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Literature Review 

 In this chapter, features of CLT and how this teaching approach has been adopted 

in EFL environment are delineated in the first section. Teachers’ beliefs and how they 

influence teachers’ practices are reported in the second section. Finally, a review of 

the literature on the impacts of study abroad is presented. 

Communicative Language Teaching 

 Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) appeared at a time when language 

teaching in many parts of the world was ready for a paradigm shift (Richards & 

Rogers, 2001). Dating back to the late 1970s, some British applied linguists, such as 

Wilkins, Widdowson, Candlin, C. Brumfit and K. Johnson, began to question the 

theoretical assumptions that speech was regarded as the basis of language and 

structure was viewed as being at the heart of speaking ability. These British applied 

linguists emphasized the functional and communicative potential of language, instead 

of mere mastery of structures.  

 CLT gained momentum in the early 1980s, and since then it has taken hold and 

acquired the status of a new dogma, generally accepted as the norm in the field. What 

distinguishes CLT from the more traditional language teaching methodologies is its 

conception of communicative competence, rather than linguistic competence alone, as 

the primary goal of language and learning (Brown, 2001).  

 Tenets of Communicative Language Teaching. Canale and Swain (1980) propose 

communicative competence in a pedagogically influential analysis, in which four 

dimensions of communicative competence are identified: grammatical competence, 

sociolinguistic competence, discourse competence, and strategic competence. 

Grammatical competence refers to what Chomsky calls linguistic competence. It is 

the knowledge of the linguistic system of the target language, such as the grammatical 
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and lexical capacity. Sociolinguistic competence refers to an understanding of a 

variety of social contexts and the ability to choose an appropriate style and register of 

language, such as informal or formal style, technical forms, simplified discourses, 

slang, or jargon. Discourse competence refers to the interpretation of individual 

message elements in terms of their interconnectedness and of how meaning is 

represented in real relationship to the entire discourse or text. Strategic competence 

refers to strategies that interlocutors adopt to initiate, terminate, maintain, or redirect 

communication.  

 Littlewood (1981) also summarizes four broad domains of skill which make up a 

person’s communicative competence:  

- The learner must attain as high a degree as possible of linguistic 

competence. That is, he must develop skill in manipulating the linguistic 

system spontaneously and flexibly enough to express his intended message. 

- The learner must distinguish between the forms which he has mastered as 

part of his linguistic competence, and the communicative functions that they 

perform. In other words, items mastered as part of a linguistic system must 

also be understood as part of a communicative system.  

- The learner must develop skills and strategies for using language to 

communicate meanings as effectively as possible in concrete situations. He 

must learn to use feedback to judge his success, and if necessary, remedy 

failure by using different language.  

- The learner must become aware of the social meaning of language forms. 

This entails the ability to use generally acceptable forms and avoid 

potentially offensive ones. 

 In a word, effective language users with communicative competence can not 
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only use language accurately but also use it appropriately at the right time in proper 

situations.  

 Characteristics of Communicative Language Teaching. Even though the original 

notion of CLT has been modified many times, some of the core characteristics of CLT 

are still observed. A basic communicative doctrine is that earlier approaches to 

language teaching did not deal properly with meaning, while in CLT, meaning is 

paramount. Besides, teaching should be centered on communicative functions, rather 

than merely linguistic knowledge and the ability to manipulate structural patterns 

(Brown, 2001; Widdowson, 1990). According to Larsen-Freeman (2000), the most 

obvious characteristic of CLT is that “almost everything that is done is done with a 

communicative intent. Students use the language a great deal through communicative 

activities such as games, role plays, and problem-solving tasks” (p.129). As for roles 

of teachers and students, CLT is firmly opposed to teacher dominance in the 

classroom. CLT proposes students be negotiators, communicators, discoverers, and 

contributors of knowledge and information (Nunan, 1991; Richards & Rodgers, 2001). 

Thus teaching is learner-centered and experience-based. 

 Nunan (1991a) offers five features to characterize CLT:  

1. An emphasis on learning to communicate through interaction in the 

target language.  

2. The introduction of authentic texts into the learning situation. 

3. The provision of opportunities for learners to focus, not only on 

language but also on the language process itself. 

4. An enhancement of the learner’s own personal experiences as 

important contributing elements to classroom learning. 

5. An attempt to link classroom language learning with language 
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activation outside the classroom. (p.279) 

 Richards and Rogers (2001) conclude that principles of CLT reflect a 

communicative view of language and language learning. These principles include: 

- Learners learn a language through using it to communicate. 

- Authentic and meaningful communication should be the goal of classroom 

activities. 

- Fluency is an important dimension of communication. 

- Communication involves the integration of different language skills. 

- Learning is a process of creative construction and involves trial and error. 

(p.172) 

 Implementation of Communicative Language Teaching in EFL contexts. If one 

were to be guided completely by publications in the field, one would be led to the 

conclusion that a revolution had swept through language classrooms all around the 

world, and that very little remained of what might be called “traditional” classroom 

activities (Nunan, 1987). However, such publications may not reflect what actually 

occurs in the classroom.  

 Quite a few studies suggest that curricular innovations prompted by the adoption 

of CLT in EFL countries have been generally difficult. Li (1998) undertook a 

qualitative case study of secondary school English teachers’ understanding of the 

uptake of CLT in South Korea. 18 participants all reported that their teaching was 

characterized by the grammar-translation method, the audiolinguial method, or a 

combination of the two. However, 12 reported having tried CLT before and have 

encountered difficulties in such attempts. Li concluded that teachers’ difficulties when 

attempting to implement CLT were caused by four categories, “those caused (a) by the 

teacher, (b) by the students, (c) by the educational system, and (d) by CLT itself” (p. 
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686). And the difficulties, he contended, had their source in the differences between 

the underlying educational theories of South Korea and those of Western countries.  

 Another research conducted by Burnaby and Sun (1989) examined Chinese 

teachers’ use of western language teaching in China. By western language teaching, 

Burnaby and Sun meant teaching with an objective to develop communicative 

competence among students. The study focused on “teachers’ views about using 

western methods of teaching English as a second or foreign language in their own 

pedagogical contexts” (p.220). The results of this study presented that the 

communicative approach was believed to be mainly applicable in China only for those 

students who planned to go to an English-speaking country, and, as non-native 

speakers, the Chinese teachers noted their limitations with respect to the 

sociolinguistic and strategic competence in English required for using this approach 

effectively. In their study, Burnaby and Sun justified the Chinese teachers’ concerns 

by providing a conclusion that methods that are effective in the teaching of ESL at 

home does not necessarily mean that they are exportable. What works in foreign 

language teaching in those countries perhaps would be a possible model for export to 

China.  

 In Greece, Karavas-Doukas (1996) developed an attitude scale to understand 

language teachers’ attitudes towards the communicative approach. It was in 1987 

when a series of textbooks and a curriculum embodying principles of the 

communicative approach were introduced in Greek EFL classrooms, with the 

expectation that students’ linguistic repertoire, sociolinguistic skills, and interactive 

strategies were promoted through the process of foreign language learning. This study 

focused on the degree of implementation of a communicative learner-centered 

approach in Greek public secondary school EFL classrooms. The results revealed that 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 10

14 Greek English language teachers seemed to hold favorable attitudes towards CLT, 

while they tended to follow an eclectic approach in their teaching. Most lessons were 

teacher-fronted and exhibited an explicit focus on form; pair work activities were used 

in two classrooms whereas group work activities were never implemented.  

 Hu (2002) stated CLT has failed to make the expected impact on English 

language teaching in the People’s Republic of China in spite of the fact that since the 

late 1980s, there has been a top-down movement to reform English language teaching. 

An important component of this reform has been an effort to import communicative 

language teaching in the Chinese context. However, the traditional approach, which 

has been “a curious combination of the grammar-translation method and 

audiolingualism” (p.93), prevails and receives high popularity among Chinese 

teachers and students. Thus, CLT has failed to develop an adequate level of 

communicative competence in millions of Chinese learners of English. That is, CLT 

has not received widespread support and the traditional approach is still dominant in 

many a classroom (Hu, 2001). In his conclusion, Hu asserted that CLT and the 

traditional Chinese culture of learning are in potential conflict in several important 

aspects. For example, they embody different, even opposing, philosophies about the 

nature of teaching and learning, they have contrary assumptions about the respective 

roles and responsibilities of teachers and students, they encourage different learning 

strategies, and they reward different qualities in students. That’s why it is 

counterproductive to attempt to sweep away traditional practices and implant CLT in 

their place. 

 As for the implementation of CLT in Taiwan, the Minister of Education launched 

an array of innovations in the English education in the 1990s. The new standards of 

the English curricula for junior and senior high schools, promulgated in 1994 and 
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1995 respectively, were both developed on the basis of CLT. Therefore, CLT served as 

a guiding principle for textbook compilation, students’ evaluation and teachers’ 

classroom practices. It seems that CLT has emerged as a mainstream English teaching 

methodology here in Taiwan in the past decades. However, previous research suggests 

that teachers did not report frequent use of CLT activities in classrooms; they were 

inclined to teach in a traditional way or they demonstrated a mixture of CLT and 

traditional methods on account of contextual factors such as class size, teaching hours, 

pressure of exams, or lack of support (Chang & Huang, 2001; Hsu, 2003; Liao, 2003; 

Lin, 2002; Nien, 2002).  

 Compared to theoretical development of CLT, what second/foreign language 

teachers actually understand about CLT and how they realize CLT in their instructions 

are issues to be clarified. It is thus worth out effort to examine how teachers define 

CLT and implement it in their classrooms.  

Teachers’ Beliefs and Teaching Practices 

 Definition of Teachers’ Beliefs. Before going into detail about what teachers’ 

views on CLT are, the definition of beliefs, and more specifically, the definition of 

teachers’ beliefs, should be clarified. In fact, researchers have expressed a variety of 

thoughts in this area. Borg (2001) defines a belief as a proposition which may be 

consciously or unconsciously held, is evaluative in that it is accepted as true by the 

individual, and is therefore imbued with emotive commitment. Harvey (1970b, in 

Bauch, 1984) describes a belief system as a kind of psychology filter through which 

the individual makes selections as to what is attended to, admitted into, and kept out 

of one’s environment. It represents a set of predispositions to perceive, feel toward, 

and respond to ego involving stimuli and events in a consistent way. Under the 

overarching concept of beliefs, one of the belief substructures, the educational belief, 
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deserves a clear and close look since the purpose of this study is to describe and 

interpret how the beliefs of a teacher inform and shape the teaching process. 

 Previous research on teachers’ thought is abundant and thriving (Pajares, 1992). 

Sharp and Green (1975, in Pajares, 1992) called teaching ideology, “a connected set 

of systematically related beliefs and ideas about what are felt to be the essential 

features of teaching… a broad definition of the task and a set of prescriptions for 

performing it, all held at a relatively high level of abstraction” (p.29). Rokeach (1968) 

stated that teachers’ attitudes about education—about school, teaching, learning, and 

students—have generally been referred to as teachers’ beliefs. According to 

Calderhead (1995), the term teachers’ beliefs is usually used to refer to teachers’ 

pedagogical beliefs, or those beliefs of relevance to an individual’s teaching. The 

areas most commonly explored are teachers’ beliefs about teaching, learning and 

learners, subject matter, self as a teacher, or the role of a teacher. Kagan (1992) had a 

similar conclusion. She indicated that teacher belief is a particularly provocative form 

of personal knowledge that is generally defined as pre- and in-service teachers’ 

implicit assumptions about students, learning, classrooms, and the subject matter to be 

taught. In summary, research has found that teachers’ theories and beliefs represent a 

rich store of general knowledge of objects, people, and events in teaching. In 

classrooms, teachers are confronted with multiple choices for schooling students. It is 

consequently vital that teachers understand their own values and beliefs about their 

profession.  

 The Impacts of Teachers’ Beliefs on Teaching Practices. A large number of 

studies which focus on beliefs and their impact confirm that individual’s beliefs 

strongly affect their behavior (Clark & Peterson, 1986; Eisenhart et al., 1988; Fang, 

1966; Goodman, 1988; Harvey, 1986; Nespor, 1987; Nisbett & Ross, 1980; Posner et 
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al., 1982; Rokeach, 1968). Therefore, it is reasonable to suggest that a strong 

relationship exists between teachers’ educational beliefs and their planning, 

instructional decisions, and classroom practices. Research in the literature of teachers’ 

beliefs also proves the suggestion to be true.  

 The most productive contributions to our understanding of the relationship 

between teachers’ beliefs and practices have taken place in the field of reading. 

Numerous studies in this field support the notion that teachers do possess theoretical 

beliefs toward reading and that such beliefs tend to shape the nature of their 

instructional practices (Blanton & Moorman, 1987; Brophy & Good, 1974; Harste & 

Burke, 1977; Kamil & Pearson, 1979; Leu & Misulis, 1986; Rupley & Logan, 1984).  

 Research on teachers’ beliefs has also established that teachers’ thoughts and 

instructional decisions are underpinned by their systems of beliefs (Woods, 1996; 

Johnson 1999; Goodman, 1988), which provide the underlying framework, guiding 

teachers’ classroom actions. Dobson & Dobson (1983) claimed that there’s no such 

thing as value-neutral action; teaching practices, whether consciously or 

unconsciously chosen, are an expression of the beliefs held by the person. That is, the 

way a teacher teaches English is a reflection of what he/she believes about language 

teaching.  

 Of particular interest to this study is whether or not teachers’ tendencies to give 

priority to certain types of instructional practices over others are related in any way to 

their theoretical beliefs. To put more specifically, is a CLT-based class derived from 

the commitment to CLT? It is thus essential for the researcher to review what has been 

in the literature of teachers’ beliefs about CLT and their implementation. 

 Teachers’ Beliefs about CLT-Based Instruction. Some research in foreign 

language settings has been carried out in the area of teachers’ beliefs about CLT. 
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Karavas-Doukas (1996) revealed that while 14 Greek English language teachers 

surveyed held favorable attitudes toward CLT, they preferred to follow more 

traditional concepts to teach. In Li’s (1998) case study of South Korean secondary 

school English teachers’ understanding of the uptake of CLT in South Korea, teachers’ 

perceived difficulties in adopting CLT were reported. In another research in Seoul, 

Choi (1999) examined 110 Korean middle school English teachers’ beliefs about CLT 

and their classroom practices as well. The findings were that these English teachers 

held positive beliefs about CLT. However, incongruence did exist between what they 

believed about CLT and how they behaved in the classrooms. Last, Sato and 

Kleinsasser (1999) investigated 10 state high school teachers of Japanese in 

Australian metropolitan areas. They examined the teachers’ beliefs and perceptions of 

CLT, finding that the Japanese teachers did not hold very favorable beliefs about CLT, 

and were reluctant to promote CLT-based instruction. 

   Research on senior high school English teachers’ beliefs about CLT in Taiwan 

has also been conducted (Chang, 2001; Hsu, 2003; Liao, 2003). In general, the results 

from the above three studies revealed a positive attitude towards CLT and the 

participants were all willing to adopt CLT in their own classroom practices. 

Nevertheless, due to the contextual factors such as limited instructional hours, big 

classes, inadequate practical in-service training, regulated grammar-based exams, and 

insufficient collegial support, the teachers’ instruction was sometimes a mixture of 

CLT and traditional methods. In a word, a disparity did exist between these teachers’ 

perceptions and English teaching in EFL settings.  

 So far, the reviewed literature of the implementation of CLT has pointed out a 

gap between teachers’ beliefs and practices, which does not support the previous 

assertion that teachers’ theoretical framework has influence on their instructions. 
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Many researchers provide possible explanations of contextual restraints, mismatches 

of teaching and learning styles, educational policy and system, to name just a few. 

However, for teachers who go abroad for further study, after leaving the existing 

teaching context and encountering a new context of different cultures, is there a 

possibility to make alteration on their future teaching under the influence of the 

experience of study abroad? To what extent the overseas experience will help reshape 

or redefine their beliefs about CLT? 

Study Abroad 

 With the trend of globalization, the number of people engaged in cross-cultural 

living in foreign countries rises. The internationalization of higher education 

throughout the world is also speeding up as a result of the development of the global 

economy and education. A large number of students select to go abroad to receive 

postgraduate education. In 1999, World Journal reported there were about 31,000 

Taiwanese students in the United States, ranking fifth in size compared to students 

from other nations. According to the Ministry of Education (2007), the number of 

Taiwanese students studying overseas increased from 200 to 37,000 over the last 

decades. The most popular destinations are the USA (55 per cent), the UK (16 per 

cent) and Australia (11 per cent). The growth in transnational study has been fuelled 

by three major forces: government policy, strong economic growth and traditional 

cultural values on education. 

 Research on Impacts of Overseas Studying Experience. A traditional belief is 

generally held that a study-abroad experience must be beneficial to language learners 

because it offers them a unique opportunity that is not available at home, namely 

some level of immersion among native speakers (Cubillos, Chieffo, & Fan, 2008). As 

a response to this powerful assumption about the benefits of foreign sojourns, over the 
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past 30 years a growing body of research has developed on the impact of study abroad 

programs on second language proficiency (Cubillos & Robbins, 2004). Thanks to 

those investigations, we have learned that participants who have the experience of 

study abroad tend to achieve higher level of oral proficiency, native-like 

sociolinguistic skills, and enhanced metacognitive awareness. Some other efforts to 

study the impact of education abroad have focused primarily on the measurement of 

attitude change (Bower, 1973; Gwynne, 1981; Kafka, 1968; Marion, 1980; Morgan, 

1972, 1975; Nash, 1976). These researchers based their conclusions on statistical 

analysis of before-and-after test results using various assessment instruments. Their 

findings, however, were inconclusive as to whether study abroad has any significant 

impact on generating attitude changes.  

 Ying (2003) conducted a longitudinal, quantitative study to examine academic 

performance and quality of overseas study in a group of 155 Taiwanese graduate 

students at approximately one year after arriving in the United States. The results 

revealed that the international students’ academic performance was significantly 

predicted by better English writing skills. 

 Finally, Wang (2004) investigated multiple aspects of international students’ 

experiences in pursuing graduate education in the US in a qualitative research. The 

impact of graduate education on the students in this study, he concluded, is pervasive: 

professional advancement, acquisition of generic academic skills, profound cultural 

learning, and immense personal growth.  

 The Study Abroad Evaluation Project. The most comprehensive study to date on 

the impact of education abroad has been the Study Abroad Evaluation Project (SAEP), 

a project launched in 1982 in order to undertake the kind of systematic and 

comprehensive research needed to document and give future guidance to the role of 
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study abroad (Opper, 1990). The focus of the study is on what impacts, if any, study 

abroad makes to students in their undergraduate careers and later lives, with special 

attention to effects on “(1) students’ proficiency in foreign language; (2) their 

knowledge of and concern about other countries and cultures and international issues; 

(3) their knowledge of and attitudes toward their home country; and (4) their career 

objectives and accomplishments” (Carlson, Burn, Useem & Yachimowicz, 1990, vii). 

 In the effort to know how the sojourners and the students remaining on their 

home campus differed in predictable ways, the SAEP concluded that language 

proficiency appeared to increase substantially, especially in the area of speaking skills; 

that those who studied abroad demonstrated a greater increase in interest in 

international affairs over the course of the junior year than those who remained at 

home; that those who studied abroad showed a dramatic increase in their level of 

knowledge about the host country, especially in the area of cultural life, customs and 

traditions, social structure, and social issues; that the expectation that the study-abroad 

experience would result in increased levels of self-confidence and sociability was not 

supported (Carlson et al., 1990); and that both the study-abroad group and the 

domestic comparison group exhibited a decline in “domestic orientation.”  

 While the SAEP has contributed significantly to the growing body of research 

literature on education abroad, a great deal remains to be done. Most of the previous 

research to date has been quantitative in nature, dealing with the impacts and 

outcomes of participation in education abroad generally. There has been little in the 

way of qualitative research dealing specifically with beliefs about the implementation 

of CLT as a separate and distinct component of the education abroad experience. 

Since personal life experience, schooling and professional training make some 

sources of teachers’ beliefs (Borg, 2003), the experience of immersion in the target 
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language is possible to make a difference in terms of teachers’ beliefs about CLT 

instruction. Thus, the researcher conducted a qualitative study to investigate the 

US/UK-trained English teachers’ beliefs and practices in CLT, in comparison with 

those of locally-trained English teachers. 

 


