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Abstract: This paper provides an overview of the communicative approach in FLT in theory and practice, with a focus on its
implementation in higher education institutions in Serbia. Given the contemporary labour market requirements regarding
communication skills of graduates in general, and their English proficiency in particular, higher education institutions are expected
to prepare students for successful international business communication. Nevertheless, in the higher education sector in Serbia, there
are still institutions which do not offer FL courses at all, and in those that do, the number of classes seems to be insufficient, and the
context in which they are taught inappropriate to enable students to reach the proficiency threshold requested by employers, i.e. B2.
Moreover, FLT in primary and secondary schools seems to be equally ineffective despite being considered as fully oriented towards
the development of learner communicative competence. Therefore, this paper aims to point out to some burning issues that have to be
addressed in order to improve the competitiveness of tertiary education graduates on the global labour market.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The rapid development of communication technology and the technology of air transportation in the twentieth century
paved the way for the increased mobility of people, both physically and electronically [1], thus providing the necessary
circumstances for the globalisation of economic activities and labour market. Quite expectedly, the English language
strengthened its position as the global language, with the vast majority of users being non-native ones. Out of roughly
1.5 billion users of English worldwide in 2021, it was the native language only for 375 million people. By 2021,
English had become by far the most required language on the labour market of the European Union, explicitly specified
in about 22% of all vacancies posted online, and therefore one of the most widely requested transversal skills, preceded
only by the capacity to adapt to challenge, work in teams, use a computer, use Microsoft Office and teamwork
principles [2].

As for Serbia, the analysis of vacancies advertised on Infostud, the leading employment website in the country, carried
out in 2018 [3], showed that more than half of the advertisements in the field of mechanical engineering, the third
largest job category following merchandising and IT jobs, required at least B2 English proficiency level, i.e.
independent users of the language, fluent enough to communicate with native speakers without effort. Needless to say,
the IT vacancies advertised at the time of the research were all in English themselves [3].

Obviously enough, high English proficiency does not only increase the employability of job seekers by giving them an
edge over less proficient competition regardless of their professional expertise, but also immensely improves their
career advancement, and consequently financial prospects in many fields of employment in today’s world.

The impact of such labour market requirements and the growing need for good communication skills on the foreign
language instruction in general, and on the English language teaching in particular, was inevitable and tremendous. The
traditional ex cathedra, grammar-translation method, based on the premise that language can be learnt by habit
formation and by providing students with the ability to produce accurate models of English, was insufficient to enable
students to generate fluent, spontaneous, native-like speech [4]. So, it was replaced with the communicative teaching
approach, aimed at enabling students to produce real language, thus shifting the focus of activity from the teacher to the
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learner, and shifting the goal of teaching from the teaching of grammatical competence to the teaching of
communicative competence.

In the foreign literature on the communicative language teaching (CLT), Serbia is mentioned as a country where
communicative approach forms the doctrine of language training, alongside the USA, Malaysia, Croatia, and most West
European countries [5]. The Serbian Ministry of Education, Science and Technological Development responded to the
changes in the labour market requirements by giving the English language the status of a compulsory subject starting
from the first grade of primary schooling throughout the primary and secondary education. Thanks to the Internet,
authentic materials became easily accessible to Serbian teachers and learners, and in addition to the formal instruction,
numerous other opportunities to learn English appeared — private language schools, online language courses or through
media and the Internet, as suddenly people wanted to improve their command of English and to “equip” their children
with this important skill “on time*. So, a lot of children started learning English even before they developed fluency in
their mother tongue.

Quite surprisingly though, the changes in the teaching approach and methods, and the increasing availability of English
outside the classroom seem not to have yielded as good results as expected given that English teachers in higher
education institutions in our country agree that new generations of students are reaching the tertiary level of education
with an ever lower English proficiency despite having studied the language for at least twelve years prior to the
enrolment in higher education institutions, and despite its increasing availability through various extracurricular
channels [3]. This poses the question whether the communicative approach as implemented in primary and secondary
schools in Serbia is truly “communicative”, and whether the teachers can actually employ it to its full scope in their
specific teaching contexts.

On the other hand, it can be said that tertiary-level education institutions did not respond to the changes in the labour
market requirements accordingly. Though it is higher education institutions that actually educate those professionals
who are expected to be independent speakers of foreign languages when applying for a job, English and foreign
languages in general have remained in the shade of discipline-specific courses, and mostly have the status of elective
courses, or even are not on offer at all. Moreover, in the institutions which offer English as a course, the teaching
context is such that foreign language teachers face enormous challenges with regard to the development of
communicative competence of individual students. Therefore, there is still a huge skills gap between the industry
expectations on the one hand, and the preparation of future professionals at the tertiary level of education to meet such
expectations on the other hand.

It seems that the time has come to revise the main ideas of the communicative approach in foreign language teaching in
Serbian schools, and therefore the aim of this paper is to provide an overview of the communicative language teaching
in theory and in the foreign language teaching practice in our country, and to point out to some of the burning issues
with regard to language instruction in the contemporary foreign language classroom in Serbia.

2. COMMUNICATIVE LANGUAGE TEACHING IN THEORY

Communicative language teaching is defined as the teaching of communicative competence. Though the term was
coined by Dell Hymes [6], who is widely accepted as the founder of the communicative competence theory, Richards
and Rodgers [7] proved that the origins of communicative language teaching can be found in the American Doctrine of
the 1930s, according to which language training was organised with a glance to the needs of future professional
communication. Nevertheless, the role and main features of the communicative approach were disclosed, and the
psychological and pedagogical conditions of its application defined in the period from the 1970s to the end of the
1990s.

Communicative competence implies not only knowing how to use a foreign language for various purposes and
functions, but also knowing how to vary one’s use of language according to the setting and participants (e.g. formal vs.
informal speech, written vs. spoken communication, etc.), knowing how to maintain communication despite limited
language knowledge using different kinds of communication strategies, and knowing how to produce and understand
different types of texts (e.g. narratives, reports, interviews) [7]. Therefore, communicative competence comprises four
components: grammatical competence, discourse competence, socio-cultural competence, and strategic competence.
Communicative language teaching is aimed at developing fluency. Richards [7] defines fluency as the “natural language
use occurring when a speaker engages in meaningful interaction and maintains comprehensible and ongoing
communication despite limitations in his or her communicative competence”. Actually, “the essence of CLT is the
engagement of learners in communication to allow them to develop their communicative competence” [8], which means
that communication is both the medium and goal of instruction [9].

However, fluency and the ability to communicate in different settings, embedding grammar use in a context, require
cooperative rather than individualised approach to learning, with learners actively engaged with their peers in classroom
activities, in pair or small-group tasks, using authentic materials as valid models of language, and completely avoiding
the use of their mother tongue, as it is believed to stand in the way of L2 acquisition [10].
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Unlike the traditional approach to language teaching, which gave priority to grammatical competence as the basis of
language proficiency, grounded on the belief that grammar could be learnt deductively, i.e. through direct instruction
and much repetitive practice and drilling, communicative competence is developed inductively — students are given
examples of sentences containing a grammar rule, and asked to work out the rule for themselves. Hence, grammar is not
taught in isolation but when it arises out of a communicative task [7]. This further implies that learners take on a great
degree of responsibility for their own learning starting from the earliest stages of language acquisition, and are expected
to develop learner autonomy, whereas the teacher’s role is to provide interesting and comprehensible authentic input,
facilitate and monitor classroom activities, and create the atmosphere in which students will feel comfortable to speak
and engage actively in role-plays, discussions or debates that correspond to real-life situations [11]. It was argued that
learners actually do not learn a language, but acquire it through the process of communicating in it. Therefore,
meaningful communication, in which different language skills such as speaking, reading and listening have to be linked,
and in which errors are tolerated as they serve as indicators that the learner is developing communicative competence, is
the core feature of the communicative approach in language teaching [7].

Moreover, to make communicative activities as effective as possible, the teacher has to be aware of learners’ individual
preferences, needs and learning styles, and can by no means treat all the students in the same way [12]. Hence, instead
of trying to force the students into the same mould despite their individual differences, the communicative approach
requires that the differences be taken into account while teaching.

The teacher negotiates meaning, and corrects errors only when they interfere with the communication, which means that
grammar is taught when the teacher notes that students need some reinforcement in certain structures in order to
communicate their needs more effectively. So, there is no unique model for a lesson plan, and the syllabus and
programme are tailored to meet the needs of a specific group of students. This has brought forth the necessity of
conducting the needs analysis at the beginning of each language course, and using its results as the basis for designing
the programme and course materials. Grammar is no longer the starting point in the process, and numerous aspects of
language use need to be identified before the syllabus is designed. Richards [13] lists them as follows: the purposes for
which the learner wishes to acquire the target language, the setting in which they will use the target language, the
socially defined role they will assume in the target language, the communicative events in which they will participate,
the language functions involved in those events, the notions or concepts involved, the discourse and rhetorical skills, the
variety or varieties of the target language that will be needed, the grammatical content that will be needed, the lexical
content or vocabulary that will be needed. It can be noticed that grammar is not excluded, but is expected to serve the
communicative purposes.

Consequently, the attempt to address different needs of learners has led to the appearance of ESP courses, completely
learner-oriented and focused on a specific occupation, with an emphasis on practical language use in real-world
situations.

Quite reasonably, the shift in the teaching approach has also brought forth the shift in the assessment of knowledge.
Traditional tests can by no means be true indicators of one’s communicative competence. Instead, various self-
assessment and alternative assessment forms such as portfolios, observation, journals, and interviews have become
inevitable in the contemporary foreign language classroom if teaching is to be communicative.

3. FLT PRACTICE IN HIGHER EDUCATION INSTITUTIONS IN SERBIA

According to the results of the research carried out in Serbia in 2018, which involved 30 English language teachers in
faculties awarding degrees in science and engineering, in higher education institutions which are not linguistically
oriented, foreign language courses are mostly elective [3]. They are delivered in one or two semesters rather than in
each semester or each year of study, and there is usually one foreign language teacher per institution or per language
where two or more languages are on offer. In the higher education institutions offering study programmes in different
disciplines, and even in different scientific fields, this means that students of different disciplines attend the foreign
language classes together. It automatically makes the teaching of English for Specific Purposes impossible in such
institutions, directly opposing the demands of the contemporary labour market. As for the number of English classes per
week, it rarely exceeds two, and the fact that in most institutions students are not offered foreign language courses in the
final year of studies seriously undermines the retention of the knowledge acquired at the beginning of studies.
Therefore, the finding that only a fifth of graduates from the faculties included in the above-mentioned survey managed
to meet the requirements of employers with regard to their English proficiency level came as no surprise. It is worth
noting that they belonged to the group of students who had studied English throughout their secondary education.

The failure to meet employers’ requirements is further supported by the number of students in the foreign language
classroom in higher education institutions in Serbia, which by far exceeds that in primary and secondary schools. Some
teachers even mentioned groups of a hundred students or more. Therefore, organising group activities under such
circumstances is almost impossible. This is further complicated by the spatial organisation of classrooms. Such large
groups require spacious classrooms or lecture halls, where the number of desks and chairs or their position is such that
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they cannot be rearranged, and the free movement of students for the purpose of collaboration with peers is totally
hindered [14].

Such large groups themselves are intimidating and anxiety-arousing for most students. They are usually not familiar
with most of the peers they are expected to closely cooperate with in the foreign language classroom as they are
enrolled in different study programmes, and regardless of the teacher’s attempts to create as pleasant and relaxed an
atmosphere as possible, the students prone to foreign language anxiety, which is actually the majority of students, avoid
active participation. The foreign language anxiety mostly affects and hinders speaking [15], so the development of
communicative competence of individual students in such teaching contexts poses a serious challenge to foreign
language teachers.

Given the number of students in the classroom, number of classes per week and duration of foreign language courses,
foreign language teachers in higher education institutions cannot even get to memorise each student’s name, let alone
get to know their individual needs and preferences in order to be able to diversify activities according to students’ actual
reasons for learning. Every semester or every second semester, foreign language teachers in such institutions get a new
group of a hindered or more students, and are expected to develop their communication skills up to the level of
independent users, able to communicate with ease with native speakers in their specific discipline. Needless to say,
under such conditions, self-assessment and alternative assessment are hard to implement as they request time and
teachers well acquainted with their students. So, despite the fact that in the studies published abroad Serbia is
considered one of the countries that have fully adopted the communicative approach in foreign language teaching, one
of the questions that needs to be addressed is: What is actually “communicative” about foreign language teaching in
Serbian higher education institutions?

Foreign language teachers in primary and secondary schools in Serbia were not involved in the above-mentioned
research, but they could be asked the similar question. The truth is that the foreign language teachers in higher
education institutions who took part in the research agreed that the generations that had studied English as a compulsory
subject starting from the first grade of primary schooling reached the tertiary education level with a surprisingly low
level of English proficiency, rarely exceeding the A2 level. Though in the minority, there are always students who are
extremely fluent speakers, but low achievements of most of them in tests are surprising as they appear to be entirely
unaware of the basic grammar rules. For example, most fluent students form questions by changing the intonation in
speaking, and consequently by simply placing a question mark at the end or by adding a question word at the beginning
of an affirmative sentence in writing. When asked about the inversion, such students seem to be caught by surprise.
They see nothing wrong at all in sentences like the following ones: “How much money they earned last year?” or “How
many children they have?” or “Who are coming to the party?”

The very fact that such students are in the minority is even more worrying. They are by far outhumbered by those who
are neither fluent nor familiar with grammar rules. So, instead of focusing on the development of communicative
competence, which, as mentioned above, includes grammatical competence as one of its components, it seems that the
communicative approach adopted in our schools focuses on the development of the speaking skill only, without regard
to the crucial role of grammar knowledge, and therefore results in fluent but grammatically incorrect speech of few
students. It was all the way back in 1983 that Stern [16] noted that: “Applying communicative approach to foreign
language teaching mainly narrows to the only component — communication, which interferes with mastering a language
in its wealth and diversity”. Undoubtedly, fifty years later, there is clear evidence that he was right.

The communicative language teaching, as applied in our classrooms, completely neglects the development of the
writing skill, whereas the standards of effective business (written) correspondence are rather high, and difficult to meet.
It has become a habit of our students to go to school without a backpack, i.e. without bringing textbooks, notebooks,
and pencils. A question that foreign language teachers should urgently and seriously address is whether a language can
be fully mastered with no writing at all.

On top of everything else, the Serbian educational system is exam-oriented, and such an orientation automatically
restricts the implementation of the communicative language teaching approach and the assessment forms it entails.
Foreign language teachers in other countries such as China report similar problems [17]. Globally speaking, the
satisfaction with the results of the shift to the communicative language teaching seems to be far below the expectations,
and there have been attempts to reconsider the widely accepted belief in the unquestionable effectiveness of the
communicative approach in foreign language teaching, which have brought forth the issue whether it is reasonable to
apply the communicative approach equally in all countries, without regard to the peculiarities of the mentality, culture
and language proficiency of students, i.e. “to export this approach to all countries and duplicate it without any changes*
[5]. Samimy and Kobayashi [18] emphasise that the model of communicative competence that exists in the modern
world has been worked out mostly by American scientists, i.e. by native speakers in order to develop communicative
skills of native speakers. The model is based on the language norms and also on the specific sociocultural features and
educational standards which are typical of the United States. All these aspects sometimes cause difficulties to teachers
in other countries while introducing this approach to teaching English as a foreign language. The economic situation of
a country, i.e. the amount of funds allocated to educational systems should also be added as a factor that either
facilitates or hinders the implementation of the communicative teaching approach in its true sense, as it is finances in
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the first place, and not learning outcomes, that determine the class size, number of teachers, number of classes per
course and ultimately, the quality of education.

3. CONCLUSION

The number of researchers who believe that the traditional teaching method should not be completely placed aside and
that it should be used alongside the communicative approach is increasing, which has resulted in the appearance of the
post-communicative approach or post-method era in the foreign language instruction, in which teachers choose one or
more of the most appropriate teaching methods based on specific teaching situations [17].

Undeniably, the development of communicative skills has to be the ultimate goal of foreign language teaching, but
teachers, especially the novice ones, should note that learning a foreign language only at the level of functional literacy
leads to mastering a “survival language” [19]. The skill of grammatically correct speech cannot be developed without
mastering the theoretical fundamentals of a foreign language, which presupposes that students understand its grammar
structure [14].

Insisting on extracurricular activities can be one of the possible ways out of the current situation until the educational
system becomes able to handle the issue properly, as they can increase student cooperation and improve social skills,
which seem to be a problematic area according to previous research findings [14].

Foreign language teachers should try to raise their students’ awareness of the employers’ requirements in the first place
as students are either unaware of the fact that nowadays a diploma itself is not the gateway to success and a well-paid
job if its holder is not proficient in at least one foreign language, or the moment of graduation itself seems as the far-off
future to them. Only thus can the teachers boost students’ instrumental motivation, encourage them to make the most
out of the current foreign language learning situation, and prevent future graduates from seeking alternative means of
acquiring the requested foreign language proficiency level once they see an attractive job advertisement, because it is a
process which takes time, whereas job opportunities would wait for no one.

In the meantime, foreign language teachers in Serbia should seek ways to have their voices heard by the key educational
stakeholders, devote themselves to continuous professional development, and take a critical stance towards new foreign
language teaching trends keeping their specific group of students and teaching context constantly in mind.
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