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Interaction takes crucial part in English language teaching and learning. 
It could determine the successfulness of teaching and learning in the 
classroom. Relying on the fact, interaction becomes the main means for 
teacher and students to exchange their ideas, feelings, opinions, insights, 
and etc. Especially for the teachers themselves, maintaining interaction 
with students is considered to be very important thing. In this case, 
teachers need to employ some proper strategies and approaches in order 
to deal with such kind of activity. Nowadays, a great number of teachers 
apply student-centered approach more than teacher-centered one in the 
way they teach English. Student-centered approach is believed to be able 
to encourage the teachers to raise their awareness to interact more with 
the students by implementing Communicative Language Teaching (CLT). 
In this library-based research paper, the writers would like to elevate the 
importance of classroom interaction in Communicative Language 
Teaching (CLT) as an important means for teachers in their respective 
classrooms. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Interaction takes crucial part in English language teaching and learning. It could determine 
whether the learning objectives in each meeting in the classroom can be achieved or not. Relying on 
the fact, interaction becomes the main means for teacher and students to exchange their ideas, 
feelings, opinions, views, perceptions, and etc. Especially for the teachers themselves, maintaining 
interaction with students is very important. The approaches, methods, and techniques that the 
teacher applies in the classroom should be taken into account. 
 Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) is one of the teaching methods that is in line with 
student-centered approach. CLT sustains the students to be able to interact with the target 
language, by overwhelmingly promote communicative events to be learned in the classroom. 
Larsen-Freeman (2000) states that Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) makes 
communicative competence as the goal of language teaching and by acknowledging the 
interdependence of language and communication. Based on this point of view, it can be seen that 
language and communication are interdependent. Those two matters cannot be separated. It means 
that when students learn a new language, meaning that they must learn about how to communicate 
with that language or how to use the language properly. They are not just learning the theories, but 
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should be emphasized more on practices. In applying CLT in the classroom, English teachers are 
required to be creative and active when they lead the classroom. In other words, the teachers 
should always try to find the way to make the class becomes interactive. 

A lot of research was done regarding to classroom interaction. Shim (2007) identified the 
interaction patterns between teacher and students in the middle school classrooms in Seoul, Korea. 
Shim adapted Foreign Language Interaction Analysis (FLINT) system promoted by Moskowiz 
(1976) as the basis of analysis. The analysis showed that teacher talk is a lot more dominant than 
students’ reaction. It was happening because teacher-fronted activities influenced the classroom. 
Moreover, Li, Shouhui, and Xinying (2011) introduced some methods in analyzing the classroom 
interaction, namely Flanders Interaction Analysis System (FIAS) and Social Network Analysis 
(SNA). Those methods are helpful for English teachers as they provide self-evaluation and self-
improvement for them.  
 Furthermore, Gorjian & Habibi (2015) put an effort to promote conversation strategies to 
Iranian university students by having an experimental research. In this case, the authors focused on 
a strategy named turn-taking. Turn-taking refers to the process by which people in a conversation 
decide who is to speak next. Briefly, the main aim of this research was to enhance the learners’ oral 
performance in doing turn-taking for an effective conversation in both formal and informal 
situations. The result of this study indicated that the group who got turn-taking instruction from 
the authors (the experimental group) outperformed the group who got traditional instruction. By 
recognizing this result, it can be declared that turn-taking instruction could develop learners’ 
ability in interaction and oral communication significantly. 
 More recent studies about classroom interaction were implemented by Heikonen, Toom, 
Pyhalto, Pietarinen, and Soini (2017) and Farashaiyan & Muthusamy (2017). Heikonen et al. (2017) 
investigated the primary strategies of classroom interaction utilized by student-teachers during 
their teaching practicum in Finland. According to the authors, the strategies that student-teachers 
employ in classroom interaction with students during teaching practice periods are surprisingly 
understudied. The result showed that the classroom interaction strategies used by student-
teachers were categorized as cognitive strategies, behavioral strategies, and emotional strategies. 
Meanwhile, Farashaiyan & Muthusamy (2017) conducted an experimental research to Malay ESL 
students by presenting some strategies of classroom interaction in order to develop their speaking 
performance. The authors utilized classroom interaction strategies such as questioning and 
negotiation of meaning which were implemented in the nature of cooperative learning. The 
findings of this study confirmed the previous findings done by a great number of scholars (Chillon, 
2012; Ellis, 2004; Ling, 2003; Garcia, 2013; Mackey, 1998) which suggested that the use of 
interaction strategies could improve ESL students’ speaking ability.  

 In this library-based research paper, the writers would like to elevate the importance of 
classroom interaction in Communicative Language Teaching (CLT). The writers expect that this 
article would enlarge the readers’ comprehension (especially English teachers) about 
Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) and also generate their awareness about the importance 
of maintaining interaction with students when they make use of CLT as their teaching method. 
 

DISCUSSION 

Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) 

Brown (2007) defines CLT as “an approach to language teaching methodology that 
emphasizes authenticity, interaction, student-centered learning, task-based activities, and 
communication for the real world, meaningful purposes”. Moreover, Widdowson (1978) cited in 
Ohno (2006) sees the language learning in CLT is more than how to understand, speak, read, and 
write sentences, but how sentences are used to communicate. Language learning is not always 
concern with composing and comprehending correct sentences as isolated linguistic units of 
random occurrence, but also using sentences appropriately in order to achieve communicative 
purposes (Widdowson, 1978). In line with this idea, Madya (2013) suggests that the English 
teachers who apply CLT as their teaching method should invest the linguistic knowledge and the 
use of that knowledge in communication practice when guiding or helping the students in learning 
the language.  
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 As mentioned earlier, the goal of CLT is that the students could deal with the 
communicative competencies. Canale & Swain (1980) argue that there are four competencies 
which are needed to be mastered by the students, namely: (1) grammatical competence; (2) 
sociolinguistic competence; (3) discourse competence; and (4) strategic competence. Grammatical 
competence refers to the ability to create grammatically correct utterances. Sociolinguistic 
competence indicates the ability to produce sociolinguistically appropriate utterances. Discourse 
competence concerns with the ability to produce coherent and cohesive utterances. The last one, 
which is strategic competence, deals with the ability to solve communication problems as they arise. 
If the students learn and apply those competencies nicely in the classroom, it can be said that they 
have successfully learned the target language and be able to communicate properly with the target 
language. 

In terms of its characteristics, Brown (2007) proposes four interconnected characteristics 
of CLT, as follows. 

 

1) Classroom goals focus on all of the components of communicative competence and not 
restricted to grammatical or linguistic competence.  

2) Language techniques are designed to engage learners in the pragmatic, authentic, functional 
use of language for meaningful purposes. Organizational language forms are not the central 
focus, but rather aspects of language that enable the learner to accomplish those purposes. 

3) Fluency and accuracy are seen as complementary principles underlying communicative 
techniques. At times, fluency may have to take on more importance than accuracy in order 
to keep learners meaningfully engaged in language use. 

4) In the communicative classroom, students ultimately have to use the language, productively 
and receptively, in unrehearsed contexts. 
  

In reference to the principles, Berns (1990, p. 104) as quoted by Savignon (2002) 
summarizes eight principles of CLT as follows. 

 

1) Language teaching is based on a view of language as communication. That is, language is 
seen as a social tool that speakers use to make meaning; speakers communicate about 
something to someone for some purpose, either orally or in writing. 

2) Diversity is recognized and accepted as part of language development and use in second 
language learners and users, as it is with first language users.  

3) A learner’s competence is considered in relative, not in absolute, terms. 
4) More than one variety of language is recognized as a viable model for learning and teaching. 
5) Culture is recognized as instrumental in shaping speakers’ communicative competence, in 

both their first and subsequent languages.  
6) No single methodology or fixed set of techniques is prescribed.  
7) Language use is recognized as serving ideational, interpersonal, and textual functions and is 

related to the development of learners’ competence in each. 
8) It is essential that learners be engaged in doing things with language – that is, that they use 

language for a variety of purposes in all phases of learning. 

(Berns, 1990, p. 104) 

 

In the CLT classroom, the roles of both teacher and students are different. According to 
Larsen-Freeman (2000), the role of the teacher is to facilitate the communication in the classroom. 
In this role, one of his/her major responsibilities is to establish situations likely to promote 
communication. Besides that, the teacher also acts as an adviser, answering students’ questions, 
and monitoring their performance. Students, on the other hand, are the communicators. Meaning 
that they are actively engaged in negotiating meaning – in trying to make themselves understood 
and in understanding others – even when their knowledge of the target language is incomplete. 
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Because CLT employs student-centered approach, Larsen-Freeman (2000) mentions that the 
teacher’s role is not too dominant. Students are seen as more responsible managers of their own 
learning. When applying CLT method in the classroom, the teacher should be aware that the 
students have their own characteristics. In other words, the students have their own feelings to find 
out in what situation they learn best. Regarding to this, Savignon (2002) declares that within 
classroom communities, as within society at large, some people are leaders and some prefer to be 
followers. Both are essential to the success of group activities. In this case, the teacher should be 
fair in forming groups for students. The teacher should recognize the characteristics of the 
students, whether they are the “leaders” or “followers”. In order to reach fairness, the teacher may 
put those “leaders” and “followers” together in the same group, not put only all of the “leaders” in 
the same group and vice versa. 

From the above explanations, it can be seen that the Communicative Language Teaching 
(CLT) method prioritizes the use of interaction in the process of teaching and learning. This is in 
line with the main goal of this method that makes the students to be able to cope with 
communicative competencies. The English teachers have an important role in this case. The way 
they lead the classroom and interact with students becomes the successful key for teaching and 
learning, especially in helping the students to reach all of the abilities contained in communicative 
competencies.  

 

Notions of Interaction 

 When an EFL classroom is influenced by the Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) 
method, the interaction between teacher and students will happen frequently. The teacher and 
students approximately have the balance interaction in this case. Dagarin (2004, p. 128) argues 
that interaction as “a two-way process between the participants in the learning process”. In other 
words, the teacher influences the learners and vice versa. Added to this, Brown (2000, p. 165) 
defines interaction as “the collaborative exchange of thoughts, feeling, or ideas between two or 
more people, resulting in a reciprocal effect on each other”. Because it has a reciprocal effect on 
each other, the quality of interaction between teacher and students becomes crucial in determining 
the success of teaching and learning.  

 According to Long (1996) as cited in Muho & Kurani (2011), interaction is the facilitator of 
language acquisition because it connects input (what learners hear and read); internal learner 
capacities, particularly selective attention; and output (what learners produce) in productive ways. 
It means that interaction provides learners with opportunities to receive comprehensible input and 
feedback as well as to make changes in their own linguistic output (Gass, 1997; Long, 1996; Pica, 
1994; Swain 1995 quoted by Muho & Kurani, 2011). 

 Ellis (1999, p. 1) proposes two different views related to the interaction in the second 
language acquisition. First, he views interaction as “the social behavior that occurs when one 
person communicates with another”. He categorizes this kind of interaction as “interpersonal 
interaction”. Interpersonal interaction is considered as the basic to human communication, as all 
communities, whether literate or not, engage in it. Interpersonal interaction can occur orally (by 
face-to-face interaction) or written (by reading a book, the interaction between writer and reader). 
Second, he claims that interaction is an activity that is happening in our minds. He names such kind 
of interaction as “intrapersonal interaction”. Intrapersonal interaction specifically occurs in mental 
processing. For example, when we read a book, there is an interaction happens in our mind in order 
to be able to understand the content of that book. Other than that, when we are driving and seeing a 
traffic light, we consciously stop when the traffic light turns into red and then start to drive again 
when the traffic light turns into green. It is happening because there is an interaction within human 
minds that is resulted to an agreement between our minds and the actions we take. Ellis (1999) 
states that both interpersonal and intrapersonal interaction are closely connected with regard to 
both our use and our acquisition of language. Which is, intrapersonal interaction is required in 
order to interact interpersonally and, also, interpersonal interaction serves to trigger intrapersonal 
operations, including those that are involved in language acquisition.  
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 In reference to the compiled theories above, a great number of experts define the term 
‘interaction’ in the similar veins. However, this present article adopts the definition stated by 
Brown (2000, p. 165) which asserts that interaction refers to the collaborative exchange of 
thoughts, feeling, or ideas between two or more people (in this case is the teacher and students), 
resulting in a reciprocal effect on each other. This notion is used as the operational definition of this 
library-based research paper in order to ease the readers in comprehending the significance of 
interaction. 

 

Types of Interaction 

 In the previous section, Ellis (1999) provides two different types of interaction in general, 
namely interpersonal interaction and intrapersonal interaction. The former concerns with oral 
interaction and written interaction, meanwhile the latter deals with the interaction which is 
happening in our minds (mental processing). Considering that this paper is more focusing on the 
domain of English language teaching and learning, then in this case, the writers would like to 
elaborate some types of interaction which occurs in the classroom between the teacher and 
students. 

 Van Lier (1988) as cited in Papaja (2011) distinguishes four basic types of classroom 
interaction as presented below. 

 

1) The teacher has no control over the topic and the activity; 
2) The teacher controls the topic but not the activity; 
3) The teacher controls the topic and activity; 
4) The teacher controls the activity but not the topic; 

 

Over the years, Van Lier (1991) in Papaja (2011) develops his framework about the types of 
interaction. He adds another aspect namely “the function of the language”. The types of interaction 
concern with the function of language are: 

 

1) Ideational (telling people facts, or experiences); 
2) Interpersonal (working on relationships with people); 
3) Textual (signaling connections and boundaries, clarifying, summarizing and revising); 

Meanwhile, Abarca (2004) classifies three types of interaction in EFL classrooms, namely 
the teacher-dominated, teacher-centered, and student-centered classrooms. The teacher-
dominated classroom is the one where the teachers spend most of the time talking, and the 
students’ participation is very limited. The teacher-centered classroom is the one where the teacher 
is controlling the students’ participation through some classroom activities and students have the 
chance to participate. Finally, the student-centered classroom is the one where the students can 
participate more actively. It is quite easy to differentiate among them when we directly have an 
observation in the classroom. The approaches, methods, and techniques that the teacher applies in 
the classroom determine the kind of interaction that they have. In relation to the Communicative 
Language Teaching (CLT), the usual types of interaction which is occurred is student-centered. 

 In addition, Dagarin (2004) differentiates the types of interaction occurred in the classroom 
by the participants. It depends on who communicates with whom. The types of interaction can be 
seen as follows: 

 

1) Teacher – Learners 
2) Teacher – Learners / A Group of Learners 
3) Learner – Learner 
4) Learners – Learners 
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The first form of interaction (teacher – learners) is established when a teacher talks to the 
whole students in the classroom. In this situation, the teacher has a role as classroom leader and 
decides what activity that the students will have at that time. The main function of this interaction 
is to practice particular language structure or vocabulary that they have learned. This kind of 
activity is named as “drill”. 

The second form of interaction (teacher – learners / a group of learners) is happening when 
the teacher refers to the whole students (similar to the previous type), but expects only certain 
students to answer his/her statement/question. The “certain” students here could be only one 
student or a group of students. This form of interaction is often used in checking the students’ 
understanding about the lesson. In addition, this kind of interaction is also frequently used at the 
beginning of the lesson, specifically in guiding students into the lesson. 

The third form of interaction (learner – learner) is conducted when the students get an 
assignment from the teacher and they are asked to do it in pairs. The role of the teacher in this kind 
of situation is as a mentor, watch the students’ activity, walk around pairs and help them if 
necessary.  

The last form of interaction (learners – learners) is happened when the students have a task 
to do in the form of groups. Let say that the activity in the classroom in this kind of interaction is 
the continuum of the previous section. After the students work in pairs, the teacher puts the pairs 
into a whole group and each pair reports on their work in front of the classroom. When each pair 
presents their work in the classroom to the whole students, the “learners-learners” interaction is 
happening.  

Of those types of interaction, Dagarin (2004) states that the last two ways of organization 
are very useful in stimulating interaction among the students. A research conducted by Long et al. 
(1976) in Nunan (1991) shows that learners use considerably more language, and exploit a greater 
range of language functions when working in small groups as opposed to teacher-fronted tasks in 
which all students proceed in a lock-step fashion.  

 In reference to those provided types of interaction above, it be can realized that various 
kinds of interaction happens frequently in some communicative events, including teaching and 
learning process. Interaction between teacher and students is named as classroom interaction, 
which is used as the main means for them in exchanging their ideas, feelings, opinions, views, and 
perceptions while they are involved in teaching and learning process in the classroom. 

 

The Importance of Interaction in CLT 

 As previously addressed, interaction takes crucial part in English language teaching and 
learning. It could determine whether the learning objectives in each meeting in the classroom can 
be achieved or not. Relying on the fact, interaction becomes the main means for teacher and 
students to exchange their ideas, feelings, opinions, views, perceptions, and etc. In this section, the 
writer would like to elaborate numerous opinions from the experts regarding to the emphasis of 
the importance of teacher – students interaction in CLT classroom. 

 Rahimpour & Magsoudpour (2011) claim that teacher-students’ and students-students’ 
interactions play significant role in foreign language development. Interactions between teachers 
and students and also interactions among students will facilitate language development and will 
lead to better language learning. Added to this, Hall & Walsh (2002) state that in language 
classrooms, interaction takes on an especially significant role in that it is both the medium through 
which learning is realized and an object of pedagogical attention. They add that through their 
interactions with each other, teachers and students construct a common body of knowledge. 
Besides that, they also serve mutual understandings of their roles and relationships, and the norms 
and expectations of their involvement as members in their classrooms. 



 

52 
 

 Furthermore, Allwright (1984) as quoted by Zhang (2009) regards interaction as the 
“fundamental fact of classroom pedagogy” because “everything happening in the classroom occurs 
through a process of live person-to-person interaction”. During such kind of interaction, learners 
make efforts to generate comprehensible output, which turns to be sources of input for other 
interlocutors. In other words, interaction may help the learners got the great chance to express 
themselves as well as giving a chance to others to acquire some knowledge. 

 Moreover, Yanfen & Yuqin (2010) state that the success of teaching depends to a large 
extent on the way teacher talk and interactions that occur between teachers and students. It means 
that the teachers should control the quantity of their talk in the classroom. They should balance the 
interaction with the students as good as possible, in other words, they should influence the 
classroom with student-centered approach.   

 Students – centered seems to need a communicative approach. Littlewood (1981) describes 
some of the contributions that communicative activities can make to language learning under four 
headings, as follows: 

 

1) They provide ‘whole-task practice’ 
Teague et al. (1994) declare that whole-task practice consists of presenting a 

complete task to learners so that they are able to practice the task a single unit. Whole-task 
practice can be said as “experiential approach”. Thus, the students learn speaking by 
speaking, reading by reading, and the like. In foreign language learning, whole-task practice 
is conducted through various kinds of communicative activity, structured in order to suit 
the learners’ level of ability. 

 
2) They improve motivation 

The learners’ ultimate objective is to take part in communication with others. Their 
motivation to learn is more likely to be sustained if they can see how their classroom 
learning is related to this objective and helps them to achieve it with increasing success.  

 
3) They allow natural learning 

In fact, many aspects of language learning can take place only through natural 
processes, which operate when a person is involved in using the language for 
communication. If this is so, communicative activity (inside or outside the classroom) is an 
important part of the total learning process.  

 

4) They can create a context which supports learning 

Communicative activity provides opportunities for positive personal relationships 
to develop among learners and between learners and teacher. These relationships can 
stimulate a good situation in the classroom and to create an environment that supports the 
individual in his efforts to learn.  

 

 From the above discussions, it can be recognized that interaction seems to have an 
important role in English language teaching and learning, particularly in CLT method. It apparently 
becomes the main means for teacher and students to exchange their ideas, feelings, opinions, 
insights, and etc. Besides, interaction serves benefits to all of the parties in the classroom, including 
the teacher and the students, as it can be fruitful for them in achieving their teaching and learning 
objectives in the classroom.  
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CONCLUSION 

When applying Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) method in the classroom, interaction 
should be taken into account among the English teachers as it takes a crucial part in determining 
the successfulness of teaching and learning. All of language acquisition in the classroom is done 
because there is an interaction between the teacher and the students. As previously expressed, 
interaction becomes the main means for the teacher and students to exchange their ideas, feelings, 
opinions, insights, and etc. Because the CLT method adopts a student-centered approach, 
maintaining good interaction with students becomes the key task for the English teacher in order to 
make students are able to achieve the communicative competencies.  

 With regard to the importance of interaction, the writers strongly suggest that the English 
teachers to maintain interaction with the students as good as possible. In this case, the English 
teachers are required to be creative and active when they lead the classroom. It means that they 
should always try to find the way to make the class becomes interactive. Teaching creatively and 
actively will facilitate students to have the opportunity to learn in a meaningful way, particularly in 
learning English through the use of CLT method.  
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