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Abstract  

Communicative competence is a term which alludes to tacit knowledge of language and the ability to understand 
and use the language effectively for communication purposes. Simply put, it refers to the ability of forming 
correct utterances and using them appropriately. This paper looks briefly at the concept of communicative 
competence and how it is acquired. The second issue that the paper raises is the components of different 
communicative competence models which are seen as central to further language development. Finally, the paper 
summarizes the essence and core tenets of communicative language teaching.  
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1. The Communicative Competence Model 

The terms “competence” and “performance” have been introduced by Chomsky (1965) in modern linguistics and 
have been frequently a focus of discussions of second language approaches (Canale & Swain, 1980). In view of 
Chomsky (1965) these terms have both a weak sense and a strong sense. Chomsky’s weak claim is that while 
competence refers to grammatical knowledge and language aspects, performance comprises actual use of 
language. In speaking of performance, it is what ensues from putting proficiency to use (Taylor, 1988). The 
strong sense of the competence-performance distinction is that competence is concerned with linguistic system, 
whereas performance focuses on psychological factors during speech production (Chomsky, 1965). Campbell & 
Wales (1970) and Hymes (1972) extended Chomsky’s competence-performance distinction and became the first 
to assert that the distinction “provides no place for consideration of the appropriateness of sociocultural 
significance of an utterance in the situational and context” (Canale & Swain, 1980, p. 4) where it is used. 
Campbell & Wales (1970) and Hymes (1972) proposed the term “communicative competence” which entails not 
only grammatical competence but also sociolinguistic and contextual competence (Canale & Swain, 1980). To 
put the matter at its most basic, rules of grammar and rules of language use are woven together in their broader 
view of communicative competence.  

Savignon (1972) views communicative competence as “the ability to function in a truly communicative setting” 
(p. 8). It seems reasonable for her to describe communicative competence as interaction between people for 
negotiation of meaning. Savignon (1972) makes reference to willingness to express oneself in the language, 
skillfulness at using grammatical skills, and paralinguistic aspects of the language being learned to communicate 
in a given language. 
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(1996) model is the knowledge of language which interacts with metacognitive strategies that render learners to 
involve in goal setting, assessment of communicative sources, and planning. 

More recently, Celce-Murcia, Dörnyei, & Thurrell (1995) has proposed a model of communicative competence 
which has five components: discourse competence is the core of communicative competence and is concerned 
with “selection, sequencing and arrangement of words, structures and utterances to achieve a unified spoken or 
written text” (p. 13); linguistic competence is related to basic communication elements involving sentence 
patterns, lexical resources, phonological and morphological systems; actional competence is considered as the 
ability to understand and convey communicative intention; sociocultural competence comprises knowledge of 
learners in expressing messages appropriately within cultural and social context of communication; strategic 
competence is conceptualized as knowledge of communication strategies and its use skillfully by learners. 

The model proposed by Celce-Murcia et al. (1995) differs from the model of Canale & Swain (1980). First, 
rather than “grammatical competence” the term “linguistic competence” was used to indicate that this 
component connotes syntax, morphology, phonology and lexis. Second, the term “sociocultural competence” 
was used rather than “sociolinguistic competence” to differentiate it from actional competence and to underline 
the fact that resources in language includes actional, discourse, and linguistic components whereas sociocultural 
knowledge is a requisite for implementation of language resources in other components.  

3. Communicative Language Teaching 

The essence of Communicative Language Teaching (henceforth CLT) is the involvement of learners in 
communication to develop their communicative competence (Savignon, 2007). For Savignon (2007) CLT 
constitutes an arena to promote functional language ability participating in communicative situations, thus CLT 
stems from a multidisciplinary perspective including linguistics, sociology, philosophy, educational research and 
psychology. CLT does not forsake the teaching of grammar because communication cannot take place in the 
absence of grammar (Savignon, 1991). Littlewood (1981) favors the integration of grammatical and functional 
teaching and states that “one of the most characteristic features of CLT is that it pays systematic attention to 
functional as well as structural aspects of language” (p. 1). CLT is a theory of language teaching that views 
language as a system for meaning expression; moreover language is used to create interaction and 
communication by learners who are committed to communicative competence and whose participation include 
not merely grammatical features but also functional categories (Richards & Rodgers, 2001). This approach 
emphasizes the practical aspect of the second language acquisition. 

4. The Core Tenets of Communicative Language Teaching 

In communication language teaching language should be presented by means of language use, wherethrough 
learners perceive the language system and apply it to their real conversation (Widdowson, 1978). Berns (1990) 
summarizes the core tenets of CLT as follows: 

a) Communication has emerged as a significant building block in language teaching 

b) Diversity is seen as part of language development  

c) Competence of learners are considered relatively with reference to correctness 

d) Culture is viewed to have an instrumental role in structuring communicative competence of learners 

e) It is essential that learners are engaged in using the language for a variety of purposes  

f) There is not a single methodology or a technique prescribed 

g) There is more than one language variety as a model for teaching and learning 

h) Language use refers to the competence development of learners in the interpersonal, ideational and textual 
functions. 

CLT is learner-centered and embraces both the goals and the processes of classroom learning (Savignon, 1991). 
Nunan (1991) characterizes the features of communicative approach to language teaching in the following way: 

a) A frequently cited dimension of CLT is its focus on learning to communicate which rests on interaction in 
the target language. 

b) Introduction of authentic texts into the communicative events subsidizes learner participation.  

c) The attainment of communicative competence requires learners to focus not only on language but also on 
the learning process itself. 
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d) CLT is experience-based view of second language teaching, thus personal experiences enhance classroom 
learning. 

e) The relation of classroom language learning to the use of language in social context outside the classroom 
enables learners to activate the language.  

Brown (2000) proposes six features of a communicative approach. First, classroom goals involve all the 
components of communicative competence. Second, language techniques are outlined to immerse learners in the 
authentic, functional and pragmatic use of language for meaningful purposes and organizational forms are 
aspects of language for attainment of these purposes. Third, accuracy and fluency are seen as central to 
communicative techniques. The eminence of fluency in this instance is more apparent than accuracy. Fourth, 
learners have to be prompted by productive and receptive dimensions of language use in both oral and written 
texts for communicative competence. Fifth, learning styles are valued as much for the impact they have on 
learning process. Sixth, learners need to experience communication through participating in the negation of 
meaning. All these features play important role in the development of communicative competence.  

Canale & Swain (1980) present five principles that guide the development of a communicative approach. First, 
communicative competence requires integrating knowledge with respect to components of communicative 
competence for the learner. Second, it is important to base a communicative approach on communication needs 
of learners. Third, taking part in realistic second language situations meet communicative needs of learners. 
Fourth, in language learning it is significant to make optimal use of aspects of communicative competence 
particularly at the early stages. Fifth, the primary purpose of a communicative-oriented language program is to 
provide experience, practice and information for learners as an underlying construct of communication.  

Piepho (1981) in an effort to discuss the objectives of communicative approach considers language as a means of 
negotiation of meaning. Language is an object of learning; in light of this viewpoint learners have a necessity of 
engaging in communicative language tasks to produce, manipulate, comprehend and interact in the target 
language. The pedagogic rationale for welcoming a wide range of communicative tasks lies on the claim that 
they influence development of communicative competence. Brumfit (1984) advocates the use of communicative 
tasks for their significance in accuracy and fluency. They enable to discover new linguistic forms in a 
conversation and aid learners to activate their linguistic knowledge during the course of communicating. Ellis 
(1982) lays down the following characteristics of communicative tasks: 

a) Learners must have a communicative purpose 

b) The emphasis should be laid upon message rather than linguistic code 

c) There must be gaps which demand learners to fill 

d) Opportunities are needed for learners to participate in meaning negotiation 

e) Resources, verbal or non-verbal, must be chosen by learners in performing the task  

Richards (2006), in seeking to bring the core assumptions of CLT to attention, makes it clear that second 
language learning is best advanced by active participation in meaningful communication. Learning tasks and 
exercises overwhelmingly support negotiation of meaning and make learners well aware of how language is used. 
In the meantime, much attention has been devoted to four skill areas of reading, speaking, listening and writing 
for the establishment of communicative functions. Language learning involves the successful use of language for 
communication. Effective communication relies on the use of language skills competently. Clear and consistent 
use of language is necessary in the attainment of communicative competence.  

5. Conclusion 

Communicative competence refers to the ability to interact with other people for negotiation of meaning. 
Different models have been proposed in the realm of communicative competence. While the first communicative 
competence model proposed by Canale and Swain posited four components, the model proposed by Bachman 
and Bachman and Palmer consisted of two main categories which were broken down into subcategories. More 
recently, another model which differs from the model of Canale and Swain has been proposed by Celce-Murcia, 
Dörnyei and Thurrell. Communicative language teaching aims to develop communicative competence through 
involvement in communicative situations. 
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