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2 Communicative Language 
Teaching 

PATRICIA A. DUFF 

KEY QUESTIONS 

► What is communicative language teaching? 

► How is this approach related to other proficiency-based approaches to language teaching? 

► How relevant or adaptable is communicative language teaching to language teaching contexts 

worldwide? 

EXPERIENCE 

Experience 1: Teaching young adult 
learners in an ESL context 
It is Monday morning and a group of young adult 
English as a second language (ESL) learners have 
just arrived for their language class. The teacher 
starts the class by asking the students about their 
weekend: 

Teacher: So what did you do this weekend? 
Student 1: I ran my first marathon! 
Teacher: Wow! Did you finish? 
Student 1: Yes, eventually .... But I can barely walk 
today! 
Several students: Congratulations! Way to go! 
Student 2: I saw the latest Harry Potter movie! 
Student 3: How did you like it? 
Student 2: It was great but not as good as the last 
one. 
Teacher: Did anyone else do anything interesting? 
St~dent 4: I stayed home and finished today's 
assignment-ha, ha! 
Several students: Groan .... ) 

The discussion continues for a few more minutes 
a.nd one student finally asks the teacher if she had 
a good weekend. She replies and then announces 
the focus of toe! , l . . . ay s c ass: produong personal nar-
ratives m the past tense. 

WHAT IS COMMUNICATIVE 
LANGUAGE TEACHING? 
Communicative language teaching (CLT) is an 
approach to language teaching that emphasiz­
es learning a language first and foremost for 
the purpose of communicating with others. 
Communication includes finding out about what 
people did on the weekend, as in Experience 1, or 
on their last vacation and learning about classmates' 
interests, activities, preferences, and opinions and 
conveying one's own. It may also involve explaining 
daily routines to others who want to know about 
them, discussing current events, writing an email 
message with some personal news, or telling oth­
ers about an interesting book or article or Internet 
video clip. Although the concept of communica­
tion underlying CLT may seem self-evident as a 
goal for language education, a generation ago (and 
still in many parts of the world today) teaching and 
learning another language were often more con­
cerned with language analysis, literary text analysis, 
memorization, translation, or high-stakes multiple­
choice language testing. Instead of describing one's 
own weekend, students might have read a passage 
and changed all present tense forms to past tense 
or translated the passage into their first language 
(Ll). Learning how to express and interpret ideas 
in speech or in writing in their second language 
(L2) and getting to know classmates or other L2 
users better were not priorities. Often people did 
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not imagine ever needing to communicate with 
others using the language being taught. Or the 
educational culture they were in and theories of 
learning at the time placed a premium on linguistic 
knowledge, such as the ability to analyze grammar 
and vocabulary, rather than the ability to use the 
language to speak or write to others about topics of 

mutual concern. 
In this chapter, I examine the principles and 

history of CLT, how and why it has evolved, what 
it represents today, and directions for CLT in the 
future. The relationship between CLT and other 
proficiency- or competency-based approaches to 
language education is also considered. Finally, I 
consider how communicative competence might 
be reconceptualized for the purposes of language 
education given the changes in the nature of 
communication in the twenty-first century. This 
involves a growing assortment of new media and 
interfaces for communicating and sharing infor­
mation, especially using English. 

Reflections on your own experiences 
as a language learner 
Think of your own experiences of learning another 
language through formal instruction. Was the lan­
guage you learned a modern language that is used 
in everyday communication in some region of the 
world? Or was it a classical language, such as Latin, 
learned more for the study or reproduction of par­
ticular sacred or literary texts but not widely spoken 
in society? v\That were your goals for learning the lan­
guage? Did the instructional methods used support 
those goals? Did you have opportunities to interact 
with others in the classroom using the language or in 
other contexts outside of class or online? Or did the 
instruction place much more emphasis on memo­
rizing lists of vocabulary items, grammatical forms, 
sentence patterns, and rules mainly for the purpose 
of using those structures appropriately on tests of 
grammar, vocabulary, and translation? 

Historically, classical and modern languages 
were often required courses at school and uni­
versity and taught as a form of intellectual and 
literary enrichment, with no expectation that stu­
dents would ever have the opportunity to use the 
language for either face-to-face communication 
or to correspond with other readers and writers 
of the language for their own purposes. In some 
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contexts, however, the requirements might be 
much more rigorous, involving speaking and lis­
tening and not just reading and writing, beginning 
with primary education and continuing through­
out one's educational and professional career. Yet 
many such programs place considerable emphasis 
on grammatical and lexical sophistication and 
accuracy with much less emphasis on fluency and 
the ability to use the language for meaningful com­

munication with others. 
The traditional grammar- and text-based 

approach to teaching and learning language for the 
sake of engaging with literary works or mastering 
the grammatical conventions of language is still 
cultivated in many institutions and can constitute 
important intellectual and metalinguistic activity 
(i.e., building an awareness of how language func­
tions as a system). However, people have many 
other reasons for learning languages than the study 
of grammar and classical literary texts; these rea­
sons relate to the increasing levels of immigration 
and transnationalism worldwide, migrant worker 
programs, and opportunities for travel and interna­
tional education. In addition, the Internet, global­
ization, more knowledge-based economies, and 
new information and communication technologies 
have all had an impact on language learning and 
use as well as on perceptions about its significance 
in people's lives. Learners may need to learn and 
use a second or foreign language such as English to 
participate in public education; to obtain employ­
ment; to communicate with relatives, friends, or 
colleagues who speak that language; to travel to 
region·s of the world where the language is spoken; 
or to communicate with newcomers in their own 
neighborhoods who speak the language. 

1 

Experience 2: CLT in a secondary 
school English as a foreign language 
class 
It has sometimes been argued that CLT is more 
appropriate in ESL curricular contexts, as in 
Experience 1, where English is spoken more 
widely in the local community, than in English as 
a foreign language (EFL) settings, where it is not 
the dominant local language. Indeed, there has 
sometimes been resistance to CLT in EFL contexts 
(Littlewood, 2011). Yet there are still ways that 
the principles of CLT can be applied, adopted, 

?r adapte~ in EFL contexts. This was apparent 
m a 40-mmute lesson I observed in 2009 in a 
well-resour_ced, urban, public secondary school 
classroom m China with over 50 grade 11 (senior 
year 2) students. 

. _The topic is art and architecture, based on a 
umt m the textbook Senior English for China, Student 
Book 2A (PE~ Curriculum Team, 2003b, Unit 3). The 
teacher begms by asking the students to generate 
words or phrases that they associate with the word 
art (e.g., they volunteer beauty, creative, opera, music, 
archztectu~e, and culture). Using a PowerPoint (PPT) 
presentation, she then shows them images of some 
famous works of both modern and classical art (e.g., 
the M_ona ~zsa and a famous Chinese painting) and 
then IComc architectural landmarks from around 
the world, such as the Eiffel Tower. The teacher 
asks students to guess the name and location of 
the works shown and to decide what they have in 
common. They_ offer such responses as They are 
specza~ • • •. b~autiful . . . creatively designed . . . famous. 
The lmgmstIC goal of the lesson is to introduc d . e an 
review vocabulary related to art and architect d 1 ure, 
an a s~ the grammatical_ s~ructures for expressing 
a prefe1 ence for one art1st1c or architectural style 
over another, such as the advantages and disadvan­
tages of traditional versus modern Chinese houses 
Guided by the teacher, students compare images of 
modern houses (apartments) and more traditional 
courtyard-s~le houses. Then, in groups of four, the 
students _discuss which housing style they would 
want to hve in and why. Students exchange their 
personal preferences and compare the different 
layouts ~f _traditional and modern housing and ways 
of descnbmg them. Finally, for the main task of the 
~esson, which takes 10-15 minutes, the students 
m small gro • d. ' "d ups agam, 1scuss and design their 

ream h " d h which ouse ~n t ~n present it to the class, after 
h 0th ers give their impressions of the dream 

ouse. The lesson ends with a summary of the main 
conceptual a d 1· • • • n mgmst1c pomts of the lesson (mod-
ern versus t d' • 1 • 
Ofh 

. ra it10na architecture; shapes and styles 
ousmg· a db ·1d· or wood). , n m mg materials, such as concrete 

In their lesson th £ 11 • tinue with th' h e o owmg day, they con-
is t eme d' • • some f h . . , iscussmg a readmg about 

0 t e bmldmgs d • d 2008 01 . esigne for the Beijing 
ympICs, such as th "B' d' ,, stadium M e Ir s Nest national 

What ost of the class is conducted in English 
aspects of th· 1 • CLT? First l'k is c ass are consistent with 
' 1 e the te h • ac er 111 Experience 1, this 

teacher has stu~ents communicating in English, to 
the extent possible o_r ~esirable, about their per­
sonal expenences, op1mons, and interests. Second 
~hey discuss students' knowledge and understand~ 
mg~ of art and architecture. They also discuss 
the_1r preferences for certain kinds of artistic form. 
Third, a great deal of interaction (questions, 
responses, and requests for more information and 
for their opinions) occurs between the teacher and 
students. Fourth, to encourage additional oral lan­
guage practice and a more personalized discussion 
of the topic, the teacher has students work together 
here in groups of four, to create the prototyp~ 
of th_eir _"dream house." They are therefore com­
~umcatmg with one another-negotiating mean­
mgs and preferences and showing their creativity 
throug? drawings-and then communicating with 
others m the class, as well. Finally, the students are 
asked to explain why they chose certain features 
~nd not others. There are many points of intersec­
tion between the curriculum and the students' 
~wn lives, their background knowledge, perspec­
tives, and even hopes or dreams. 

_The teacher's approach to teaching this les­
son. ~s constrained by a number of factors in 
add1t1on to class size: lesson length, prescribed 
textbo?k materials (supplemented by the teacher's 
PP'! shdes), and learning outcomes. Teachers and 
st:1dents are held accountable for the curriculum 
with monthly examinations for all classes in the 
s~me grade, culminating in their final year with the 
h1gh-st~kes College Entrance Examination, which 
determmes students' higher education prospects 
and places consider~ble emphasis on English 
grammar. Even so, this very experienced teacher 
?a~ mana~ed to find ways of engaging students 
I~ mteract10ns about the topic and has also high­
lighted both the language structures required to 
complete the task effectively that were also in the 
te~tb~ok ( e.g., ~ouns: architecture, balcony, furniture:, 
adJe~t1~es: classical, modern; expressions of prefer­
~nce. Id rather . .. , In my opinion, ... ' ½'hat I like 
zs · ... ) and the grammar (past participles used as 
object complements: We want traditional materials 
[to be} used; hypothetical conditionals: If I were 
to build a house, I would ... ) . The students seem 
genuinely interested in the lesson and are able to 
express themselves. The teacher espouses CLT but 
c_once~es that she must provide balanced instruc­
tion given the very language-focused curriculum 
mandated by the province. 
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CONCEPTUAL UNDERPINNINGS 
OFCLT 
The CLT movement, often also referred to as the 
communicative approach, began in the 1970s to 
address shifting priorities in both education and 
society associated with socioeconomic trends at the 
time in continental Europe, the United Kingdom, 
and the United States. Addressing the needs of 
mobile or migrant language learners wishing to 
convey and interpret meanings in actual social 
contexts became paramount. These learners often 
had very practical needs like getting a job, buying 
groceries, finding housing, or speaking to neigh­
bors. Giving learners the tools to communicate 
and some choice regarding what they might want 
to say or write as well as the freedom to experiment 
with language use distinguished CLT from other 
widely used approaches based on pattern drilling, 
recitation, and grammatical analysis (Richards & 
Rodgers, 2001). 

An important parallel development taking 
place within theoretical linguistics was an emphasis 
on understanding the functions of language in a 
variety of social contexts. This included analyzing 
the kinds of adaptations that competent speakers 
know how to make when speaking to others of 
higher versus lower status, when speaking formally 
versus informally, when talking about technical 
or academic topics versus everyday subjects, and 
when interpreting others' speech and writing, 
among other facets of sociolinguistics ( the study 
oflanguage use in society). Savignon (1983, 2001, 
2005, 2007), an American proponent of CLT, 
documented some of these shifts in European and 
British functional linguistics and also their impact 
on language teaching internationally since then. 

The growing convergence in social and func­
tional orientations in linguistics, along with the 
needs of learners seeking practical language skills 
for social, academic, occupational, and other pur­
poses in the United Kingdom and continental 
Europe, gave rise to a very pragmatic and learner­
centered approach to language teaching and 
learning. In the United States, similarly, a more 
socially oriented linguistics was proposed by Hymes 
(1971). He argued that to function in society, to be 
able to use language appropriately in social situ­
ations, speakers must know how to produce and 
interpret language for a wide range of purposes, as 
part of different types of activities in many settings, 
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and with a variety of interlocutors. This ability to 
use language effectively, which native speakers of 
a language often take for granted, is known as com­
municative competence. Communicative competence 
was contrasted with idealized, abstract representa­
tions of grammatical knowledge (linguistic com­
petence) or intuitions that native speakers have 
about language (e.g., Chomsky, 1965) with little 
reference to the observed real-world linguistic 
behaviors, needs, or intentions of speakers. 

In addition to changes in society and linguis­
tics that gave rise to the new field of sociolinguis­
tics, psychological theories of learning were also 
evolving from more behavioral to more cognitive 
and social approaches. New insights about the 
nature of Ll and L2 learning, skill acquisition, 
comprehension, production, and memory, in par­
ticular, acknowledged the interplay of multiple 
factors in successful language learning and edu­
cation, going well beyond rote skills. Among the 
many insights generated by the newer learning 
theories was that learners need to be actively and 
socially engaged in constructing meaning (either 
as readers/listeners or as speakers/writers) by 
interacting with both their textual environment 
( e.g., linguistic and nonlinguistic material, ideas, 
and texts) and with other language users. They 
need to attend simultaneously to the basic building 
blocks oflanguage, such as morphemes (the small­
est units of meaning or structure in language), 
words (which may include more than one mor­
pheme), and grammatical structures (a bottom-up 
approach to processing information), and also to 
the larger meanings and types of discourse being 
conveyed (a more top-clown holistic approach). 

In our earlier, examples, students were 
engaged in discourse about past events and lei­
sure activities (Experience 1) and preferred types 
of art, architecture, and housing (Experience 2). 
Students need to become effective communicators 
in their L2 using many kinds of language ( or dis­
course )-to compare and contrast items, describe 
sequences in a complicated process or narrative, 
categorize and classify information, present the 
causes and effects of different actions or events, 
provide evaluations, persuade people by making 
a good argument, or use language creatively to 
express themselves. Thus, the ability to learn and 
use grammar effectively, though clearly impor­
tant, is only part of being able to communicate 
well. Appropriate registers or styles of speech 

(academi~, nonacademic; formal, informal) and 
other_ sooally appropriate ways of engaging in oral 
or_ wntt~n communication (making requests, com­
phmen~mg others, complaining, apologizing, and 
exp~essmg humor or passion) are also required in 
particular situations. 

To develop communicative abilities, it was 
argued, l_ear~ers_ need to experience or practice 
commm~IC~tmg m the language they are learning 
by negot1atmg meanings with others ( e.g., Scarcella, 
Anders~n, & Krashen, 1990). The term negotiation 
of meaning comes up often in discussions of CL T 
and it refers to efforts to make oneself understood 
and to ~nderstand _others-to convey messages 
or meanmgs-by askmg such questions as "Is this 
what you mean?" and "Do you understand wh t 
I' . a 

m trymg to say?" After all, communication-and 
learning-cannot occur if people do not under­
stand what others have tried to express. The first 
wave of research in the new subfield of second 
l~ngua~e acquisition (SLA) also provided compel­
lmg evidence that learners do not simply learn 
~vhat they are t~ught or are exposed to, especially 
if the grammatical and lexical (vocabulary) struc­
tures are too complicated or too numerous, or if 
stud~nts are not cognitively (mentally) ready to 
acqmre them (R. Ellis, 1994b). ( See also Ellis, this 
volume.) 

In Canada, French immersion researchers 
Canale a~d ~wain (1980) began to operationalize 
:ommu'.11cat1ve competence for the purposes of 
~1st1~uctm~ and a~sessing English-speaking learners 
. f F1 en~h m speoal programs in which most of the 
mstruct10n was delivered in French. They sought to 
compare students' ability to communicate in their 
L2, French, with that of native French speakers or 
of learners of French in more traditional L2 pro-
grams I dd. • 
1 

. n a Itlon to grammatical competence 
ong the h 11 -k f ' • a mar O language teaching interna-

tionally tl £ 11 • added· ' :e . o ~w~ng three components were 
. sooolmgmst1c competence, strategic com­

petence and lat - d. 1983) ' er' iscourse competence ( Canale 
• • These fo k' cl ' interrel t cl ur 111 s of competence represent 

languaga e frasp:cts of speakers' being able to use 
. e e 1ect1vel)' for - f • t1on both· ·c1 pmposes o commumca-

Wh 
ms1 e and outside classrooms. 

ereas grm t • l ability t nma zca competence refers to the 
o use and • t -lures of la 111 er pret sentence-level fea-

nguage ft • • (lexis) synt ( e ectively, 111cluding vocabular:y 
' ax gra1nm ·) struction) . ar ' morphology (word con-

' semantics (meaning)' and phonology 

(the mapping of structure and meaning onto 
sound patterns), the other three domains of 
competence operate across different levels of 
language-from the word or sentence level to 
the larger social and discourse contexts. These 
larger units of language involve strings of phrases, 
sentenc_es, or spoke1: ut_terances and the ability to 
cope with commu111cat1ve needs in interactional 
contexts in st~ategic ways. An example of strategic 
language use 1s speakers' being able to paraphrase 
or find a synonym when unable to retrieve a word 
or_ other desired expression. So, if learners cannot 
thmk of the English word enormous but produce 
very large, hul[e, or gigantic, they have strategically 
manag~d the1r communication by finding a similar 
express10n. 

. These additional, newly elaborated, and test­
ed k111ds of competence under the larger umbrella 
of communicative competence were important 
because the~ signaled to teachers, administrators, 
textbook wnters, testers, and language learners 
themselves that learning phrase-level or sentence­
level grammar and vocabula1:y alone does not 
enable one to communicate well across a variety of 
contexts. Furthermore, people must learn to cre­
ate and_ comprehend cohesive and coherent oral 
a~1d wntten texts on different topics (reflecting 
discourse competence); that is, they must produce 
~anguag: that makes sense, with ideas tied together 
111 a log1~al, smooth manner so the relationship 
be~veen ideas and se1:t:nces is clear, involving 
neither too much repet1t10n nor too much discon­
ne~ted ~witching between topics or other things 
be111? d1scusse~., They must also learn to produce 
and mterpret_d1fferent genres or types oflanguage 
use ( e.g., a dialogue, a short narrative, a news or 
weather report, a personal letter, or a research 
paper) and in different disciplines or content 
areas ( e.g., in the sciences versus the humanities). 
Nevert~eless, learners cannot be expected to know 
e:e?tl:mg there is to know about language across 
d1sc1plmes-not even native speakers do-since 
l~nguage learning, including Ll learning, is a life­
time process guided by need and opportunity. 

.. Other_ aspects of language education not 
ongmally given prominence in CLT include criti­
~al th~nking (e.g., Benesch, 1993) and critical 
hterac_1es ( e.g., Pennycook, 1999), which are now 
~om_et1mes folded into CLT as well. Critical think­
ing IS the ability to analyze information rationally, 
solve problems, and discern and evaluate implicit 
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assumptions, values, and poin_ts of view while con­
sidering alternative perspectl~es; cntzc~l lzter~czes 
are similar analytic skills applied to vanous kmds 
of texts-reading between the lines_--:--to e~pose 
issues of bias (both explicit and imphnt), rmsrep­
resentation, and possible manipulation of read~rs 
and listeners by texts and to consider alternative 
interpretations or versions of the same texts_-

Despite CLT's origins in the teachm~ of 
European languages in Europe, the Umted 

lr: dom and North America, its current reach 
~ng ' ld "d 
is much more global, with educators wor _wi e 
recognizing the importance of a more functi~nal 
and practical approach ~o language educati~i~. 
CLT is by no means a umform method, howe,er. 
If anything, like the term democracy, CLT is use_d to 
describe an increasingly diverse array of practices, 

principles, and contexts. 
Indeed, many scholars have wondered wheth-

er the term CLT has outlived its usefulness because 
of the many different ways it has been interpreted 
and applied. However, Littlewood (~011) argues 
that "CLT still serves as a valuable remm.der that the 
aim of teaching is not to learn bits of langua?e b~~ 
to 'improve the students' ability to commumcate 
and that "every country needs people who can com­
municate internationally" (p. 542). He also asserts 
that both analytical and experiential aspects of lan­
guage learning are valuable. There~ore, CLT sho~ld 
emphasize learners' experiences with la~guage, hfe, 
and the curriculum and language analysis. . 

As I have suggested, the implementation of 
CLT is very context-dependent, b~sed on lo~al 
language education policies, educ_ati~~al cultu~es, 
assessment practices, and the availability of profi­
cient and trained teachers and resources (e.g., text­
books multimedia, classroom layouts, and number 
of students per class). Local demograp_hics, languag­
es, and the primary purposes for which lan_guages 
are being taught and learned ml~St be_ considered. 
No two countries or contexts are identical. 

According to J. Richards (2006a), language 
instruction and learning in the early deca?es of 
CLT focused on fluency and the integrat10n of 
language skills, rewarding learners' efforts t? speak 
or write even if errors resulted. Many kmds of 
instructional activities were recommend~d, fr?m 
mechanical language practice initially, mvolvmg 
the entire class or individuals, to much mor_e 
open-ended communicative practice, some of it 
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requiring either one-way or two-way e_xchanges of 
information through activities in which partners 
need to share and consolidate information to carry 
out the task. These principles still apply. ~owev~r, 
now other types of activities, such as mductive 
discovery-oriented learning, are also encouraged 
where students try to find patterns in lai:guage 
texts and data sets (e.g., common collocat10ns of 
words) and guess their meanings ?r usage. Tl~e 
teacher's role is to create a nurturing, coll~b~~a­
tive learning community and worthwhile act1V1ties 
for students. Richards's own English language 
textbooks embody CLT principles as well _(e.g., New 
Interchange,]. Richards, 2012; Passages,_ Richard_s & 
Sandy, 2008). The existence of a flexible curricu­
lum (over which the teacher and students ha~,e a 
fair amount of control and input), small class sizes, 
and relatively little formal assessment ~s as~um~d 
in much CLT pedagogy, unlike the situation m 

Experience 2. 

How does CL T relate to other 
proficiency-based approaches to 
language teaching? 
As CLT was developing, particularly for adult 
English language teaching, other l~ighly compat­
ible theoretical frameworks were bemg developed. 
Three are discussed in this section. 

American Council on the Teaching of Foreign 
Languages Standards. The first related pr?fi­
ciency framework or model ~hat arose al01:gside 
CLT was the American Council on the Teachmg_of 
Foreign Languages (ACTFL) Standards for Foreign 
Language Learning for' t{ze 21st Century, ~lso known 
as the Five Cs model. This model consisted of the 

following components: 

1. Communication: fostering communication with­
in and across cultures ( oral and written) 

2. Cultures: encouraging the development of deep 
cultural understanding and insight 

3. Connections: forging connections with other 
disciplines and information sources . . 

4. Comparisons: facilitating metalinguistic ~nd 
metacultural understanding by comparing 

one's own and the_ target langu_age . mul-
5. Communities: makmg connect10ns with ge 

tilingual communities of target-langua 

speakers near and far and becoming lifelong 
learners (American Council for the Teaching 
of Foreign Languages, n.d.) 

Each component represents an interlocking knowl­
edge domain for language education, although 
communication ( the first C) is part of all of them. 
This model, which evolved in the late twentieth 
century, is widely used in postsecondary and, 
increasingly, elementary and secondary foreign 
language ("world language") programs across the 
United States (Omaggio Hadley, 2001; Shrum & 
Glisan, 2010). Like CLT, the ACTFL Standards 
movement stresses contextualizing language itself, 
contextualizing learning activities and language 
use, fostering communication, and integrating 
the learning of language, culture, communica­
tion, and (academic) content of different types 
within and across communities. An emphasis on 
oral-aural language, particularly at lower levels, 
was a remedy to earlier approaches devoted to 
written literary text analysis and interpretation at 
the expense of a wider range of functional oral 
abilities on the part of college-level learners in 
particular (Higgs & Clifford, 1982) .1 

Also like CLT, learning theories inform­
ing the model underscored both top-down and 
bottom-up orientations to learning and processing 
language. People must be able to attend to global 
meanings and structures of texts (What is the 
overall purpose and meaning of the text, and what 
cultural or other background knowledge is rel­
evant?) and to details (What vocabulary or gram­
matical forms are involved, and what meanings 
are being conveyed by these?) at more or less the 
same time (see Shrum & Glisan, 2010). However, 
when first exposed to oral or written texts, students 
may need to focus initially on more holistic, top­
down strategies that enable them to understand 
the linguistic elements used. In addition, the three 
pr!mary modes of communication cultivated by 
this proficiency-based approach are known as inter­
per:onal (e.g., conversing, and exchanging ideas 
?r mformation with others), interjJretive (providing 
impressions or understandings of content), and 
frr~sentational (e.g., communicating through oral or 
Written reports d bl. k. . an pu 1c spea mg). Assessment, 
ac~~rd111g to ACTFL guidelines, includes deter­
m
1 

mmg the functional level of students as Novice 
n tennediate Ad 2 , , vanced,orSuperio~ 

Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages. The second framework or model 
with communicative ability and proficiency at 
its core originated in Europe and is now spread­
ing to other parts of the world. It is known as 
the Common European Framework of Reference 
for Languages (CEFR, 2011). Developed under 
the direction of the Council of Europe, CEFR is 
an impressive functional approach to task-based 
teaching and assessment designed for at least 20 
languages across a broad spectrum of proficiency 
levels (Broeder & Martyniuk, 2008; Little, 2007). 
CEFR now guides language teaching policies, plan­
ning, and assessment in countries in the European 
Union and is gaining ground in the Asia-Pacific 
region, Canada, and elsewhere. CEFR encour­
ages learners, teachers, and teacher educators 
to collect evidence of learners' proficiency and 
language learning biographies through various 
media, including multimedia personal learning 
portfolios that include statements and illustrations 
of what learners can do in the various languages 
that are part of their L2 or multilingual repertoire 
(Duff, 2008; Little, 2007). 

Like ACTFL, which provides descriptors of 
different levels of proficiency, CEFR is based on a 
common template that enables people working in 
different program contexts to have the same (i.e., 
common) frame of reference for what is meant 
by a Basic, Independent, and Proficient user (to 
use the CEFR labels). Functional descriptors help 
direct pedagogy by focusing teachers' and students' 
attention on practical competencies and serve as a 
means of assessing students' abilities and progress. 
Having a shared framework that is understood by 
other end users also allows for greater mobility 
and information sharing as learners move across 
or through different institutions and countries. 
Increasingly, programs adopting one or the other 
scale (i.e., ACTFL or CEFR) also specify the 
expected learning outcomes in terms of the level 
students are expected to reach after specified 
types and amounts (hours or years) of instruction. 
For example, a Basic A2-level learner, according 
to CEFR (2011), can (or is expected to) do the 
following: 

Can understand sentences and frequently 
used expressions related to areas of most 
immediate relevance ( e.g. very basic personal 
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