or difficulties. That way she can follow up with a more controlled practice activity afterwards 
where she is the centre of attention. 
 
Language teaching has come a long way over the last four decades. For many it has been a process of 
ongoing development and there will undoubtedly be more changes to come. But if the response to the 
statement, “Look who’s talking” continues to be “we all are!”… Chinese language teachers really do have 
an exciting future ahead of them. 
 

 

Core Assumptions of Current Communicative Language Teaching 
 

1. Second language learning is facilitated when learners are engaged in interaction and 
meaningful communication. 

2. Effective classroom learning tasks and exercises provide opportunities for students to 
negotiate meaning, expand their language resources, notice how language is used, and take 
part in meaningful interpersonal exchange. 

3. Meaningful communication results from students processing content that is relevant, 
purposeful, interesting, and engaging. 

4. Communication is a holistic process that often calls upon the use of several language skills or 
modalities. 

5. Language learning is facilitated both by activities that involve inductive or discovery learning 
of underlying rules of language use and organization, as well as by those involving language 
analysis and reflection. 

6. Language learning is a gradual process that involves creative use of language, and trial and 
error. Although errors are a normal product of learning, the ultimate goal of learning is to be 
able to use the new language both accurately and fluently. 

7. Learners develop their own routes to language learning, progress at different rates, and 
have different needs and motivations for language learning. 

8. Successful language learning involves the use of effective learning and communication 
strategies. 

9. The role of the teacher in the language classroom is that of a facilitator, who creates a 
classroom climate conducive to language learning and provides opportunities for students to 
use and practice the language and to reflect on language use and language learning. 

10. The classroom is a community where learners learn through collaboration and sharing. 
 

Source: Communicative Language Teaching today, Jack C Richards 

 

 


