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Abstract 

EMPLOYING THE COMMUNICATIVE APPROACH IN ESL CLASSES FOR 

CHINESE ADULT STUDENT 

Zhang Chunming(Raymond) 

Under the Supervision of Dr. Walter Iselin 

 

The research project reviewed some basic ideas and concepts, about the origins 

and special features of the communicative approach, which may be one of the best 

methods for teaching foreign languages. But when it is applied for teaching Chinese 

adult students such as hotel working staff, teachers must take into account those 

Chinese adult students’ characteristics, cultural background, and former educational 

experiences and adjust their teaching strategies to reach the best result. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

During the last 30 years, the hospitality industry in China has gone through great 

changes and has become much more standardized and modernized. We can take the 

hotel industry as an example. As the hotel industry is growing under the national 

policy of reform and opening up to the outside world, more and more foreign tourists 

and guests are attracted to and traveling in China. The competition in this industry is 

getting tighter and tighter. This raises the demand for every hotel to improve its 

service and management. Improving working staff’s competence to serve guests from 

different countries and regions and training them to communicate with guests in other 

languages are of great importance for their business.   

The review of literature addresses the current situation of the Chinese hospitality 

industry and the level of its employees’ competence for communicating in English. It 

also describes the characteristics of Chinese working staff. At present most of the 

working staff in China are non-English speakers. A large percentage of them have a 

limited educational background and don’t have any experience in learning another 

language. Chinese businesses need to determine the best way to improve the English 

competence of their working staff. 

Communicative language teaching makes use of real-life situations that 

necessitate communication. The teacher sets up a situation that students are likely to 

encounter in real life. The real-life simulations change from day to day. Students' 

motivation to learn comes from their desire to communicate in more effective ways 
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about relevant topics. Communicative langugage teaching strategies could be one of 

the best ways to oganize English classes for adult workers.  

Statement of the Problem 

How can we effectively use the communicative approach to teach English as a 

second language to those adult workers with a limited education background?   

Definition of Terms 

Communicative Language Teaching: It is an approach to the teaching of second and 

foreign languages that emphasizes interaction as both the means and the ultimate goal 

of learning a language. It is also referred to as “communicative approach to the 

teaching of foreign languages” or simply the “Communicative Approach.” (Retrieved 

on January 7，2009 from http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Communicative_Approach).  

ESL: It is an abbreviation for the term English as a Second Language (Retrieved on 

January 7，2009 from http://www.answers.com/topic/esl).  

Delimitations  

The research will be conducted in and through the Karrmann Library at the 

University of Wisconsin-Platteville, during the 2010 spring semester. Primary 

searches will be conducted via the Internet through EBSCO host with ERIC, 

Academic Search Elite and Google/Google Scholar as the primary sources. Key 

search topics will include “communicative approach”, “hospitality industry”, and 

“ESL”. 

Method of Approach 

A brief review of literature on the current situation of the Chinese hospitality 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Teaching
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Foreign_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Interaction
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Language
http://www.answers.com/topic/esl
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industry and characteristics of its employees will be conducted. A second review of 

literature of related factors, including the communicative approach and different 

strategies related to the communicative approach, will be conducted. The findings will 

be summarized and recommendations made.  
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

The Communicative Approach 

The communicative approach is one of the most important teaching methods in 

the history of language teaching. The communicative approach could be said to be the 

product of educators and linguists who had grown dissatisfied with the audio-lingual 

and grammar-translation methods of foreign language instruction (Galloway, 1993). 

Before the communicative approach came into use, language classrooms were sterile 

environments and the teaching of language was more scientifically or grammatically 

based. According to Richards and Rodgers (1998), the communicative approach is 

also known as Communicative Language Teaching (CLT), and it has grown and 

developed since the 1970s. This approach was introduced into China in the early 

1980s and has had a great influence on the teaching of English in China (Tian Shiguo, 

2001).  

What are the features of communicative language teaching? Galloway (1993) 

stated that the communicative language teaching makes use of real-life situations that 

necessitate communication. The teacher sets up situations that students might have a 

chance to encounter in real life. Celce-Murcia (1991) listed several aspects of the 

communicative approach: 

a. It is assumed that the goal of language teaching is for the learner to be 

able to communicate in the target language. 

b. The content of a language course will include semantic notions and social 



 9 

functions, not just linguistic structures. 

c. Students regularly work in groups or pairs to transfer (and, if necessary, 

negotiate) meaning in situations where one person has information that 

the others lack. 

d. Students often engage in role-play or dramatization to adjust their use of 

the target language to different social contexts. 

e. Classroom materials and activities are often authentic so as to reflect 

real-life situations and demands. 

f. All four skills of listening, speaking, reading, and writing are integrated 

from the beginning. 

g. The teacher’s role is primarily to facilitate communication and only 

secondarily to correct errors. 

h. The teacher should be able to use the target language fluently and 

appropriately. 

We can see some support from Richards and Rodgers’ citation (1998), including: 

a. Meaning is paramount. 

b. Comprehensible pronunciation is sought. 

c. Attempts to communicate may be encouraged from the very beginning. 

d. Judicious use of native language is accepted where feasible. 

e. The target linguistic system will be learned best through the process of 

struggling to communicate. 

f. Teachers help learners in any way that motivates them to work with the 



 10 

language. 

g. Intrinsic motivation will spring from an interest in what is being 

communicated by the language. 

Why do we choose communicative language teaching? One of the basic 

assumptions of the communicative language teaching is that students will be more 

motivated to study a foreign language if they feel they are learning to do something 

useful with the language they study (Shu Baimei, 2005). Also the teacher gives 

students an opportunity to express their individuality by having them share their ideas 

and opinions on a regular basis. Shu Baimei (2005) holds that this will help students 

to integrate the foreign language with their own personality and thus feel more 

emotionally secure with it and furthermore, students’ security will be enhanced by the       

many opportunities for cooperative interactions with both their fellow students and 

the teacher. 

One of the most important features of the communicative approach is that it 

focuses on overall communicative competence. It “acknowledge[s] the     

interdependence of language and communication” (Richards & Rodgers 1998, p.66).   

Galloway (1993) holds that “unlike the audio-lingual method of language teaching, 

which relies on repetition and drills, the communicative approach leaves students in 

suspense as to the outcome of a class exercise, which will vary according to their 

reactions and responses. The real-life simulations change from day to day. Students’ 

motivation to learn comes from their desire to communicate in meaningful ways about 

meaningful topics” (P.2-3).  
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The goal of communicative language teaching is to have students become 

communicatively competent. Yule (1998) states that communicative competence can 

be defined as the ability to use the L2 accurately, appropriately, and flexibly. Since 

communication is considered as a process, it is insufficient for students to simply have 

knowledge of the target language forms, meanings, and functions. Students must have 

the ability to apply that knowledge in conveying meaning. It is through this 

interaction between speaker and listener that meanings become clear. So Richards and 

Rodgers (1998) listed four dimensions of communicative competence: 

1. Grammatical competence includes an understanding of grammar rules and the 

correct use of both these rules and words during communication.  

2. Sociolinguistic competence is necessary so that the listener and the speaker 

understand communication within a social context. This includes “role 

relationships, the shared information of the participants, and the 

communicative purpose of their interaction” (Richards and Rodgers, 1998, p. 

71).  

3. Discourse competence refers to the communication of meaning within a 

situation.  

4. Strategic competence includes coping strategies that communicators employ to 

initiate, terminate, maintain, repair, and redirect communication. 

It is clear that the communicative approach emphasizes meaning along with 

grammar and vocabulary. Before learners can develop competence in communication 

and have the ability to communicate in context, they must acquire a certain level of 
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grammar, vocabulary, and other rules of correct language usage. Supporters of the 

Communicative Approach acknowledge the importance of the structure and 

vocabulary of a language, but they feel that preparations for communication will be 

inadequate if only structure and vocabulary are taught (Shu Baimei 2005). Students 

may acquire the knowledge of the rules of language usage, but will be unable to 

effectively use the language in real life. 

Factors affecting Teaching Chinese Adult Students 

The hospitality industry in China has gone through great changes and has 

become much more standardized and modernized. The hotel industry serves as a good 

example. When more and more foreign tourists and guests are attracted to and 

traveling in China, the competition in this industry raises the demand for every hotel 

to improve its service and management. Improving working staff’s competence to 

serve guests from different countries and regions, and training them to communicate 

with guests in other language are of great importance.  

At present most of the working staff in China are non-English speakers. A large 

percentage of them have a limited educational background and don’t have any 

experience in learning another language.  

Within the working staff, their language competence varies from job to job but 

generally speaking, very few of them have good language competence. Take hotel 

working staff for an example: those who work at the front desk and reception speak 

better English than people from other sections. Waiters in western-style restaurants 

have better English competence than their counterparts in Chinese style restaurants. 
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People working in the housekeeping area possess the lowest English proficiency 

because they seldom have the need to communicate with English speakers. This 

segment of workers did not improve their language proficiency much after they 

finished their training in the hotel because of their limited educational background and 

the need and opportunity to develop their English speaking ability. This is evident by 

reviewing some hotels’ recruiting advertisements. 

Table 1. Recruiting requirements from ten five-star hotels 

Hotel level location Post 
Requirements for 

age education Language 

Lishe Apartment     
Five 

stars 

Beijing Front 

desk 

20-40 Senor high undefined 

Zhongkang intel’ 
Five 

stars 

Beijing Front 

desk 

20-40 Senor high undefined 

Huaqiao Mansion 
Five 

stars 

Beijing Attendant 18-28 Senor high English 

Gehuakaiyuan 
Five 

stars 

Beijing Front 

desk 

20-40 Senor high undefined 

Shenjiezhongguan 

Village 

Five 

stars 

Beijing Front 

desk 

20-40 Senor high undefined 

Yangtze Wanli 
Five 

stars 

Shanghai Front 

desk 

20-28 Senor high English 

Tang Dynasty 
Five 

stars 

Shanghai Front 

desk 

20-40 Vocational 

college 

undefined 

Nansha 
Five 

stars 

Guangzhou Waiter 22 Senor high English 

Phoenix Town 
Five 

stars 

Guangzhou Front 

desk 

18-24 Senor high English 

Jiahong Ramada 
Five 

stars 

Guangzhou Front 

desk 

20-40 Vocational 

college 

undefined 

Note. Adapted from the job hunting website Talents for Chinese Hotels, www.triphr.com, 2010. 

In the chart above you can see the recruiting requirements from 10 five-star 

hotels located in Beijing, Shanghai, and Guangzhou, which are randomly chosen from 

the job-hunting website, www.triphr.com. These high-end hotels are located in the 

better developed tourist areas of China. Each of the ten hotels posted similar 

http://www.triphr.com/
http://www.triphr.com/
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requirements for their future employees. Two of them required a minimum education 

at the vocational college level and the other eight only asked for senior high school 

graduates. Six of those hotels didn’t have any particular requirements for language 

skills. Four of them required their future employees to be able to speak English but 

didn’t specify the proficiency level their applicants should possess. Based on the fact 

that their minimum requirements for education are no higher than vocational college 

or senior high school, most of them won’t be able to speak English at a high level. 

Hotels hold such a low expectation for their future employees because the 

current situation in China is that hotels don’t offer good salaries and comfortable 

working hours so they can’t attract talented people with good skills and keep them for 

the long term. Another reason is that every hotel at a higher level has its own 

department for training, so they can hire less-skilled people for a lower salary and 

then train them to get necessary skills, including the skills to properly use the English 

language. 

Teachers need to figure out the best way to improve the English competence of 

their working staff. Guglielmino (1987) believes that teaching those adult students is 

both a challenge and a pleasure. She said that the task of learning a new language as 

an adult is no small feat and assisting a student to learn enough English to survive 

requires a great deal of patience, empathy, and skill. 

Teachers should understand the characteristics of Chinese adult students. As 

adult learners, they are quite different from students in normal Chinese schools. 

Guglielmino (1987) stated that those adult students come to ESL class because they 
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have an immediate need. They come because they choose to, not because they have 

been ordered to attend. So it is very important that the teachers of adult students 

understand and accept them as fellow human beings, as products of their culture and 

as adult learners with immediate and specific needs. 

Teachers should also have a clear idea about the most urgent needs of adult 

learners? Guglielmino (1987) listed the urgent needs of adult learners in her book 

Adult ESL Instruction: A Challenge and a Pleasure. An Orientation Guide for Adult 

ESL Teachers: 

1. A teacher-student relationship based on mutual respect. 

2. Involvement in the classroom. 

3. Relevant instruction. 

4. A climate of teacher warmth and empathy. 

5. Opportunities for problem-solving and building self-directed learning 

skills.  

6. Opportunities for success. 

7. Cultural orientation. 

8. Other needs such as longer time to perform learning tasks, etc. 

From the suggestions above we can conclude that adult students expect to be 

treated like grown ups and expect to have their experiences and opinions valued. 

Teachers should never treat them like children and therefore should not use ways 

which are used to teach children. It is especially necessary for adult students to get 

involved in class activities in order to increase their learning. They need to practice 



 16 

speaking English and should be encouraged to share their experience, questions, and 

cultural information (Guglielmino, 1987). These ideas are supported by the following 

saying: Tell me and I forget; show me and I remember; involve me and I understand. 

Guglielmino (1987) stressed another important factor in teaching adult ESL student. 

She said that many adult students feel uncomfortable in a classroom situation. They 

often have had unpleasant experiences in previous educational settings. Adult students 

usually feel a great sense of insecurity because they can’t use English as well as they 

would like to or at all.  If a teacher is warm, caring, and enthusiastic, the students 

will feel a greater sense of security, will engage more often, and will learn more. If the 

teacher is not warm, caring, and enthusiastic, students learn less or they leave. As 

adult learners, Chinese hotel staff members also need opportunities to succeed and be 

recognized for that success every day. 

Teaching adult students also requires teachers to take into account the students 

cultural orientation. Culture involves a wide variety of things such as gestures, 

courtesies, values, attitudes, goals, eye contact, spatial awareness, time awareness, 

modes of dress and habits of cleanliness to name a few. People from different cultures 

may exhibit different behaviors. If a student is acting in a way that the teacher doesn’t 

understand or doing something that is annoying to the teacher, the teacher should 

investigate it and try to figure out. If the action is related to culture, once the teacher 

understands it, he or she will be able to deal more effectively with the situation. 

Bennett (1999) said that students from different cultural backgrounds learn in 

different ways and use different learning styles, self-expression, and communication 
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styles. As for Chinese people, they are influenced by a unique cultural environment 

and educational system. Chinese traditional philosophy, especially Confucian 

philosophy has a strong impact on their viewpoints, ways of thinking, and behaviors 

(He, 1996). Confucius and his followers have great influence in Chinese society and 

education. 

According to Confucian philosophy, the parents in a family always have 

authority over their children and their children should respect and obey their parents. 

The teachers’ role in schools are regarded as important as parents or authorities, which 

means the students should respect teachers and do what teachers tell them to do 

(Huang & Brown, 2009). Other ideas such as children should always show respect for 

the older people and persons of lower social status should be loyal to the authorities 

has become the Chinese moral standard (Huang & Brown, 2009).  

That is one of the reasons why in China teachers are always looked on as models 

of knowledge and virtue for the students (He, 1996). The teachers not only teach 

knowledge and skills to students but also play very important roles in helping students 

choose their field and even their future career. As an old Chinese saying goes “One 

day’s teacher, a lifetime master,” which means no matter how long the teacher teaches 

the students, even it is just a day, the students should always respect the teacher as a 

master (Huang & Brown, 2009).  

Turner (2006) mentioned in his research that the Chinese teaching and learning 

environment is “formal, disciplined, teacher-centered, and didactic” (p.30), and 

students are used to meditative, repetitive, memory-based approaches.  
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Confucius and his followers produced a great deal of literature such as “The Five 

Classics” and “The Four Books.” Those well-known pieces of literature became the 

basic texts for the imperial examination. And the principle that “Those who excel in 

office should learn, those who excel in learning should take office” provided 

justification for the imperial examinations, which selected officials according to 

peoples’ merits as shown by their performance on the examination (Huang & Brown, 

2009). Although this system was abandoned a long time ago, it still has great 

influence on Chinese education. The current education system in China is an 

examination-driven system (Huang & Brown, 2009). Students in elementary, 

secondary, and higher education have to be successful through intense competition to 

move on to next level. Huang (1997) listed the advantages and disadvantages of this 

competitiveness: it can help the society produce highly knowledgeable, skilful, and 

talented persons but it can also create too much pressure for students and may cause 

unbalanced development in them. Most of the students spend the majority of their 

time and energy on preparing for examinations and neglect those activities and 

exercises which can help them improve their skills. 

Another factor that teachers should take into account is that in the Chinese 

culture, people care a lot about what other people think of them, and students care 

very much about what the teacher and other students think of them. Huang and Brown 

(2009) found in their research that Chinese students are ashamed for them to say in 

front of the class that he/she has not understood the teacher’s instructions and 

assignments. Those students “would rather ask their peers or classmates than ask the 
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teacher for repetition and re-explanation in class” (p.646). Sometimes when Chinese 

students can not give the right answer to the teachers’ question in class, they will feel 

that they are “losing face” and feel embarrassed or even ashamed. They are afraid of 

making mistakes in class. And Huang and Brown (2009) believe that is the reason 

why Chinese students are not very active in class activities such as answering 

questions and engaging in discussions. Teachers should give them more 

encouragement so that they can gain more self-confidence. 

Compared to the normal school-aged child, adult learners may need more time to 

complete learning tasks. Usually most adult learners come to class after a full day’s 

work, so they will be very tired. Anything teachers can do to make class lively and 

interesting such as using a variety of teaching methods, using audio-visual aids, and 

changing the pace of your activities will help students to concentrate and, therefore, 

improve their knowledge and skills. 

Problems in Implementing the Communicative Approach  

As with any approach to teaching English as a foreign language, there are some 

aspects of the communicative approach that work well and some that are less 

effective. 

Although the communicative approach is accepted and popular among many 

countries, its effectiveness is affected by many factors in teaching adult students from 

China. After we look into the basic ideas and features of the communicative approach 

and the characteristics of Chinese adult learners, we will have a better idea about what 

the problems are and what teachers should do to address them. 
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For adult students in China one of the biggest problems is their inadequate basic 

knowledge of English. Implementing the communicative approach requires that those 

learners have certain basic knowledge of grammar and vocabulary. That is the 

foundation for those learners to engage in some social functions communication so as 

to improve their communicative competence.  

From the inferior language competence and limited educational background of 

those Chinese adult learners, researchers see another factor that impacts the success of 

the communicative approach, their lack of appropriate study skills or strategies 

(Huang & Brown, 2009). The communicative approach involves a lot of interactive 

activities in the teaching and learning process such as pair work, group discussion, 

and role-play etc. Teachers serve as facilitators. Their role is to facilitate students’ 

communication instead of lecturing. But in those adult learners’ previous education 

experiences, they are used to teacher-centered lecturing and examination-driven 

learning patterns, so they are not comfortable participating in all kinds of interaction 

or communicative activities. They tend to use limited strategies such as repetition and 

memorization in the whole learning process. 

Some other cultural factors also create obstacles to Chinese adult students’ 

learning English while using the communicative approach. First of all, those students 

pay much respect to the teachers, so they are used to listening to the teachers and 

following teachers’ instructions instead of engaging in equal communication with 

them. Those students are not willing to ask teachers questions when they do not 

understand teachers’ lecture because they feel shameful to say in class that they don’t 
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understand. And they will be embarrassed when they fail to give the right answer in 

class, so they will try to avoid making mistakes, which sometimes means they will try 

to avoid participating in discussions or answering questions with teachers or other 

classmates. 

Another challenge for teachers mentioned by Menking (2001) is the students’ 

reactions and attitudes, specifically during pair and small group work. He found that 

almost half of the instructors agreed that it is difficult for the students to interact 

verbally in pairs and small groups and this passivity is limiting the effectiveness of the 

communicative approach.  

Some situations in Asian countries are quite similar because people from those 

countries are influenced by similar cultural backgrounds and all of their people take 

English as a second language. Menking (2001) stated in his research in Japan that 

most of the Japanese instructors of English feel they have adequate speaking ability. 

But in facilitating students’ communication, sometime they fail to produce the best 

authentic social situations for students to make role-play communication. Sometimes 

those teachers found that their English proficiency was not good enough to cover all 

social functions when they were instructing their students in how to role-play. So we 

can see that non-native speaking ability may cause difficulty in using communicative 

approach.  

Additionally, current textbooks and proficiency tests detract from the 

communicative approach. Most of those books are old-fashioned. Their main focuses 

are grammar and vocabulary. There are few interactive communications reflected in 
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the texts. 

Menking(2001) also mentioned that the instructors in Japan indicated that class 

sizes are too large. He concluded that smaller size classes would be helpful for 

teachers when instructing, but it is also important for teachers to choose activities 

appropriate to large groups. 
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CHAPTER 3 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This research reviewed some basic ideas and concepts about the communicative 

approach and introduced its origin and some features. This approach could be one of 

the best methods for teaching foreign languages. But when it is applied for teaching 

Chinese adult students such as hotel working staff, teachers must take into account 

those Chinese adult students’ characteristics, cultural background, and former 

educational experiences and adjust their teaching strategies to reach the best result. 

This research also revealed some obstacles in using the communicative approach 

in teaching adult students in China. The awareness of those problems is the first step 

in making improvements. Some of the problems are based on cultural factors and 

traditional values in China, making them very difficult to overcome. But if teachers 

have clear ideas about those obstacles, they can still make improvements according to 

the situation. So they need to investigate a variety of ways that students will be as 

active in the learning process as they can. 

Those difficulties and problems in implementing the communicative approach 

might  also inspire teachers to change their way of teaching and make adjustments to 

their teaching methods and strategies. For those students who lack fundamental 

knowledge of grammar and vocabulary, teachers should be more patient and give 

them enough time to prepare themselves before they can conduct communication 

under the guidance of teachers. In this stage for those students to catch up, teachers 

may combine some old teaching methods such as grammar-translation methods with 
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the communicative approach and ask students to do more memorization and repetition. 

For those who are used to learning by repetition and memorization, teachers should 

also guide them to practice their other study skills in communication so as to find the 

most suitable learning strategies and develop their own way of learning. Some effects 

of cultural factors are not so easy to overcome, but teachers can try to create a better 

learning environment for Chinese students and encourage them to actively participate 

in the classroom discussion and other activities. Teachers should help students realize 

that the classroom using the communicative approach is student-centered and abandon 

their teacher-centered and examination-driven learning patterns. Teachers should also 

improve their language competence and teaching skills so that they can provide 

students better facilitation and encourage students in more real communicative 

scenarios. The text books and other teaching materials should be adapted to the needs 

of communicative practice. The size of English classroom should be cut so that 

teachers can conduct more communicative activities and students will be  more 

effectively involved. 

In different situations there may be different problems, and there may not be any 

definitive answer to the question of how to make the communicative approach more 

effective in every situation. Researchers have proved that most of students’ reactions 

to the use of the communicative approach were positive. Menking (2001) stated in his 

research that most teachers indicated that the students enjoy communicative-style 

instruction, as opposed to reading or listening exercises that have comprehension 

checked at the end of the exercise. Some indicated that the students initially had some 
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difficulty with or resistance to the communicative approach but finally adapted to 

communicating with classmates in English. Teachers may need to persevere for a 

period of time before the students accept the communicative approach, accepting the 

fact that their teaching will not be as smooth as might be desired. Perhaps more than 

anything else, understanding the culture of various groups of students is required to 

effectively use the communicative approach. 
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