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Exploring English teachers’ beliefs about CLT and difficulties
in  implementing it in Libyan schools

Rabiah Mohammed Almalul
Faculty of arts, Almergib University

Abstract

This study explores English language teachers' beliefs about the main
aspects of communicative language teaching (CLT) and to identify the
possible constraints teachers encounter in implementing CLT. The
participants of the study are from ten public secondary schools found in
Al Khoms city and the capital city Tripoli. The main instrument used to
elicit data for the study is questionnaire. In addition, interviews with six
of these teachers are conducted to know about constrains the teachers face
when attempting to implement CLT. The findings of this study have
revealed that the majority of the respondents mildly approve of most of
the principles of communicative language teaching. The interviews
responses reveal that there were some factors that hinder the teachers
from successful implementation of communicative methodology in their
classrooms.

Introduction

In Libya as in other countries, English teaching nowadays is receiving
much attention realizing how important English is in the world. With a
growing need to develop students’ communicative abilities, some
educational reforms have been introduced. An English curriculum based
on the principles of communicative language teaching (CLT) was one of
the most fundamental reforms. CLT is considered the most effective and
widely used approach in English as a Foreign Language (EFL) teaching,
(Anderson 1993). Yet, as in some other EFL contexts, it puts great
demands on teachers who are expected to have a high level of English
proficiency and ability to use English in real —life situations for both
social and academic purposes. Educational institutions emphasise the
importance of maximising the use of English in the classroom to promote
the acquisition process for the students. In this regard, there are many
concerns about discrepancy between the intentions of the curriculum and
the actual classroom practices. The implementation of CLT has

- 410 -
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encountered problems and resistance in several EFL classrooms (Ellis,
1996; Li, 1998). Various researches reported that instruction in EFL
classrooms is still predominantly based on traditional approaches (Li,
1998; Rao, 2002; Nunan, 2003). The ideas of CLT are different from the
educational values and traditions of many EFL settings (Burnaby & Sun,
1989; Li, 1998). In addition, situational factors such as large class size,
exam-oriented instruction and students’ low proficiency have also
influenced CLT practices. Karavas-Doukas (1996) investigated teachers’
attitudes toward the use of communicative approach in Greece. It was reported
that although the English curriculum in Greece was based on the premises of
communicative language teaching, teachers showed a tendency to carry on the
traditional teacher-oriented instruction style. It is suggested that the
communicative approach may conflict with EFL teachers’ existing thoughts
about teachers’ roles and teaching methods.

Research findings emphasized that teachers’ beliefs have a great
influence on classroom practice. Borg (1998), Richards and Lockhart,
(1996) explained how teachers' beliefs affected their classroom behaviour
and decision-making. Teachers also play the key role in the success or
failure of a planned innovation ( Markee 1997) because they are the
decision makers in the actual setting in which the intended innovation is
to be accomplished — the classroom. Since teachers, as Riley (2000: 37)
nicely puts it, “are the key players in the reform process”, the investigation
of teachers’ beliefs about the principles of CLT serves as a starting point to
identify what may affect successful implementation of CLT in Libyan
classrooms.

English teaching methodologies in Libya

According to Hashim (1997), from the 1940’s onwards, the traditional
method that focused on teaching grammatical rules and memorising
vocabulary was the predominant method. In the 1960’s, there was an
attempt to improve the whole process of teaching English in Libya: a new
syllabus was introduced and it was based on much more advanced
methods and techniques i.e. the direct and the audio-lingual methods.
What is worth mentioning is that it seems that teaching English in Libya
was responsive to the developments in English methodologies but the ban
of teaching English in Libyan schools and universities during the late
1980s led to considerable deterioration in teaching English in the country
(Orafi and Borg, 2009). So in the last few decades, the focus of English

- 411 -



12 2 45Lay) o slad) Adaa

language teaching in Libya was on grammar and reading comprehension.
Lessons were characterized by oral drills with a focus on correct
grammar, memorization of vocabulary, and reading aloud. Arabic was
extensively used in English lessons by teachers and students. All this had
bad consequences for teaching English (e.g. university graduates who
were to be teachers had limited grasp of English). The response to this
situation by the educational authorities was the introduction of the new
communication orientated curriculum. While the introduction of
curriculum innovation seemed to be a necessity, it can be argued that this
innovation was not paralleled with a change in the teachers’ beliefs.
Different strategies for implementing educational change are discussed in
the literature (e.g. Fullan, 2001); the renewed curriculum was somehow top-
down imposed by educational policy makers, teachers were not engaged in
the design of this innovation. As previously mentioned, the beliefs held
by language teachers generally affect their classroom practices (James,
2001). Beliefs about language and teaching methods, beliefs about
learners and their role and beliefs about teacher roles, all have an impact
on language teaching practices, such as teaching material, choices of
activities and the teaching techniques. Consequently, there is a need to
explore teachers’ beliefs and attitudes towards CLT. It is important to
know what teachers think of the CLT methodology and what may prevent
them from applying it in their classes. The questions guiding the study
were:

1. What are Libyan teachers’ beliefs about communicative language
teaching?

2. What are the factors which influence successful implementation of
the communicative  approach in the Libyan English language
teaching and learning context?

Methodology

Participants

Sixty Libyan teachers of English participated in the study. These teachers
completed a questionnaire concerning CLT aspects. Six of those teachers
were also interviewed. Due to time and place constraints the interviews
were not face to face, instead, they were over the phone

These teachers are from ten public secondary schools found in Al Khoms
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city and the capital city, Tripoli. They have between 1 to 10 years
teaching experience. These sixty participants are males and females.
With respect to their qualifications, all of the teachers hold Bachelor of
Arts (BA) degree majoring in English language. The age range of the
teachers is between 23 to 40 years old. Convenience sampling (Nunan,
1999) procedures were used for selection of the participants.

Questionnaire

It is a Likert scale questionnaire developed by Karavas-Doukas (1996). It
consisted of 24 statements. These statements are related to various areas
of CLT principles like error correction, group and pair work, role
relationship and the place and importance of grammar. In the
questionnaire, the participants were asked to assess their beliefs about
CLT principles on a five-point Likert scale, by indicating the extent to
which they agreed with each statement using (1) SA = strongly agree, (2)
A = Agree, (3) N = neither agree nor disagree, (4) D = Disagree, and (5)
SD = strongly disagree. The themes the questionnaire focused on are:

e Group/pair work (statements 2, 9, 13, 21, 22).

e Error correction (statements 6, 10, 14, 18).

e The role of learners in the learning process (statements 4, 5, 8,
20).

e The role of the teacher in the classroom (statements 7, 11, 16, 19,
24).

e Place/importance of grammar (statements 1, 3, 12, 15, 17, 23).

Interviews

The interviews were semi-structured. The main focus of each question
was on the problems teachers face in the implementation of CLT
methodology. To ensure understanding, the interviews were in Arabic.
All the interviews were recorded and later transcribed for further analysis.

Results
Analysis of the questionnaires

The items of the teachers' questionnaires were examined in terms of their

percentage so as to see what their general reactions toward the items

representing the CLT features. To illustrate the pattern of the respondents’

answers better, the first two alternatives (Strongly Agree and Agree) and
- 413 -
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the last two (Disagree and Strongly Disagree) were combined. Table 1

presents these results:

Table 1 Teachers’ responses in terms of frequency and percentages

ltems SA+A ) DSS
F P P F P
1. Grammatical correctness is one of the
criteria to judge the learner’s 28 46.6% | 12 | 20% 20 33.3%
performance.
2. Group work activities are essential 51 85% 6 10% 3 506
3. Grammar is as a means not an end 48 80% 3 50 9 15%
4. I__e_a_rners can suggest the content and 15 2506 9 15% 36 60%
activities of the lesson
5. Traln_ln-g-learners to take . 33 5506 9 15% 18 30%
responsibility for their own learning
6. The teachers' feedback must be 0 0 0
focused on the appropriateness 24 40% 9 15% 27 45%
7 The t_eaﬁher |s"_no Ionger"an 36 60% 3 50 21 35%
authority™ and "instructor
8. The Iearner-centgre_d_ approach to LT 45 75% 6 10% 9 15%
encourages responsibility
9. Group work allows students to
explore 33 55% 5 | 8.3% 22 36.6%
Problems
i(;hslrjgc;res are a natural part of learning 30 50% 9 15% 20 33.3%
11. Organizing the teaching so as to suit
the needs of all is impossible in a large 42 70% 4 | 6.6% 12 20%
class
12. Knowledge of the rules of a
language 45 75% 6 10% 9 15%
is not sufficient
13. Group work activities are practical 33 5506 B B 97 45%
14. Much correction is wasteful of time 27 45% 9 15% 24 40%
15. CLT learners are fluent and accurate 27 5% | 15 | 25% 18 30%
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16. The teacher as transmitter of

knowledge is only one of the many
different roles he/she must perform 48 80% 6 10% 6 10%
during the course of a lesson

17. Mastering the rules of grammar is 45 750 9 15% 3 506
not enough

18-Language learning is about getting it

right from the beginning. 42 70% _ _ 18 30%

19. Activities such as explanations,
writing and examples are not the only 36 60% 9 15% 15 25%
role of the teachers

20. Tasks and activities should be
negotiated and adapted to suit the
students’ needs rather than imposed on 29 48.3% | 3 5% 27 45%
them.

21. Small group work can replace
whole 19 316% | 9 15% 32 53.3%
class and formal instruction

22. Group work activities have little use
since it is very difficult for the teacher

0 0 9
to monitor the students’ performance 27 45% 18 | 30% 15 25%

23. To communicate effectively, direct
instruction in the rules and terminology 33 55% 9 15% 18 30%
of grammar is NOT essential

24. The teacher must supplement the

0, 0, 0,
textbook with other materials and tasks 42 70% 12 20% 6 10%

It seems that the majority of the participants agrees with and values the
principles of CLT. They welcome the ideas that “group work activities
are essential™, "grammar is as a means not an end", and "the learner-
centered approach to language teaching encourages learning”. However,
over half of the respondents disagreed with statement “learners can
suggest the content and activities of the lesson”
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Analysis using the five thematic categories

Table 2 presents the grouped data for the five principles in the
questionnaire.

Principles Mean
Group work/Pair work 4.34
Error correction 3.12
Role of Grammar 3.55
Teacher Role 3.66
Learner Role 3.17

With 5 being “Strongly Agree” and 1 being “Strongly Disagree” the table
would suggest that teachers are rather moderately inclined towards the
five factors that are related to CLT. The highest mean is for the
significance of group and pair work suggesting that this is one area in
which teachers’ beliefs about group and pair work are compatible with
CLT principles. The lowest mean score is for error correction implying
that teachers’ beliefs in this area are less communicative.

The constraints mentioned by the interviewees were considered in two
main categories: (1) external and (2) internal constraints. The number of
participants who emphasized the relevant theme is indicated. As there
were six participants in the interviews, the maximum number possible for
each category was 6.

Table 3 summarizes the interview data: the factors that hinder CLT
implementation.

External factors Frequency
Large classes 5
Examinations 6
Curriculum level/students level c
mismatch
Students’ low motivation 4
Internal factors Frequency
Teachers’ inadequate competence 3
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It is revealed that there were a range of factors that hinder the teachers’
attempts to implement CLT. The interviewees stated that most of these
factors are external. The factors reported by teachers were: large class
size, mismatch between students’ level and the curriculum, lack of
motivation, grammar-orientated examinations, and teachers' English
inadequate competence.

Discussion

Regarding pair work and group work, the picture that emerges is that the
majority of respondents (85%) do acknowledge that group work is
essential. However, their beliefs shaped by their everyday classroom
experience leads many, about (60%), to be cautious about these modes of
classroom organization and prefer the whole class instructions. So despite
the positive beliefs about group and pair work, the unpredictable
outcomes of such activities might be perceived as threatening to the
teachers’ managerial skills. These concerns of applying group work in
large classes are also mentioned by the interviewees. As Suxian (2006)
suggested in the classroom where more traditional methods are applied,
the teachers may feel safe and secure as they always have access to pre-
planned teaching/learning materials determined by the syllabus and could
control new knowledge and classroom activities.

Regarding error correction, there was a variation in responses; it seems
that it is in this area where most disagreement among teachers is. This
variation may reflect a lack of understanding about the quality and
quantity of error correction. There was also inconsistency in teachers’
viewpoints on error correction because almost 50% did think that errors
were a normal part of language learning and 45% that error correction
was a waste of time whereas 71% held the view that students need to get
it correct right from the beginning. This inconsistency of responding
showed that a number of teachers had rather confused notions about error
correction and lack of understanding (Karvas, 1996; Li, 1998).
Furthermore, teachers’ responses to statement 18 where 70% of the
respondents believed that students need to get it correct right from the
beginning may also indicate that some teachers hold rather audio-lingual
attitudes towards error correction where students’ errors are regarded as
signs of imperfect learning.
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The teachers’ views about grammar teaching are in line with
communicative principles. However, some teachers (30%) hold the view
that direct teaching of rules and terminology of grammar is important.
Though the same proportion shows doubt about CLT learners might be
fluent and accurate. Perhaps this suggests that although teachers do agree
with the basic communicative premises of teaching grammar as a means
rather than an end, they also believe that in order to do so you have to
teach the rules and the corresponding terminology. It can be assumed that
the traditional grammar based exams make teachers think of direct
teaching of grammar and terminology as essential. In this respect, all
interviewees mentioned examinations are principally testing grammatical
knowledge and hence teaching grammar is considered necessary.

On their role, about 60% of the respondents thought the teacher’s role is
no longer the instructor. Yet, the rest 40 % of teachers incorrectly
believed that their role was to act as a director. It can be assumed that
teachers’ beliefs about their role seemed to be in line with CLT principles
as reflected in the mean scores of the statements regarding teacher’s role.
However, this would be inconsistent with the interpretation made of the
scores given to the statement 4 where 60 % of teachers thought that
students cannot suggest the content of the lesson and statement 20 where
45% of the respondents did not subscribe to the view that tasks and
activities should be negotiated and adapted to suit the students’ needs
rather than imposed on them. Traditionally, it is the teacher who selects
the tasks and activities and organises the teaching, but it is the learners’
responsibility to actually do the learning. Perhaps in this case, some
scores regarding learners’ role suggest a rather traditional distribution of
roles in the classroom.

Conclusion:

The findings of this study have revealed that the majority of the
respondents mildly approve of most of the principles of communicative
language teaching, but they reported a number of constraints that hinder
them from successful implementation of communicative methodology in
the classrooms. As Genesee and Upshur (1996:30) maintain language
teaching is affected by different factors that restrict the teacher’s options
of what to teach and how to teach.
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