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Communicative language teaching (CLT) is considered as a teaching approach that assists
learners to achieve communicative competence. However, it seems as though a major gap
exists regarding how teachers’ beliefs affect the implementation of CLT in primary school. In
the study reported on here, we examined how primary school teachers’ beliefs affect the way
in which CLT is implemented in Zimbabwe using a case study of five purposively selected
teachers. The analysis aimed to explore what the teachers believed about CLT and how their
beliefs were reflected in their classroom practices. The study adopted an inductive thematic
analysis that permitted an understanding of how teacher beliefs affected classroom practice
through teacher—learner and learner—learner interactions. Data from classroom
observations, interviews, documents and field notes were analysed to reveal the phenomenon
under study. A major finding of this study reveals that teachers hold beliefs that are not in
support of the use of CLT. These beliefs are pedagogical and methodological, and both
influence the way in which CLT is implemented. Teachers had their own ideas about CLT and
the activities that should be used when implementing it. The teachers’ beliefs were established
through observing how teachers implemented CLT and through the knowledge that they had
about the approach. In view of the foregoing major finding, it is recommended that teacher
training colleges should not emphasise traditional methods of teaching but rather focus more
on CLT as a teaching approach.
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INTRODUCTION

English is taught as a second language in most countries around the world (Kadenge &
Nkomo, 2011; Mutekwa, 2013), as is the case in Zimbabwe. Communicative language
teaching (CLT) is used as an approach to teaching English as a second or foreign language in
Asia and Africa (Rahman, Singh & Pandian, 2018: 296). The importance of being competent
in the global village has made English critical in teaching, learning and communication. One
of the ways for learners to achieve communicative competence in English is using the CLT
approach, hence its adoption by the Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education in
Zimbabwe (Ministry of Education, Sport, and Culture, 1986).

In the Zimbabwean context, primary school education comprises nine years, a period that
spans from early childhood development (ECD A and B) to grade 7. Formal learning begins
at grade 1 level and continues up to higher education (Kanyongo, 2005: 67). In Zimbabwe,
English is used as the medium of instruction from grade 3 to 7 at primary level in all the
subjects, except in the teaching of local languages. However, primary school learners have
problems in articulating themselves during oral and written work (Pretorius, 2014: 52). As a
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result, learners’ communicative competence remains a challenge at both secondary and
tertiary level as they carry on without the necessary skills that are supposed to be well-
developed by the end of primary schooling. The purpose of this article is to report on a study
that sought to explore teachers’ beliefs and how they affect CLT implementation in five
selected primary schools in Zimbabwe.

BACKGROUND

Research suggests that teaching methods that facilitate learners’ active learning and creativity
should be prioritised over those that promote passive and rote learning, which are the
traditional methods of teaching (Drake, 2012: 38-40; Ginsburg, 2009: 6). CLT is an example
of a teaching method that facilitates active learning and promotes and develops learners’
ability to communicate using a language (Brown, 2014; Littlewood, 2014; Ounis & Ounis,
2017). Mareva and Nyota (2012: 105) claim that CLT is helpful in assisting learners to
interact using language in context. Thus, if implemented effectively, CLT yields good results
in both spoken and written exercises for learners.

In our investigation, we assumed that failure to implement CLT effectively may be attributed
to the beliefs held by teachers. This is supported by Nishino (2012: 380), Niu and Andrews
(2012: 135) and Kim (2014: 75), who state that the way teachers implement CLT may be
affected by the beliefs they hold. Niu and Andrews (2012: 135), in agreement, state that there
is a clear correlation between teachers’ beliefs and their classroom practices. In the study, we
define beliefs as the understanding that teachers have about CLT, what they think about this
approach and how it guides their teaching practices. Teachers do have their own beliefs,
which mirror individual philosophies of teaching (Rahman, Singh & Pandian 2018: 296).
Although most studies have found that teachers’ beliefs link with their practices, some studies
have found that teachers’ beliefs may not link with their classroom practices, in that what they
believe in may not be implemented due to different factors like large class sizes and a lack of
adequate resources (Rahman, Singh & Pandian 2018: 296). In agreement with Xu
(2012:1397), we note that teachers’ beliefs may play a big role in their teaching and may
influence the way they scheme and plan for their lessons. In a study by Nyawaranda (1998),
Zimbabwean secondary school teachers’ belief about the teaching of English as a second
language were explored. Nyawaranda’s (1998) study did not specifically address the beliefs
held by teachers about CLT implementation at primary school. Given this background, the
main argument put forward in this article is that teachers at primary school may have different
beliefs, which may affect the way they implement CLT. It is therefore critical to understand
the beliefs that primary school teachers hold in order to understand the way in which teachers
implement CLT. Therefore, in our study, we aimed to explore teacher beliefs and how they
affect the implementation of CLT.

PROBLEM STATEMENT

According to the 2014 grade 7 report of the Zimbabwe School Examination Council (the
examining board), primary school learners perform poorly in English language. Learners of
English at primary school level in Zimbabwe face challenges in acquiring communicative
competence in the language. This is an indication that the learning and teaching of English at
primary school may be fraught with problems. We assumed that, if teachers hold beliefs that
are in support of CLT, they may implement CLT effectively to assist learners in becoming
communicatively competent. We were also of the opinion that the beliefs held by teachers
affect how CLT is implemented at primary school level. The aim of the research was to
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explore teachers’ beliefs about CLT and how those beliefs affect CLT implementation. The
research addresses a particular knowledge gap, as it would seem that few or no scholars in the
Zimbabwean primary school context have investigated teachers’ beliefs of CLT at primary
school level.

The main research question guiding the study was: How do teachers’ beliefs affect the
implementation of CLT?

The main research question was supported by the following sub-research question: What do
the activities used by teachers to implement CLT reveal about their beliefs?

COMMUNICATIVE LANGUAGE TEACHING IN ZIMBABWE

The Zimbabwean primary school syllabus for grades 1 to 7 (Ministry of Education, Sport,
Arts and Culture, 1986) requires teachers to use CLT to assist learners to become
communicatively competent in English. Littlewood (2013:3) defines CLT as an approach that
may be used by teachers to improve learners’ ability to communicate. Communicative
language teaching can also be viewed as a learner-centred approach to language teaching
(Ying, 2010). CLT stresses the development of communication, and learners interact among
themselves while the teacher acts as guide to helps learners acquire language in the teaching—
learning process (Brown, 2001; Richards & Rodgers, 2001; Sekiziyivu & Mugimu, 2017). In
principle, CLT is an approach that encourages interaction and allows learners to use language
meaningfully and in context. The main aim of CLT is to enhance learners’ communicative
competence in English (Littlewood, 2013:1). Findings by Nziramasanga (1999), who inquired
into the state of education in Zimbabwe, support the primary school English syllabus and
recommend the use of CLT to make the learning of English functional and purposeful.
Ahmad and Rao (2013: 190) acknowledge that CLT as a communicative approach may be
more effective than traditional language teaching methods like grammar translation and
audiolingual language methods; CLT provides a basis for learner-centred and problem-
solving activities. These definitions show that researchers who support CLT view it as an
interactive method that helps learners to solve problems. They also interpret it as a broad idea
about the nature of language learning and teaching, which is viewed differently by different
scholars (Brown, 2007; Hiep, 2007; Littlewood, 2013). This means that CLT is considered as
an approach rather than a method, and thus may be employed using different activities that
increase communication. The Zimbabwean primary school syllabus suggests that role-play,
pair and group work, dialogues, drama, and information gap activities should be used to
motivate and sustain learners’ interest during interaction. Asl (2015: 23), Parvin (2016: 399)
and Richards (2006: 14) identify role-play and discussions as activities that provide learners
with chances of interaction to improve their fluency. Pair and group work are used in CLT
implementation to assist learners to discuss and support each other (Ounis & Ounis,
2017:191). Dialogues may be used by the teacher as an activity to help learners interact using
language in real-life situations (Sari, 2014: 2). The syllabus suggests that CLT activities
should be authentic and that primary school teachers in Zimbabwe should integrate different
interactive methods for teaching and learning in a CLT classroom. Teachers should further
take cognisance of the context within which they are operating in order to come up with a
version of CLT that prioritises interaction. The CLT approach is suitably prescribed for
implementation in the Zimbabwean primary school context. In this article, we argue that there
may be a link between what teachers believe and what they do, hence the need for the study.
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

The research was framed against the activity theory (Engestrém, 1987, 2014), sociocultural
theory (SCT) (Vygotsky, 1978) and experiential learning theory (ELT) (Kolb, 1984). We
argued that the activity theory, ELT and SCT are all theories of CLT. The theories resonate
with CLT because of the view that all learning activities should be meaningful and goal-
directed. We explored the core concepts of SCT, which include scaffolding, the zone of
proximal development, more knowledgeable other and mediation (Xiangui, 2005). These core
concepts by Vygotsky (1978) maintain that higher psychological functions originate in
interaction between individuals (inter-psychological level) before they are transferred within
an individual (intra-psychological level) (Wertsch 1985: 166). These theories share the view
that interaction between teacher and learners and among learners is one of the key elements
that help to achieve communicative competence. SCT holds that language is a socially
constructed phenomenon. Language may be learnt when learners are socialising with their
peers (Brown & Gaskins, 2010: 199; Luna Scott, 2015: 2). This implies that teachers should
ensure that learners participate through engaging in activities, talk and collaborative work
during English lessons (Vygotsky, 1978; Cross, 2010). This may be done if the teacher uses
CLT activities that help learners to work together.

In ELT, learning is drawn from experience, which is followed by reflection (Kolb, 1984).
According to ELT, teachers should reflect to determine whether the activities they use allow
learners to interact with each other. In relation to Vygotsky’s SCT, learners should be given
an opportunity to interact among themselves. Similarly, in experiential learning the teacher
should ascertain that learning has been scaffolded through classroom interaction in order for
learners to reach their potential. In the CLT classroom, teachers should ensure that they
develop the learners’ target language skills (communicative competence) through interactive
activities. This notion of interaction is supported by Fatemeh and Hamidreza (2012: 269),
who state that experiential learning is established on the belief that learners should participate
in and reflect on their learning. In ELT, learners may learn a language through the experience
of working together on given tasks.

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

In this research we used a qualitative approach, influenced by the interpretivist constructivist
paradigm and a single case study design. Data were collected through non-participatory
observations, semi-structured interviews and document analysis. The observations were the
main data collection instruments, while interviews and documents were used to verify what
was happening in the classroom with what teachers said they were doing. In this way,
teachers’ beliefs were brought out clearly. All three instruments helped us to elicit data that
assisted in understanding how the implementation of CLT was affected by teacher beliefs. For
data analysis, we used inductive thematic analysis. Data were analysed inductively by
identifying, analysing, organising, describing and reporting themes found within collected
data (Nowell, Norris, White & Moules, 2017: 2).

Participants and sampling procedures

Purposive sampling was used to select five teachers from five primary schools. The criteria
used to select the participants were that they should hold a diploma in education from any
teacher training college in Zimbabwe and that they taught grade 7 learners. The research was
carried out in the Harare Metropolitan Province. For ethical considerations, trustworthiness,
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transparency and confidentiality, the names of the participants and their schools were not
disclosed (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Maree, 2007; Kaiser, 2009). The participants were given
colour pseudonyms for anonymity purposes. The Ministry of Education Director, the district
officer and head teachers of participants granted us written permission to conduct research in
the schools. Teachers also gave their consent to be observed, interviewed and audiotaped.

FINDINGS

This research was based on the assumption that effective CLT implementation may be
affected by the beliefs held by teachers. The main findings revealed that the way teachers
implemented CLT (teacher’s classroom practice) was informed by the methodological and
pedagogical beliefs that they held. These beliefs were illuminated through observations,
interviews, and document analysis. The observations assisted us in establishing the teachers’
beliefs through the activities that they used in their classrooms, while the interviews shed light
on the knowledge and understanding that teachers had regarding the CLT approach. The
information gleaned from the documents did not agree with what the teachers said that they
had done in the classrooms.

Figure 1 shows the themes emerging from the data collected through observation, interviews
and document analysis. The sub-research question: ‘What do the activities used by teachers to
implement CLT reveal about their beliefs?” was answered under the theme of methodological
beliefs.

Methodological beliefs

Teacher's beliefs

Pedagogical beliefs

Figure 1: Themes for the study
Participants’ methodological beliefs

Methodological beliefs held by teachers emerged through the activities that they used in the
CLT classrooms. These methodological beliefs were a result of what teachers thought and
knew were the best activities that they could use to achieve their lesson objectives. The
findings from this study showed that teachers preferred using certain activities in the teaching
of English. Group work was one of these. We observed that, during group work, two teachers
divided the learners into groups of eight and the other three teachers used groups of ten. This
did not positively impact individual performances because the groups were too large for
communicative learning to take place. As a result, some learners did not participate but played
around while one or two members in the group did the work. This finding agrees with Burke’s
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(2011: 89) finding that large groups were ineffective as learners’ chances of participation
were reduced.

During the semi-structured interviews, participants Green, Pink and White confirmed that
they avoided interactive activities, as these tended to prolong their lessons. All the
participants agreed that the CLT approach worked well, if only they did not have to meet the
demands of the Ministry of Education, which are two daily written exercises in English, one
composition per week and two comprehension passages per week (Ministry of Education,
Sport and Culture, 2006). Participant Green elucidated that the merits of interactive methods
like group work surpassed its demerits, yet it was difficult to use the activity all the time due
to time constraints. What this suggests is that teachers theorise the use of interactive activities,
but do not use them in practice. This is in line with Taebi, Torabi and Farsani (2016: 47), who
found that teachers struggled to apply theory in practice because of time constraints and the
beliefs they held.

We observed that, when the participants used group work, their lessons did not end on time.
For example, participant White’s lesson lasted an hour instead of 30 minutes. We concluded
that, although the use of pair and group work seemed to align the observed lessons to the
philosophy of CLT, it was not used effectively. The use of group work was affected by the
teachers’ beliefs that it was time-consuming, although they believed that it was one of the
interactive activities that they could easily use. Although group work was recorded in the
participants’ scheme-cum-plans (scheme-cum-plan is a school record of work showing what
is to be done on a day-to-day basis for a school term) as it was required by the syllabus and
viewed as an effective way of creating natural dialogue by the head teachers, these activities
were implemented ineffectively.

During the observations, we established that participant Pink used an interactive activity,
which was a dialogue as an activity in a lesson on prepositions, in which participant Pink
requested the learners to develop a dialogue using the given prepositions. In this lesson,
learners were required to be creative. The first pair showed a great deal of creativity during
the dialogue, which could be an indication that they understood what the teacher required of
them. However, the second pair of learners failed to practice a dialogue and participant Pink
discarded the activity. Instead of assisting the learners, she asked them to look at the exercise
on the board to do a different activity.

Moreover, we observed that teachers were not using interactive activities; instead, they used a
great deal of drilling or rote learning. Learners were asked to repeat through chorusing to
memorise what they were being taught. Once a learner gave a correct answer, the teacher
would ask the whole class to repeat the answer. Participants conceded to the use of repetition
as a way to assist learners to grasp what they were being taught. They believed that repetition
assisted learners to commit to memory what they had been taught for examination purposes.

In addition, all observed lessons highlighted teacher-centred learning. Learners were restricted
to answering questions and receiving commands from the teacher, which does not support the
principle of CLT in which learners are required to create knowledge and negotiate meaning.
The aforementioned showed that learners were not given an opportunity to engage in
sustained interactions with the teacher and learners. The learners were not afforded
opportunities to interact among themselves. Teachers asked simple questions which allowed
learners to give factual answers. Teachers and learners did not engage in conversation in
which the learners were allowed to interact. Once the teachers discovered that learners knew
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the answers, they were satisfied and did not require any additional information from the
learners. We established that the way the teachers taught did not enable learners to interact
effectively and develop the desired language skills, as proposed by Al-Zahrani and Al-Bargi
(2017: 135).

We deduced that the participants employed more traditional methods of teaching as they were
not conversant with the CLT approach. From participant Green’s response, it was clear that
she did not understand CLT: ‘I think when you visit us, it’s better for you to leave some
handouts that will help us in the teaching of Communicative Language Teaching.’

We established that teachers corrected learner errors as soon as they were uttered. This was
because of the teachers’ methodological beliefs that it would be difficult to un-teach
something once the learners had mastered the wrong things. This finding suggests that
participants were using the audio-lingual method and grammar-translation method, which
allow the teacher to correct errors as soon as they are made. Based on the observed lessons,
one could deduce that the classroom activities were characterised by traditional methods of
language teaching.

Participants’ pedagogical beliefs about communicative language teaching

In this section, we comment on how teachers’ views about CLT affected the implementation
thereof. Important information on teachers” knowledge and understanding of CLT was
revealed through their views on CLT. These views elucidated the participants’ pedagogical
beliefs about the CLT approach. Pedagogical beliefs relate to the way in which primary
school teachers interpret CLT, which result in the way they implement CLT in lessons.
Through the participants’ knowledge of CLT, we were able to understand how their
pedagogical beliefs affected or influenced the way CLT was implemented. The participants’
inadequate knowledge of CLT was a cause for concern. This was evident as some of the
participants believed that CLT was simply passing on information to learners, which was
confirmed by their teacher-centred teaching. When participants were asked to explain what
they understood CLT was, participants responded as follows:

e Participant Red: ‘Okay. That we should teach first so that they will be able to
communicate themselves well. Ah, talking of languages and also, ah, for them to be able
to read and understand what is in their books and be able to answer some questions
properly.’

e Participant Pink: ‘Ah, it is how you pass on knowledge to the learners. The words that
you use you have to be, ah, usually careful in terms of their level so that they will be able
to get what you will be saying.’

e Participant Purple: ‘My understanding about Communicative Language Teaching is
whereby, ah, children are given the opportunity to express themselves. They are given the
chance to find out things for themselves. They are given more time to explore different
things and they are given the opportunity to do things on their own rather than being
lectured to like what was done long ago.’

e Participant White: ‘Alright. Ah, as a teacher, living in Zimbabwe and teaching, ah,
English, ah, languages and second language to our children, ah, is all about, ah,
teaching the skills that involve reading, ah, listening, speaking skills and writing skills.”

e Participant Green: ‘Umm. Communicative Language Teaching | think it all deals with
teacher interacting with the child, ah, when teaching language.’
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We appreciated that participants White and Purple both viewed CLT as an approach that
would assist learners to be communicatively competent in English. However, participants
Green and Pink’s views suggested the traditional approach, as they believed that the language
teacher should be concerned with the learners’ understanding of the content of the lesson and
passing knowledge to the learners. They were concerned with the teacher’s interaction with
the learners, but did not consider that interaction among the learners was even more
important. Participants Pink and Green’s responses show a limited understanding of the
principles of CLT. However, we found that participant Purple, who showed some
understanding of CLT, could have derived the idea from the word ‘communicative’. Given
the limited understanding of CLT by most of the participants, we determined that the
participants did not use interactive activities due to a lack of understanding what they should
do ina CLT classroom as well as a dearth of staff development in the form of workshops and
conferences on how to implement CLT.

We noted that the teachers’ knowledge was determined by the training that they had received,
as this influenced their beliefs. When asked about the teaching methods that they were taught
at the teachers’ training college, the participants gave the following responses:

e Participant White: ‘I think our training was inadequate. It was not adequate at all.
Because then we were the pioneer group of ZINTEC training our group was an
experimenting group because they working with, our college was just, ah, you know,
what can | say government was using just one group per year. So, they had to find
another group. So, we were just being an experimental group. So, it wasn'’t all that
effective.’

e Participant Purple: ‘Oh yes the other difficulties that we may have are, that, | think we
still need some workshops, ah, on CLT.’

The findings showed that the participants lacked adequate training in CLT, which was
supported by participants White and Purple’s comments in the following excerpts:

e Participant White: ‘It was difficult to get adequate training. We had a shortage of
resources such as modules. Sometimes we would not find lecturers to assist us. Most of
the times we looked for our own resources and during that time we were computer
illiterate to google and get information. So, | recommend the government may in-service
us to improve the skills we have.’

e Participant Purple: ‘Oh, we do have a lot of challenges that you may have are, ah, | think
we still need some staff development, on how to use the CLT approach.’

We also found that the participants’ lack of training was evident in their presentation of
lessons and in their choice of activities. We assumed that, due to a lack of training, the
teachers used the traditional approaches, which they themselves had been taught by their own
teachers. The way in which they presented their lessons indicated that they believed that if the
traditional approaches worked then, they could still work today. These beliefs led to
ineffective implementation of CLT. The findings showed that participants White and Purple
emphasised the need for in-service training of qualified teachers to sharpen and improve their
teaching skills. We established that participants’ head teachers did not orchestrate any staff
development conferences or meetings to enhance teachers’ knowledge on CLT. The
Handbook of the scheme of association (Department of Teacher Education, 2012) holds the
assumption that qualified teachers are well equipped in teaching all the subjects offered at
primary school level. However, participants indicated that they lacked knowledge of CLT and
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requested us to provide them with handouts to assist them with implementing CLT.
Participants White and Purple responded as follows:

e Participant White: ‘I think we need handouts to understand Communicative Language
Teaching.’
e Participant Purple: ‘I know it is a good approach but I do not understand it.’

From the observed lessons we deduced that, while participants knew the importance of CLT,
they could not implement it properly since they had little knowledge of the teaching approach.
This influenced their pedagogical beliefs and as a result, participants taught in the way that
they were taught by their own teachers, using traditional approaches. It emerged that there
was a need for in-service training to equip teachers regarding how to effectively implement
CLT.

The teachers’ pedagogical beliefs about the CLT approach clearly showed the factors that
affected how the teachers implemented CLT. It was evident that the participants had not been
exposed to adequate theoretical guidance on the CLT approach, a variable that influenced
their knowledge, understanding, and choice of learning aids. From the responses that the
participants gave, it was clear that the teachers had not yet benefited from staff development
programmes to help them transform their beliefs and change roles from being transmitters of
knowledge to facilitators of communication.

In addition, it was evident that participants and learners also acted as human mediation tools,
which is a principle of CLT. During pair and group work, participants moved around assisting
learners, while learners were encouraged to assist their peers. What this meant was that
participants provided their learners with scaffolds while learners provided their peers with
scaffolds to assist them to reach their zone of proximal development. We argue that, although
scaffolding was a requirement, and was indeed provided, participants did not display the
necessary skills for effective communicative learning to take place. We attribute this to the
fact that participants needed in-service training to transform their beliefs so that they could
effectively implement the CLT approach. The lack of training can be attributed to the fact that
the majority of teachers did not major in English. Therefore, it was apparent to us that
participants, as mediators of learning, did not possess the linguistic skills required to teach
communicatively due to a lack of adequate training. This resulted in CLT not being
effectively implemented.

CONCLUSION

The intention of this article was to account for teachers’ beliefs and how these affect the
implementation of CLT. The research revealed that teachers” methodological and pedagogical
beliefs influenced the way in which they implemented CLT. The research also revealed that
teachers’ pedagogical beliefs sometimes differed from the way in which they implemented
CLT. This was evidenced by teachers acknowledging the importance of pair and group work,
which are tenets of CLT, although they did not have the capacity to apply the activities in
practice. Most lessons where characterised by traditional methods of teaching, which were
teacher centred. This made it difficult for learners to achieve communicative competence as
they merely answered questions. The teachers’ methodological beliefs influenced them to
teach grammar through rote learning and memorisation.
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We argue that the effective implementation of CLT is dependent upon the choices of activities
that teachers prefer to use (methodological beliefs) as well as the knowledge they have about
CLT (pedagogical beliefs). These teachers’ beliefs impact on their classroom practices and
contribute to the ineffective implementation of CLT. We purport that inadequate knowledge
on CLT and inadequate training on handling a CLT classroom have contributed to the beliefs
held by teachers. We recommend that teacher training colleges equip student teachers with
both methodological and pedagogical skills, which may enable them to effectively implement
the CLT approach in lessons. If these skills are emphasised both practically and theoretically
in colleges, it may assist teachers to have hands-on experience of how to manage CLT
lessons. Head teachers in schools should also continuously present staff-development
workshops. If such staff-development actions are coupled with practical classroom
demonstrations on how to implement CLT, it may assist teachers in the implementation
thereof, and may also assist in changing their beliefs about the approach.
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