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COMMUNICATIVE
APPROACH

an effective tool for

o be a successful teacher, one should

be sensitive to the individual needs
of students. It is this sensitivity to in-
dividual needs which demarks the major
characteristics of the communicative
approach to language learning. An attempt
to trace the methodology in language
teaching practised in the past decades
will help us to understand better the
rationale behind the general movement
towards communicative teaching of the
1970s.

HISTORY

In the past, much emphasis was placed
on tHe .mastery of a set of grammatical
rules and this resulted in the learning
of an language rather than learning how
to use that language. In argumentation
for communication through writing,
this traditional linguistic analysis can
still be regarded as sufficient tool whereas
for utterances of natural spoken language,
this is definitely not the way to
accomplishment.

What followed was the direct method
with main emphasis on aural-oral skills.
Though ample opportunities were pro-
vided for pupils tospeak the language, the
materials used were not realistic and
authentic enough. As a result, pupils
encountered great difficulties when
making the jump to the real world
situations.

?

Then the view that language could
best be learnt unconsciously through
habit-formation began to take the lead.
The notion of the structural approach
believed that if  the patterns. of the
language is overlearned by pupils, they
would automatically produce that

language teaching—

particular language correctly. However,
mere repetitionof the correct forms of
a language was found to be meaningless
in the absences of any contextualization.
To supplement for this inadequacy, the
situational method was suggested for
use. Units in the text generally started
with a situational title and nearly every
utterance in the dialogue stemmed from
that theme. In this way, pupils not only
learnt the language but at the same time
used the language in a situational setting.
However, the shortcoming of this
approach was that learners were generally
not shown how a situation or an
expression in a particular unit could
be used in another. The utterances were
all related to one social situation and
the ﬁehuencing of situations were generally
random. ;

EMPHASISES

Until the 1970s, the communicative
approach which suggests the ways in

- which functions and notions operate

in language use springs. This approach
concentrates on the purposes for which
a language is used rather than on the
grammatical® items to be mastered in
traditional language teaching models.
The emphasis has shifted from the
former preoccipation with structures
and setting to the communicative pur-
pose of the speech act. Because the
students and their communicative
purposes are at the very core of ‘the
teaching  programme, the learners’
actual and forseeable academic, social
and vocational needs will underlie all
aspects of the program’s linguistic and
cultural content. Realistic learning tasks
will be set so that teaching of everyday
real world language use in a variety of
socio-cultural situation 1is facilitated.
Features of pronunciation, vocabulary,
grammar and culture will be selected
and graded according to their priority
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in actual communication and intermeshed
meaningfully in the course of learning
to serve the learners’ immediate com-
municative purpose. Above all, . the
speaker should have a real purpose for
speaking and something to talk about
in order that the act of communication
will become a motivating force because
it expresses basic, universal communica-
tive functions of language. Here, -it is
time to draw a more clear dividing line
between the situational approach and
the communicative approach. Situation
is a vital component of the communica-
tive approach but unlike the situational
method which confines the use of a
situation to one and only one function,
the communicative approach enables
learners to acquire the communicative
potential to deal with one or more
functions. Authentic materials are enlisted
for use whenever and wherever possible. -
Where feasible, radio broadcasts,
television, tapes, cassettes, films and
piCtures of alk kinds as well as short
illustrated dialogues in a variety of
everyday, real-life gituations are recom-
mended and exemplified.

TEACHERS

No teaching method is absolute and
omnipotent and this is also true with
the communicative approach. That’s
why teacher’s adaptability and flexi-
bility are extremely important for its
effective execution. However, for a
newly graduate teacher who lacks
experience and expertise, much problems
are encountered in grading and
sequencing as well as phrasing the teach-
ing materials in a communicative
curriculum. First, situations in relation
to pupils’ daily experiences and their
social needs have to be thought of.
Hardly is this an easy task especially
if the teacher is not the kind of creative
and imaginative person. Therefore an



access to a rich source of teaching
materials and teaching activities is
desperately needed. Textbooks used at
schools cannot help us much because
they have concentrated too much on
setting out forms and lack of opportuni-
ties for practising communication. And
looking batk at Hong Kong situation
where the workload- of a language
teacher is already so heavily bounded,
one can imagine the pressure she has
to bear in going around and searching
for information., Of course, it is a good
idea to involve pupils, but apart from
the collection of - teaching materials,
they can’t really contribute much to
the design of the course.

‘Unity makes strength’ — A teacher
who is left to work on her own will find
herself totally exhausted in thoughts
and ideas. By that time, there will a
danger of her total loss of interest in
the subject of language. The knack of
success is to get someone else sit
together and sort out the appropriate
teaching methods. Believe it or not,
fantastic ideas are often creation of
concerted effort.

DIFFICU LTIES IN
IMPLEMENTATION

There are other difficulties to face
and hurdles to jump over before we and
our students can really benefit from
the implementation of the communica-
tive approach. :

A communicative approach assumes
that the course designer knows what
the ‘students want to say, where, and to
whom. But, is this possible in a general
class where the functional needs of the
students vary radically from one person
to the next. The answer is probably

¢, ’

no-.

Moreover, we have a doubt of'

whether the settings we come up with
are natural or not. It may be objected
that presenting English in situation is
wholly = artificial. What is more im-
portant is to help building our pupils’
proficiency of a second language on
experiences of their mother tongue.
Therefore, rather than asking if every
classroom activity is a rehearsal for the
children’s lives, the overridding aim
should be the maintenance of a linkage
in relation to what they already know.
This argument is not without ground
but at the same time, it may lead us
to a fall-trap-pupils’ experiences are
limited and if we are content to base
our communicative programme on such
shallow ground, we cannot reach the
aim of developing communicative
ability of the students at the end.

Another - worry embedded in our
mind when adopting the communicative
approach is that we are not always sure
that pupils can master all the skills
embodied in one lesson which is con-
ducted in a communicative manner. This
is especially true with beginner learners
or with those whose standard of English

'is not fairly satisfactory. As beginner

learners or with those whose standard
of English is not fairly satisfactory. As
they have not yet possess a basic gram-
matical knowledge, how are they going
to develop their communicative skill.
We believe that this experience is
commonly shared among our college-
mates. After doing a series of activities,
the lesson may end with the learners
not being able o see clearly what they
have learnt despite their enthusiastic
participation and full enjoyment of the
lesson. Many of us still hold the view
that the acquisition of forms is a
central - part of language learning. In
fact, the solution to this question
is not that so difficult. After diagnosing
pupils’ needs and judging their per-
formances, pattern drilling can be given
as long as this is related to the per-
formance of some communicative task.
Thus, language teaching can be divided
into learning the forms of the language
and then learning to use them. From
another point of view, trivial mistakes

of grammar or pronunication should

not be taken so seriously as long as the
students get their message across and
bearing in mind that language is rarely
used in one mode at a time, the integra-
tion of different skills in a communicative
programme is justified. As teachers, it
is necessary for us to be flexible and
limit the kinds of skills to be taught
at one time as we see appropriate.

Last but not the least, as more"
emphasis is put on verbal interaction.
Pupils’ mastery of a language may not
equip them to have as effective com-
munication on paper as on spoken form.

Through identification of all those
problems that we may encounter when
carrying out the communicative approach,
we have no intention of discrediting its
authority. The point that we want to
bring out is that — to be a successful
teacher, BE FLEXIBLE, BE ADAPTABLE
BE SENSIBLE & BE ALERT! We admit
the interactive perspective underlined
in the communicative approach because
to learn something without practice is
like eating with no digesting. To this
end, the use of the communicative
approach can really foster pupils’

ability to use real, appropriate
language to communicate and interact
with others which should be the primary

- goal of foreign language learning.
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