
Frontiers	in	Science	and	Engineering	 Volume	5	Issue	3,	2025

ISSN:	2710‐0588	
	

362 

The	Evolution	and	Effectiveness	of	Communicative	Language	
Teaching:	A	Comprehensive	Literature	Review	

Qian Zou 

China West Normal University, China 

Abstract	
Communicative	Language	Teaching	has	 long	been	a	prominent	approach	 in	 language	
education,	 emphasizing	 the	 importance	 of	 meaningful	 communication	 in	 language	
learning.	 This	 literature	 review	 comprehensively	 explores	 the	 background,	 origins,	
theoretical	 foundations,	 effectiveness,	 challenges,	 and	 future	 directions	 of	
Communicative	Language	Teaching.	Communicative	Language	Teaching	emphasizes	the	
cultivation	of	practical	communication	skills	and	the	enhancement	of	student	motivation	
and	engagement.	By	examining	perspectives	from	key	proponents	and	critics,	we	gain	a	
deeper	 understanding	 of	 its	 core	 concepts	 and	 features.	 Research	 indicates	 that	
Communicative	Language	Teaching	effectively	improves	students’	language	proficiency	
and	 stimulates	 their	 interests.	 Despite	 its	 advantages	 over	 traditional	 methods,	
challenges	 in	 teacher	 training	 and	 professional	 development	 still	 remain.	 Future	
research	 should	 explore	 innovative	 approaches	 to	 adapt	 Communicative	 Language	
Teaching	 to	evolving	educational	 landscapes,	providing	valuable	 insights	 for	practice	
and	research.	
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1. Introduction	

1.1. The	Background	of	Communicative	Language	Teaching	
The emergence and development of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) can be traced 
back to the 1970s and 1980s when educators sought alternative approaches to address the 
shortcomings of traditional grammar-based language teaching methods. According to Larsen-
Freeman (2000), CLT was conceived as a practical response to the imperative of preparing 
language learners for effective communication in real-life situations. This marked a departure 
from the predominant focus on linguistic forms towards the cultivation of communicative 
competence. 
The theoretical foundations of CLT draw on influential works in linguistics and education that 
underscored the centrality of communication in language learning. Notably, scholars like Noam 
Chomsky and Dell Hymes emphasized language as a tool for conveying meaning and the 
sociolinguistic aspects of communication. These perspectives catalyzed a paradigm shift in 
language teaching methodologies, promoting an increased emphasis on fostering learners’ 
proficiency in using language for authentic and purposeful communication. 
CLT represents a paradigm in language education that embraces a communicative and 
sociolinguistic approach, recognizing the dynamic nature of language use. By encouraging 
learners to engage in genuine interaction and language use within authentic contexts, as 
advocated by Nunan (1989), CLT aims to facilitate the development of practical language skills 
needed for effective communication in diverse social and cultural settings. 
In conclusion, the background of CLT reflects a critical reevaluation of conventional teaching 
practices and a movement towards a more interactive, context-centered approach to language 
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learning. This evolution highlights the evolving pedagogical landscape, where the emphasis 
shifts from rote memorization to the active engagement and application of language skills in 
real-world scenarios. 

1.2. The	Purpose	of	the	Lierature	Review	
The purpose of the literature review on CLT is to provide a comprehensive overview and 
analysis of the existing research and scholarship on this approach to language teaching. As 
stated by Richards and Rodgers (2001), “Communicative Language Teaching is an approach to 
teaching language that emphasizes the effective use of the language for communication 
purposes.”  
The literature review aims to provide educators, researchers, and practitioners with a deeper 
understanding of CLT and its implications for language teaching and learning. By synthesizing 
and critically evaluating existing literature, the review seeks to contribute to the ongoing 
dialogue on effective language teaching methodologies and pedagogical approaches. 

2. Historical	Development	of	Communicative	Language	Teaching	

2.1. Definition	and	Evolution	of	Communicative	Language	Teaching	
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) is an approach to language teaching that emphasizes 
real-life communication and interaction in the target language. It focuses on developing 
students’ communicative competence through activities that allow them to use the language in 
meaningful contexts. It originated in the 1970s as a response to traditional grammar-based 
language instruction, aiming to prioritize communication and authentic language use. Over 
time, CLT has evolved to emphasize the development of communicative competence through 
interactive and context-driven language learning experiences (Richards & Rodgers, 2001). This 
approach has reshaped language education by promoting meaningful communication and 
practical language skills in diverse social and cultural contexts, reflecting a shift towards more 
interactive and engaging language teaching practices. 

2.2. Major	Principles	and	Features	of	Communicative	Language	Teaching	
CLT is characterized by several key principles and features that guide language instruction 
towards communicative competence. Some of the major principles and features of CLT include 
the following five parts. 
Firstly, it focuses on communication. CLT prioritizes meaningful communication and 
emphasizes the use of language for real-world interaction and tasks (Richards & Rodgers, 2001). 
Secondly, authentic language use is paid much attention in CLT. It promotes authentic language 
use in contextually relevant situations to develop practical language skills (Ur, 1996). 
What’s more, interactive learning activities are of cardinal importance. CLT advocates for 
communicative activities such as role plays, information gaps, and problem-solving tasks to 
engage learners in active language use (Richards & Rodgers, 2001). 
Additionally, a task-based approach is commonly employed in CLT, where learners engage in 
practical tasks that require communication to achieve specific goals (Ellis, 2003). 
Moreover, cultural awareness is not neglected in CLT. It fosters cultural awareness and 
intercultural communication skills by exposing learners to diverse cultural perspectives 
(Byram, 1997). 
By incorporating these principles and features, CLT aims to develop learners’ communicative 
competence and prepare them for effective language use in real-life situations. 
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3. Theoretical	Basis	of	Communicative	Language	Teaching	

CLT is grounded in several theoretical bases that inform its approach to language education. 
Some of the key theoretical foundations of CLT are as follows. 

3.1. Functional	Approaches	to	Language	
CLT draws on the principles of functional linguistics, which regards language as a means of 
communication rather than just a set of rules. Functional linguistics, influenced by Halliday 
(1975), highlights the pragmatic functions of language in everyday contexts. This approach 
emphasizes using language to accomplish specific communication goals in real-life situations. 
In CLT, language learning focuses on meaningful interaction and practical usage, aiming to 
develop students’ ability to effectively communicate in various social and professional settings. 
By incorporating functional linguistics, CLT encourages learners to understand and utilize 
language as a tool for authentic communication, fostering not only linguistic competence but 
also communicative competence for successful interactions in the target language.  

3.2. Sociocultural	Theory	
Sociocultural theory, as applied in CLT, emphasizes the role of social interaction and cultural 
context in language acquisition and development. According to Vygotsky (1978), his theory 
believes that learning occurs through collaborative activities and interactions within a 
sociocultural environment. In CLT, language learning is viewed as a social practice where 
learners engage in communicative tasks and meaningful interactions to construct knowledge 
and develop language skills. By considering the influence of social interactions and cultural 
norms, CLT aims to create an immersive language learning experience that reflects real-world 
communication scenarios. Through sociocultural theory, CLT underscores the significance of 
utilizing authentic cultural contexts and social interactions to enhance language proficiency and 
foster a deeper understanding of language within its cultural framework. 

3.3. Pragmatics	
Pragmatics, a key influence on CLT, explores how language functions in achieving 
communication goals within specific contexts. Emphasizing the social aspect of language, 
pragmatics examines how language choices are shaped by cultural norms and interpersonal 
dynamics (Thomas, 1995). In CLT, pragmatic understanding is essential for learners to 
effectively navigate real-life interactions, as it involves interpreting implied meanings, 
understanding social cues, and adapting language use to different situations. By incorporating 
pragmatics into language instruction, CLT equips learners with the skills needed to 
communicate successfully and appropriately in various social contexts. 

3.4. Interactionist	Approaches	
Incorporating interactionist approaches, CLT echoes theories that underscore the significance 
of interaction and meaning negotiation in language acquisition. CLT prioritizes communicative 
tasks and collaborative activities to foster language development. By promoting meaningful 
interactions where learners engage in real communication, CLT encourages the negotiation of 
meaning through social exchanges (Long, 1983). This interactive learning approach aims to 
enhance language proficiency by immersing learners in communicative contexts that mirror 
authentic language use.  
By integrating these theoretical perspectives, CLT aims to provide a holistic and communicative 
language learning experience that prepares learners for authentic communication in diverse 
contexts. 
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4. Research	on	the	Effectiveness	of	Communicative	Language	Teaching	

4.1. Studies	on	Students’	Motivation	and	Encouragement	
Numerous studies have investigated the impact of CLT on student motivation and engagement. 
Here are a few key studies that highlight the significance of these factors in language learning. 
Waninge et al. (2014) conducted a study on the effects of task-based language teaching (a 
component of CLT) on student motivation and engagement. They found that task-based 
language teaching significantly increased student motivation and engagement levels compared 
to traditional language teaching methods. 
Kahraman (2017) explored the relationship between teacher practices in implementing CLT 
and student engagement. The study revealed that students were more engaged and motivated 
when teachers incorporated communicative activities and interactive tasks aligned with CLT 
principles. 
Liu and Jackson (2019) investigated the impact of CLT on student motivation in an English as a 
Foreign Language (EFL) context. Their findings indicated that CLT approaches, such as group 
work and communicative tasks, stimulated student motivation and engagement by providing 
opportunities for meaningful communication. 
Gardner (1985) examined the role of motivation in second language acquisition and proposed 
the “integrative motivation” model, which emphasizes the importance of learners’ desire to 
integrate into the target language community as a key factor in language learning engagement. 
These studies highlight the positive influence of CLT on student motivation and engagement 
through communicative and interactive language learning experiences. 

4.2. Impactis	of	Communicative	Language	Teaching	on	Language	Proficiency	
and	Fluency	

Research on the impacts of CLT on language proficiency and fluency has been a topic of interest 
in both international and domestic academic circles. Long & Robinson’s study (1998) explores 
how combining communicative activities with a focus on form can lead to improved language 
proficiency and fluency among learners. Brown’s comprehensive work discusses how CLT 
principles can enhance language proficiency and fluency through meaningful communication 
and interactive tasks (Brown, 2007).  
In China, Zhao & Li (2018) investigates how CLT can be applied in college English writing 
teaching to enhance language proficiency and fluency. Two years later, Liu & Zhang examines 
how CLT influences the enhancement of language skills, including proficiency and fluency, 
among high school English students. 
These international and domestic studies highlight the significance of CLT in promoting 
language proficiency and fluency by emphasizing communicative activities, interactive tasks, 
and meaningful language use in language learning contexts. 

4.3. Comparisons	between	Commucaive	Language	Teaching	and	Traditional	
Language	Teaching	Approaches	

Comparing CLT with traditional language teaching approaches is a crucial aspect of 
understanding the efficacy of different methodologies in language education. Here are detailed 
references from both international and domestic research studies that analyze the differences 
between CLT and traditional language teaching approaches. Nunan’s (1991)) study discusses 
the principles and practices of CLT compared to traditional methods, emphasizing the shift 
towards communicative and interactive language learning experiences. Richards, J. C., & 
Rodgers, T. S. (2014) provides an overview of various language teaching approaches, including 
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CLT and traditional methods, highlighting their differences in terms of focus, activities, and 
outcomes.  
As for the domestic study, in 2017, Wang’s study provides empirical evidence on the differences 
between traditional grammar teaching and CLT in high school English teaching contexts (Wang 
Lin, 2017). Yang’s research compares traditional grammar teaching with CLT, highlighting the 
differences in instructional strategies, learner engagement, and language proficiency outcomes 
(Yang Chen, 2019). 
These international and domestic studies offer valuable insights into the distinctions between 
CLT and traditional language teaching approaches, shedding light on their methodologies, 
objectives, and effectiveness in promoting language learning outcomes. 

5. Chanllenges	and	Future	Directions	of	Communicative	Language	
Teaching	

5.1. Issues	Related	to	Teacher	Training	and	Professional	Development	
One of the critical challenges in the realm of CLT teacher training lies in ensuring that educators 
possess a thorough comprehension of the fundamental principles and practical applications of 
this pedagogical approach. It is imperative for teachers to be well-versed in the intricacies of 
crafting communicative activities that stimulate language interaction and engagement among 
learners. Additionally, educators must be equipped with the knowledge and skills to seamlessly 
integrate authentic materials, such as real-life texts and multimedia resources, into their 
instructional practices to enhance the authenticity and relevance of language learning 
experiences. 
Furthermore, a deep understanding of how to foster meaningful interaction in the classroom is 
essential for CLT practitioners. Teachers need to create an environment that encourages 
collaboration, communication, and language use in authentic contexts to promote active 
participation and language acquisition among students. Moreover, assessing language 
proficiency within a communicative framework requires educators to employ diverse and 
dynamic evaluation methods that capture students’ communicative competence effectively. 
Developing comprehensive training programs that encompass these critical components of CLT 
can be particularly challenging in educational settings where traditional, teacher-centered 
teaching methodologies prevail. Transitioning from conventional approaches to a 
communicative language teaching model necessitates a shift in mindset, pedagogical practices, 
and assessment techniques. Therefore, it is crucial to provide ongoing professional 
development opportunities, targeted workshops, and mentorship programs to support 
educators in embracing CLT principles and implementing them effectively in their classrooms. 

5.2. Resistance	to	Communicative	Language	Teaching	in	Certain	Contexts	
In some educational contexts, there may be resistance to the implementation of CLT due to 
various factors. One common challenge is the entrenched nature of traditional teaching 
methods, which prioritize rote memorization, grammar drills, and teacher-centered instruction. 
Educators and administrators who have long relied on these traditional approaches may be 
hesitant to adopt CLT principles, viewing them as disruptive or time-consuming. 
Furthermore, misconceptions about CLT, such as the belief that it neglects the teaching of 
grammar and formal language structures, can fuel resistance among stakeholders. Some 
perceive CLT as overly focused on communication at the expense of language accuracy, leading 
to concerns about students’ academic performance and language proficiency. 
Additionally, challenges related to resources, such as limited access to authentic materials, 
technology, and professional development opportunities, can hinder the successful 
implementation of CLT. Without adequate support and resources, educators may struggle to 
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effectively integrate communicative activities and authentic materials into their teaching 
practices. 
Addressing resistance to CLT requires comprehensive awareness-building efforts, professional 
development initiatives, and ongoing support for educators. By debunking misconceptions, 
highlighting the benefits of CLT in fostering communicative competence and critical thinking 
skills, and providing the necessary training and resources, educational institutions can help 
overcome resistance and facilitate the successful adoption of CLT in diverse learning 
environment. 

5.3. Potential	Innovations	and	Advancements	in	Communicative	Language	
Teaching	

Potential innovations and advancements in Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) could 
include leveraging technology to create interactive and immersive language learning 
experiences. Virtual reality (VR) and augmented reality (AR) applications could be used to 
simulate real-world language scenarios, allowing students to practice communication skills in 
a virtual environment. This technology could enhance the authenticity of language learning 
activities and provide learners with opportunities to interact with language in meaningful ways. 
Another potential innovation could involve the integration of Artificial Intelligence (AI) into 
CLT practices. AI-powered language learning platforms could offer personalized feedback, 
adaptive learning pathways, and targeted language practice activities based on students’ 
individual needs and proficiency levels. This technology could facilitate more effective language 
assessment and progress monitoring, ultimately enhancing students’ language acquisition 
outcomes. 
By embracing these potential innovations and advancements, educators can enhance the 
effectiveness and relevance of CLT practices, foster student engagement and motivation in 
language learning, and prepare learners to communicate effectively in a globalized and diverse 
world. 

6. Conclusion	

In conclusion, the literature review provides a comprehensive examination of Communicative 
Language Teaching, highlighting its significance in language education. The approach’s 
emphasis on meaningful communication, practical language skills, student motivation, and 
engagement has been shown to effectively enhance students’ proficiency and interest in 
language learning. While research supports the positive impact of Communicative Language 
Teaching, challenges in teacher training and professional development persist. Moving forward, 
it is crucial to explore innovative strategies to address these challenges and adapt 
Communicative Language Teaching to meet the evolving needs of educational settings. By doing 
so, educators can continue to leverage the benefits of this approach in fostering effective 
language learning experiences for students. This review serves as a valuable resource for 
practitioners and researchers seeking to enhance language education practices through the 
principles and insights of Communicative Language Teaching. 
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