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Abstract: 
There was a time when teaching English meant helping students learn communicative skills to be able to interact 

with native speakers. Since then many socio-economic, political and cultural transformations at a world level 

have posed new challenges for teachers, who face increasing demands for raising ethical issues in the language 

classroom. This paper focuses on the need to reconceptualize communication as the goal for foreign language 

teaching by raising questions of what we mean by communication, why, what and with whom we need to 

communicate.  

 

Keywords: globalization, English language, communication, teaching methodology. 

 

Resumo: 
Por muito tempo o ensino de inglês esteve marcado pelo objetivo de ensinar habilidades comunicativas para que 

os alunos pudessem interagir com falantes nativos. Na atualidade as mudanças socioeconômicas, políticas e 

culturais em escala global têm trazido novos desafios para os professores, que se vêem cobrados a abordar 

questões éticas na sala de aula. Este texto tem como foco a necessidade de se reconceituar comunicação como 

um objetivo para o ensino de línguas estrangeiras por meio de questionamentos sobre o que significa, por quê, o 

quê e com quem queremos nos comunicar. 
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Introduction 

 

For a long time the teaching of English as a foreign language has been dominated by the 

“method”.  The search for the most efficient ways of working in classrooms has been guided 

by the idea that once the best method was identified, teachers all over the world would 

implement it, thus guaranteeing successful learning. A good teacher was the one who knew 

the latest method and put it into practice, preferably with the help of a textbook that translated 

its principles into detailed instructions. Teachers were efficient to the extent they could follow 

the procedures envisaged by the method/textbook 

 

If we were to tell the story of language teaching in the second half of last century we would 

probably use a narrative similar to the one above. Not long ago, my own education as a 

language teacher was shaped by this paradigm. I witnessed the heyday of audiolingualism 

during my pre-service years and the beginning of my teaching career was marked by the blind 

adoption of Streamline English, following the advice.of the head of department. Therefore, 

this can hardly be seen as something of the past, despite my choice of verb tenses. 

                                                 
1 Texto baseado na fala de abertura da Convenção Anual do BRAZ-TESOL, realizada em Brasília, em julho de 

2006.  
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The story is, of course, an oversimplification of the history of foreign language teaching in 

Brazil. We all know that the assumptions underlying such a view of language teaching 

education were challenged by the recognition of the complexity of classrooms and by research 

results that showed the crucial importance of teachers in actively directing the work that gets 

done in school settings. Those assumptions were also challenged by the socio-cultural 

approaches that emphasized the social nature of learning and the dialectical relationships in it. 

 

Classroom based research both abroad and at home revealed that the method is not the best 

way to explain what happens in that context. Among many authors, Breen (1985) referred to 

the need to see the classroom as an anthropologist and Holliday (1994) questioned the 

wisdom of advocating a homogeneous model for classrooms around the world. Allwright 

(1991) and Kumaradivelu (1994) made reference to a post-method era and, in the same vein, 

Canagarajah (2002) argued for a culturally sensitive methodology, developed out of teacher´s 

own cultural environment. More recently, Celani (2005.p88) noticed that nowadays the 

authoritarian imposition of one method cannot be sustained: 

 
 In the age of globalization the idea is not to have a globalized method, i.e. a method valid for any 

learning context anywhere in the world. 2  

 

Despite all these positions, the narratives about foreign language teaching seem to stop at the 

communicative approach or its task-based version. Although the idea that a specific 

methodology has to be context-based is gaining ground among teachers and teacher educators, 

the ultimate goal of leading students to be able to communicate in the foreign language has 

not been equally subjected to scrutiny. Even the new curriculum guidelines for “ensino 

médio” issued in 2006 by MEC (BRASIL, 2006) leave that goal unquestioned. 

 

However, I believe that communication - as both the guiding principle for our teaching and 

the ultimate aim for our learners - needs a closer look.  This reassessment implies questioning 

what we mean by communication, with whom we want to communicate and why and what we 

want to communicate.  

 

As Celani (2005) emphasized, methodology as a central concern for English language 

teachers needs to be reframed in the context of changes at world level and be closely tied up 

with objectives. The political nature of English language teaching is undeniable and has been 

highlighted by, among others, Moita Lopes (2003) and Jordão (2004). 

 

It is not, therefore, a novelty to suggest that teachers of English today have to reconsider the 

objectives of their teaching and the approaches they observe in their classrooms. What I think 

needs to be emphasized is that that the current geopolitical arrangement at world level 

requires a fresh look at communication and the new meanings it has engendered. 

 

Globalization, homogeneity and communication 

 

                                                 
2 No mundo da globalização a proposta é que não se tenha um método globalizado, isto é um método válido para 

qualquer contexto de aprendizagem em qualquer parte do mundo. 
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One of the assumptions underlying the communicative approach is that we learn to 

communicate by communicating, which then becomes the goal of the course. Classroom 

activities are to resemble “real life” communicative events (Mitchell, 1994). However, very 

little is discussed in terms of what we mean by communication. If we are to judge according 

to the four competences listed by Canale (cited by Mitchell, 1994, p. 34-35), we may come to 

the conclusion that learners are supposed to adapt to the norms governing communicative 

events: 

1. grammatical competence (linguistic competence, narrowly defined – pronunciation, 

syntax and  vocabulary) 

2. discourse competence (knowledge of the rules governing the structure of longer texts, 

conversations, etc) 

3. sociolinguistic competence (control of speech and writing styles appropriate to 

different situations, knowledge of rules of politeness, etc 

4. strategic competence (knowledge of coping strategies, which can keep 

communication going when language knowledge is still imperfect – e.g. how to 

negotiate meaning or repair understandings). 

 

Learners of a foreign language are expected, according to this model, to comply with the 

norms guiding that language and its use in “real life” settings. The four competences do not 

seem to encompass transformation, but rather a concern with the immediate context of use. 

Ideological aspects of language are not taken into account nor are power relations involved in 

such events. Communicative language teaching postulates authentic or quasi-authentic 

classroom tasks resembling native-speaker’s environments. Learners are expected to comply 

with the rules governing the interactions presented in functional terms. However, as English 

becomes a world language with profound implications for the distribution of wealth and social 

inclusion, there is the need to question the universal value of the native speaker’s point of 

view.  

 

In fact, the challenge to native speakers is coming from different angles (e.g. Canagarajah, 

2005; Graddol, 2006) and is becoming stronger as the literature in the area reflects the 

concerns of intellectuals involved with language teaching. I suspect, however, that at 

classroom level most of the teaching is done taking into account native speakers´ models of 

communicating.  

 

Globalization and its compelling force towards hegemonic cultural norms of interaction have 

also shaped these models. Cameron (2002, p. 69) argues that the new imperialism is precisely 

the promotion of “particular interactional norms, genres and speech styles across languages, 

on the grounds that they are maximally effective for purposes of communication”.  

 

Block (2002, p. 121) refers to this phenomenon as McCommunication, which 

 
may be understood as the framing of communication as a rational activity devoted to the transfer of 

information between and among individuals in an efficient, calculable, predictable and controllable 

manner via the use of language, understood strictly in linguistic terms (syntax, morphology, phonology 

and lexis).  

 

In order to resist such attempt at homogenizing the learner of English today needs to develop 

a fifth competence (if the use of that word is still acceptable): a critical intercultural 
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competence that recognizes the multiplicity of cultural norms governing communicative 

events.  

 

Canagarajah (2005) who states that “communicative competence means proficiency in more 

than one variety of English, if not multiple languages” (p. 27) develops a similar argument. 

For him, students have to learn to negotiate other languages in transnational environments: 

 
It is clear that a pedagogy of ´transcultural flows´ has to move away from the traditionally valued 

‘target language’ to developing a proficiency in a repertoire of Englishes needed in the postmodern 

world (Canagarajah, 2005, p. 31). 

 

We need, therefore, to move away from a view that we learn a foreign language to be able to 

transmit information and take the view that the purpose of learning a foreign language is to 

identify with and belong to a community of discursive practice. Within such a community the 

diversity of cultural practices has to be acknowledged and dealt with, so teaching English 

today means resisting uniformity in cultural practices among which communication plays an 

important role.  

 

That brings us to other questions worth asking: with whom and what do we want to 

communicate? 

 

Babel and the global village 

 

Three interconnected stories make “Babel”, the powerful film by the Mexican director 

González Iñárritu, a poignant example of the relationships among people and emotions in 

geographical spaces wide apart. Although using different languages (including the verbal) to 

mark these differences, the film conveys the idea that there are common threads uniting the 

characters. Similarities and differences coexist and communication is imperfect.  

 

Language classrooms, however, rarely present this idea. The dialogues with the exponents of 

communicative functions tend to be trouble-free and unproblematic. In general, the situations 

are created to maximize negotiation of meaning – restricted to clarifications that are 

linguistically relevant and that usually have a happy end. Looking at the dialogues presented 

in many coursebooks I wonder whether those are the kind of conversation our students are 

going to have as residents of the ‘global village’. 

 

Being a member of a discursive community with multiple meanings would require learners to 

see their learning experience as part of a process of socialization into that community, with all 

sorts of complexity. Teachers of English need to recognize they are teaching a language that 

is heavily loaded with conflicting meanings. Its status as a lingua franca can hardly be taken 

as neutral. The fact that it has been strongly linked to globalization (thus reinforcing one 

another) means that teachers can no longer ignore global issues as part of the contents to be 

explored in the classroom.  

 

This also means that one of the purposes of learning English is to be able to develop 

relationships of trust, not just of truth (Kramsch & Thorne, 2002). By looking at the Internet 

and its various opportunities for communication those authors question whether this medium 

promotes personal engagement or just information exchange. Personal engagement would be 
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related to a discourse of trust whereas a focus on negotiation (adjustments in speech to resolve 

difficulties in communication) would relate to a discourse of truth. 

 

I would add that one of the advantages of learning English today is that it can create new 

possibilities for meaning making, beyond the communicative events presented in traditional 

coursebooks. Referring to the reasons why people want to learn (or not) this language Jordão 

(2004, p. 21) refers to an alternative possibility – “that of learning/knowing the foreign 

language and culture in order to resist and change meaning-making processes”.  

 

One of the crucial aspects of the argument presented here is that an excessive focus on 

understanding and complying with what is taken for granted (i.e. the native speaker’s 

interactional model) hinders the development of a critical intercultural attitude of learners. 

Therefore, the purposes of learning English in the global village need to be reassessed with all 

the implications they bring to materials and activities in the classroom. The objectives for 

learning English in the age of globalization (despite its contested meanings) have to go 

beyond the purpose of communication and, hence, the third question: why do we want to 

communicate? 

 

The global citizen 

 

The multiple meanings associated with the English language would suggest it is acquiring 

new dimensions as it becomes the language that connects (however imperfectly) people in 

different parts of the world. Graddol (2006) refers to a “new world language order” and 

although there are reasons to be skeptical of his predictions (Schmitz, 2005) this view raises 

questions about our responsibilities as teachers and learners towards the creation and 

transformation of this reality.  

 

Throughout this paper I have been arguing that we have to go further than finding ways of 

improving techniques to create “real life” situations in the classroom. Teachers as decision-

makers and agents need to consider the identities that are being (re) constructed by their 

pedagogical practices and choices. Considering that those identities are being shaped anyway, 

it is important that teachers become aware of the effects of their actions.  

 

One of the possible identities is that of a global citizen: not someone who knows many 

languages but someone who deals with the conflicts inherent in communicative events made 

possible by a language that has acquired a global dimension.  

 

If our purpose is to enable learners to belong to a complex community of discursive practices 

then we need to do more than teaching for information-exchange, we need to create 

opportunities for awareness raising in relation to global issues and we need to teach for 

diversity. But maybe, most important of all, we need to allow our learners to think for 

themselves, to resist homogeneity and not be afraid of the unknown (Celani, 2005). And that 

implies a reassessment of our current methodologies. 

 

Concluding remarks 

 

Within the theme of this issue, I have tried to put forward the idea that globalization and the 

spread of English around the world have posed new challenges to language teachers. One of 
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these challenges is to re-conceptualize the meanings of communication and the purposes of 

our teaching. The adoption of a critical-inclusive attitude seems to require another look at 

what we have been doing in our classrooms in terms of methodology and its outcomes. 

 

This is a perspective that is deeply embedded in the notion that our learners live in a world 

that is undergoing many changes with an unprecedented speed which may diminish their 

sense of agency. A critical stance towards current methodologies may enable them to take a 

fresh look at their own reality whilst providing spaces for the expression of their viewpoints 

around global issues. This is something that may help create new identities as citizens of the 

world, a world that is deeply divided, but it is also connected.  

 

What I am suggesting, therefore, is that teachers of English as a global language are now 

working within a changing landscape, in which students are not people who want to 

communicate, but people who are being asked to position themselves ethically. The English 

language class can be seen as a privileged space to raise awareness about the world around us 

with all its complexities and to help learners participate in the global dialogue, however 

imperfect it is. 

 

The acknowledgement of the ambiguity inherent in contemporary life is something that 

teachers need to consider. If our ultimate aim is to help our students to communicate we have 

to start asking questions (with them) about what exactly we may mean by that and what we, 

as a collectivity, want to accomplish with it. 
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