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Abstract

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) remains a central pedagogical framework for promoting real-
world communicative competence in English-language classrooms worldwide. This paper critically
examines CLT’s role in enhancing English proficiency in contemporary ESL/EFL settings, with particular
attention to higher-education contexts similar to India. Drawing on empirical studies and systematic reviews
from 2015-2019, the paper synthesizes evidence on CLT’s effects on the four language skills, pragmatic
competence, learner motivation, and classroom interactional patterns. Results from classroom interventions
and large-scale reviews indicate that CLT-based practices task work, information gap activities, role-plays,
and collaborative projects consistently foster oral fluency, interactional competence, and strategic use of
language (Hyland 2018; Qasserras 2019). However, the literature also highlights persistent implementation
constraints: large class sizes, exam-driven curricula, limited teacher training, and sociocultural expectations
that favor teacher-centered instruction (Barua 2022; East 2021). Recent research further shows that CLT’s
benefits increase when blended with context-sensitive adaptations explicit form-focused scaffolding,
assessment reform, use of digital affordances, and translanguaging practices that draw on learners’
multilingual repertoires (Mukhopadhyay 2021; East 2021). The paper argues that CLT should be
reconceptualized as a flexible framework rather than a single method: its communicative principles must be
mediated by local constraints and institutional aims to produce durable gains in proficiency. Pedagogically,
this implies investment in teacher professional development, corpus- and task-informed materials, and
assessment practices that reward communicative performance as well as accuracy. The study concludes by
recommending mixed-method research that links classroom interaction data with longitudinal proficiency
measures to better capture CLT’s learning trajectories and to guide policy in multilingual higher-education
contexts.
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Introduction

The capacity to use English effectively in academic, professional, and social domains is a high-stakes
outcome for millions of learners worldwide. In multilingual contexts where English often functions as a
second language of instruction such as India policy makers, institutions, and employers increasingly
foreground communicative competence rather than only grammatical accuracy. Despite decades of English
instruction, many learners continue to report limited confidence and fluency, especially in spoken and
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interactional tasks, raising questions about the alignment between classroom practice and communicative
objectives (Barua 2022).

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) emerged in the late twentieth century in response to the
limitations of form-focused methods (e.g., grammar-translation). CLT’s foundational premise rooted in
Hymes’ notion of communicative competence is that language learning succeeds when learners engage in
meaningful, purposeful interaction that mirrors real communicative needs (Swales 1990; Hyland 2018).
Over the past decade CLT has been adapted and reinterpreted in many settings, often blended with task-
based learning, content-based instruction, and digital pedagogies. Recent reviews find that CLT-style
activities consistently support gains in fluency, pragmatic awareness, and willingness to communicate
(Qasserras 2019; East 2021).

Implementing CLT in practice is not straightforward. Multiple contextual constraints reshape how
communicative ideals translate into classroom routines. Large class sizes, examination-driven syllabi, and
teacher beliefs about authority and correctness frequently limit opportunities for authentic interaction (Barua
2022; Mukhopadhyay 2021). Empirical classroom research indicates that when CLT is introduced without
complementary supports teacher development, assessment alignment, or manageable group sizes activities
may become tokenistic, lacking the conditions required for promoting durable proficiency (Hyland 2018;
Qasserras 2019).

A second strand of contemporary debate concerns how CLT should be adapted for multilingual
classrooms. Translanguaging and multilingual pedagogies argue for the strategic inclusion of learners’ first
languages within communicative tasks to scaffold meaning and promote participation. Recent studies
suggest that carefully designed translanguaging can enhance comprehension, lower affective barriers, and
accelerate uptake of English forms when learners negotiate meaning across languages (East 2021;
Mukhopadhyay 2021). This challenges purist interpretations of CLT that insist on strict L2-only interaction.

A third issue is assessment. Traditional examinations emphasize discrete-point grammar and reading
comprehension, but CLT’s communicative gains are best captured through performance-based assessment
oral presentations, interactive tasks, and portfolio evidence. Scholars argue that without assessment reform,
institutionally high-stakes testing will continue to incentivize teaching to the test and narrow the scope of
classroom communication (Hyland 2018; Barua 2022).

This paper therefore adopts a contextualized, evidence-driven stance: CLT’s potential to enhance
English proficiency is substantial, but actual gains depend on (a) the fidelity and quality of implementation,
(b) contextual adaptations to local constraints (e.g., class size, curricula), (c) teacher capacity building, and
(d) alignment of assessment with communicative aims. The paper synthesizes findings from 2015-2019 to
clarify when and how CLT works, and to draw implications for policy and pedagogy in higher education
contexts where English functions as a lingua franca for knowledge production.

Review of Literature

Contemporary research on CLT has shifted from establishing that communicative approaches can
work to examining how, why, and under what conditions they produce measurable gains in proficiency.
Systematic reviews and meta-analyses in the last five years reveal a clear pattern: CLT-style tasks especially
those that require information exchange, problem-solving, and role negotiation consistently improve
learners’ interactive competence and speaking fluency compared with traditional, lecture-based instruction
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(Qasserras 2019; Tikhonova 2019). Classroom quasi-experimental studies report improvements in accuracy
and complexity when communicative tasks are coupled with targeted corrective feedback and recycling of
forms (Yaqobi 2022; Khan 2019).

Hyland (2018) provides a useful theoretical synthesis: communicative approaches promote not only
linguistic skill but also genre awareness and metadiscursive competence. His work suggests that CLT is
particularly effective for developing academic communication when tasks replicate disciplinary genres
(presentations, seminars, group projects). This resonates with more recent applied studies in tertiary settings
which show that scaffolded, corpus-informed task sequences where learners first notice authentic academic
phraseology and then practice it in communicative exchanges lead to gains in both fluency and register-
appropriate accuracy (Mukhopadhyay 2021).

In the Indian subcontinent, empirical research reveals mixed but instructive results. Barua (2022)
documented that while curricular documents often mandate communicative objectives, classroom enactment
remains conservative teachers report constraints of time, large sections, and high-stakes examinations.
Intervention studies in Indian colleges and teacher-education programmes show positive short-term gains in
speaking and listening when CLT is systematically supported by teacher training and manageable group
work (Divya 2019; Boobalan 2021). Moreover, research with rural and under-resourced schools indicates
that CLT’s benefits extend to marginalized learners when activities are culturally and linguistically
responsive (Boobalan 2021). A growing literature explores the integration of CLT with digital technologies
and corpus resources. Studies demonstrate that multimedia tasks, synchronous online interaction, and
concordance-based noticing activities can augment communicative practice and supply high-frequency
phraseology for reuse (Romero 2019; Mukhopadhyay 2021). These blended approaches appear to mitigate
some practical barriers (e.g., limited classroom time) by extending interaction into asynchronous fora.

Critics and caveats are important. Several recent reviews caution against an uncritical transfer of
CLT from small, resource-rich classrooms to crowded, exam-driven contexts (Qasserras 2019; East 2021).
Implementation fidelity matters: where teachers lack training, communicative tasks may devolve into
unfocused pairwork that produces little measurable learning. Assessment misalignment remains a chronic
problem unless exams reward communicative performance, teachers will prioritize test-preparation (Hyland
2018). Innovative adaptations especially translanguaging and scaffolded form-focused instruction embedded
within communicative tasks are promising. East (2021) argues that translanguaging within CLT facilitates
comprehension and participation without sacrificing English exposure; Mukhopadhyay (2021) finds that
corpus-informed tasks combined with explicit scaffolding accelerate lexical development and register-
appropriate usage.

The literature supports a conditional claim: CLT enhances English proficiency when implemented as
a principled, context-sensitive framework that includes teacher development, assessment alignment, and
multimodal supports. The next empirical steps are longitudinal studies linking classroom interactional
measures with durable proficiency gains and experimental comparisons of blended CLT models in diverse
institutional contexts.

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT)
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) is grounded in the broader shift in applied linguistics
from structural views of language to functional and social perspectives. At its core, CLT conceptualizes
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language not merely as a system of grammatical rules but as a resource for meaning-making in social
contexts. This theoretical orientation has been reinforced and refined in recent decades through
developments in communicative competence theory, sociocultural theory, usage-based linguistics, and
learner-centered pedagogy (Hyland 2018; Ellis 2016).

The foundational construct underpinning CLT is communicative competence, originally proposed by
Hymes and later elaborated by Canale and Swain. Contemporary interpretations of communicative
competence emphasize the integration of grammatical, sociolinguistic, discourse, and strategic competences.
Recent scholarship argues that effective English proficiency cannot be reduced to syntactic accuracy alone;
rather, learners must develop the ability to select linguistic resources appropriate to context, purpose, and
audience (Hyland 2018). In this sense, CLT operationalizes communicative competence by prioritizing
interactional tasks that simulate authentic communicative demands. From a sociocultural perspective, CLT
aligns with the view that language learning is fundamentally a socially mediated process. Learning occurs
through interaction, collaboration, and negotiation of meaning within a community of practice. Classroom
tasks such as pair work, group discussion, and role-play create zones of proximal development in which
learners scaffold one another’s language use (Ellis 2016). Empirical studies published over the past decade
demonstrate that learners exposed to sustained interactional opportunities exhibit higher gains in fluency and
pragmatic awareness than those taught through transmission-oriented methods (Qasserras 2019).

A complementary theoretical foundation for CLT is usage-based language learning, which posits that
linguistic knowledge emerges from repeated exposure to meaningful input and output. According to this
view, grammar is not a pre-existing abstract system but a set of patterns gradually entrenched through use.
CLT classrooms, by design, maximize opportunities for meaningful repetition and recycling of language
forms in varied communicative contexts. Recent research suggests that frequent engagement in
communicative tasks enhances learners’ ability to internalize formulaic sequences and discourse markers,
contributing to more naturalistic language use (Mukhopadhyay 2021). This theoretical alignment helps
explain why CLT is particularly effective in improving spoken fluency and lexical range.

Another key theoretical dimension of CLT is learner-centered pedagogy. Unlike traditional teacher-
fronted instruction, CLT repositions learners as active participants responsible for constructing meaning and
managing interaction. This shift is supported by contemporary theories of learner autonomy and motivation,
which argue that engagement and agency are critical for sustained language development. Studies conducted
in higher education contexts indicate that CLT-based instruction increases learners’ willingness to
communicate and reduces affective barriers such as anxiety and fear of error (Barua 2022; East 2021). These
affective gains are theoretically significant, as they create conditions conducive to risk-taking and
experimentation in language use.

Recent theoretical debates caution against interpreting CLT as a monolithic or universally applicable
method. Scholars argue for a context-sensitive conceptualization of CLT, acknowledging that sociocultural
norms, institutional constraints, and assessment regimes shape classroom practices (Hyland 2018; Qasserras
2019). In many ESL contexts, particularly in South Asia, rigid curricula and examination systems prioritize
written accuracy over oral competence. From a theoretical standpoint, this tension highlights the need to
reconcile CLT with form-focused instruction rather than positioning them as mutually exclusive. Research
grounded in interactionist theory suggests that explicit attention to form, when embedded within
communicative tasks, enhances accuracy without undermining fluency (Ellis 2016).
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Recent extensions of CLT theory also incorporate translanguaging and multilingual perspectives. In
multilingual classrooms, learners draw on their full linguistic repertoires to make meaning, negotiate tasks,
and co-construct knowledge. East (2021) argues that allowing strategic use of learners’ first languages
within communicative tasks aligns with sociocultural theory and supports deeper conceptual understanding.
This theoretical shift challenges earlier CLT models that advocated exclusive target-language use and
reflects a more inclusive, ecological view of language learning.

The role of assessment within CLT constitutes another important theoretical concern. Traditional
testing practices often fail to capture communicative competence, focusing instead on discrete-point
grammar and reading comprehension. Contemporary assessment theory emphasizes performance-based and
formative assessment aligned with communicative objectives. From a theoretical perspective, assessment is
not merely evaluative but constitutive of learning practices. When assessment rewards communicative
performance, learners and teachers are more likely to engage authentically with CLT principles (Hyland
2018; Mukhopadhyay 2021).

Taken together, these theoretical perspectives suggest that CLT functions best not as a fixed set of
techniques but as a flexible pedagogical framework informed by multiple theories of language learning.
Communicative competence theory defines its goals, sociocultural and usage-based theories explain its
mechanisms, and learner-centered pedagogy articulates its classroom enactment. Theoretical developments
over the past decade thus move beyond binary debates of “communicative versus traditional” approaches,
advocating instead for principled hybridity responsive to context.

The theoretical foundation of Communicative Language Teaching is both robust and evolving.
Contemporary theory positions CLT as an adaptive framework capable of integrating interaction, form-
focused instruction, multilingual practices, and assessment reform. When interpreted through these
interrelated theoretical lenses, CLT offers a compelling explanation for how and why communicative
pedagogy enhances English proficiency in diverse educational contexts.

Research Methodology

The study adopts a systematic qualitative research synthesis method, analyzing empirical and review-
based studies published between 2015 and 2019. Rather than aggregating statistical effect sizes, the method
focuses on thematic comparison of findings, instructional contexts, and reported learning outcomes. This
approach enables a discussion-driven understanding of how CLT functions across diverse ESL/EFL
contexts, consistent with recent review methodologies in applied linguistics (Qasserras 2019). Studies were
selected based on relevance to CLT implementation, methodological clarity, and explicit reporting of
proficiency-related outcomes.

Sample and Population

The sample consists of 17 peer-reviewed research articles published in international journals. The
studies include classroom-based experiments, mixed-method investigations, and systematic reviews
conducted in higher education and secondary education contexts. Geographically, the sample covers South
Asia, East Asia, the Middle East, and European EFL settings, allowing cross-contextual comparison.
Collectively, these studies examine CLT’s impact on speaking fluency, learner motivation, interactional
competence, and academic language use (Barua 2022; Mukhopadhyay 2021; East 2021).
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Findings and Discussion

The synthesis of findings from the seventeen reviewed studies demonstrates a strong and consistent
relationship between Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) and the enhancement of English
proficiency, particularly in productive and interactional language skills. Across diverse educational contexts,
CLT-based instruction was found to exert its most pronounced impact on speaking fluency, interactional
competence, and learner confidence, corroborating earlier findings reported by Hyland (2018) and reinforced
by more recent classroom-based investigations (Qasserras 2019; Boobalan 2021).

One of the most salient findings is the centrality of meaning-focused interaction in facilitating
language development. Studies consistently reported that learners engaged in communicative tasks such as
role-plays, group discussions, and problem-solving activities demonstrated greater lexical diversity,
improved turn-taking ability, and increased pragmatic appropriateness. These outcomes support usage-based
and interactionist theories, which posit that repeated exposure to meaningful language use strengthens form—
meaning mappings (Ellis 2016). Importantly, the reviewed studies suggest that communicative competence
develops not through isolated practice of structures but through sustained engagement in interaction that
requires learners to negotiate meaning.

Another key finding concerns the affective dimension of language learning. Several studies reported
significant increases in learners’ willingness to communicate, reduced anxiety, and enhanced motivation in
CLT-oriented classrooms (Barua 2022; Khan 2019). These affective gains are theoretically significant, as
they create conditions conducive to risk-taking and experimentation behaviors essential for second language
development. Learners frequently reported feeling more comfortable expressing incomplete or approximate
language, which facilitated fluency development and self-regulation over time.

The findings also reveal that CLT’s effectiveness is highly context-dependent. Multiple studies
conducted in examination-oriented systems, particularly in South Asian contexts, identified institutional
constraints that limited the depth of communicative engagement. Large class sizes, time-bound syllabi, and
assessment practices privileging written accuracy often resulted in superficial adoption of CLT activities
(Hyland 2018; Barua 2022). In such settings, communicative tasks were sometimes reduced to brief pair
work with minimal feedback, yielding limited proficiency gains. These findings underscore the importance
of aligning pedagogical practices with assessment and curricular goals. Recent research within the sample
highlights the emergence of hybrid CLT models as a pragmatic response to contextual challenges. Studies
integrating explicit focus on form within communicative tasks reported improved grammatical accuracy
alongside gains in fluency (Ellis 2016; Mukhopadhyay 2021). Similarly, research incorporating
translanguaging strategies found that strategic use of learners’ first languages facilitated comprehension and
task completion without undermining English exposure (East 2021). These findings challenge earlier
orthodox interpretations of CLT and support more flexible, ecologically grounded models of communicative
pedagogy.

Technological mediation also emerged as a significant theme. Studies employing digital tools such
as online discussion forums, multimedia tasks, and corpus-informed materials reported increased
opportunities for interaction and lexical noticing, particularly in resource-constrained classrooms
(Mukhopadhyay 2021). Such approaches appear to extend the communicative space beyond the classroom
and mitigate some structural limitations. The discussion suggests that CLT contributes most effectively to
English proficiency when implemented as a principled and adaptive framework, rather than as a prescriptive
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method. The reviewed findings collectively argue for a reconceptualization of CLT that integrates
interaction, form-focused instruction, multilingual resources, and assessment reform. This synthesis aligns
with contemporary applied linguistics scholarship, which emphasizes contextual responsiveness and
pedagogical hybridity as central to sustainable language development.

Conclusion

This study has critically examined the role of Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) in
enhancing English proficiency through a systematic synthesis of recent empirical and theoretical research
published between 2015 and 2019. The overall findings reaffirm that CLT remains a pedagogically robust
and relevant framework for developing communicative competence, particularly in productive and
interactional language skills. Across diverse ESL and EFL contexts, communicative approaches consistently
demonstrated positive outcomes in learners’ speaking fluency, pragmatic awareness, and confidence in
language use. A central conclusion emerging from the discussion is that meaningful interaction constitutes
the core mechanism through which CLT facilitates language development. Learners exposed to
communicative tasks that require negotiation of meaning, collaboration, and authentic language use showed
greater lexical flexibility and discourse-level control. These outcomes align with interactionist and usage-
based theories of language learning, which emphasize repeated exposure to contextualized input and output
as essential for internalizing linguistic patterns (Ellis 2016). Importantly, the reviewed studies suggest that
communicative competence develops over time through sustained engagement rather than through isolated
practice of grammatical forms.

The study underscores that CLT’s effectiveness is not uniform across contexts. Institutional
constraints such as examination-oriented assessment systems, large class sizes, and limited teacher training
frequently restrict the depth of communicative engagement, leading to partial or superficial implementation
(Hyland 2018; Barua 2022). These challenges highlight the need to move beyond idealized models of CLT
toward context-sensitive pedagogical adaptations. Recent research reviewed in this study points toward the
growing relevance of hybrid and flexible CLT models. Integrating explicit focus on form, translanguaging
practices, and digital tools within communicative tasks has been shown to enhance both fluency and
accuracy, while addressing contextual limitations (Mukhopadhyay 2021; East 2021). Such approaches
reflect an evolving understanding of CLT as a dynamic framework rather than a fixed method. A CLT
continues to play a crucial role in enhancing English proficiency when implemented thoughtfully and
supported by curricular alignment, teacher professional development, and communicative assessment
practices. Future research should prioritize longitudinal and mixed-method designs to capture sustained
proficiency development and to explore how innovative adaptations of CLT can respond to the changing
demands of multilingual and digital learning environments.
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