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Effective Classroom Strategies

KHAWLA BADWAN

 Framing the Issue

Employing effective classroom strategies has been one of the main goals underpin-
ning the different language-teaching methods, approaches, and pedagogies since 
the 1940s. The notion of effectiveness has been strongly linked with the different 
views of what language is, how teaching should be done, who is a good teacher/
learner, what roles should teachers and learners have in the classroom, and what 
the relationship between the classroom and the outside world should be (in other 
words, what the purpose of classroom instruction should be). In addition, the 
“effectiveness” of classroom strategies can be measured against a long list of fac-
tors depending on how the purpose of classroom instruction is perceived by the 
different educational stakeholders (teachers, parents, educationalists, students, 
etc.). As a result, the effectiveness of classroom strategies can be measured, among 
many other factors, against whether or not (a) they allow the students to achieve 
highly on summative assignments, (b) they develop important skills that students 
will need to use in out-of-class settings, and (c) they make the students enjoy the 
process of learning and therefore become key developing practitioners of learning 
(Allwright & Hanks, 2009).

On the other hand, language teachers continue to aspire to employ what they 
would refer to as “effective classroom strategies,” but are more likely to be faced 
with differing perspectives regarding whether or not what they do is effective. 
This entry traces the historical development of classroom practices as shaped by 
the different teaching pedagogies, then offers some insights into what can be seen 
as effective, flexible, and inclusive classroom strategies without aiming to present 
an exhaustive list or an immediate recipe.

 Making the Case

Over the years, the effectiveness of classroom strategies has been tied to the overall 
aim of language teaching. A whistle-stop tour of language-teaching history since 
the 1800s indicates that the differing perspectives on the nature of language 
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teaching and learning have impacted on classroom practices. In the commonly 
criticized “grammar-translation” method, effective classroom strategies entailed 
enabling the students to translate sentences from the target language to their 
mother tongue (and vice versa) as well as being able to adhere to the structural, 
syntactic rules of the target language. Failing to achieve these objectives ultimately 
meant questioning the efficiency of classroom strategies which mainly focused on 
written accuracy and the memorization of vocabulary lists with translated equiva-
lents. In pursuit of “a saner, more rational, and more practical approach” to lan-
guage teaching (Howatt, 1984, p. 129), the rise of the direct method and 
audiolingualism took the notion of efficiency to a different level as both approaches 
placed emphasis on oral accuracy over the fluency and flexibility required for 
authentic communication. Consequently, classroom strategies were framed around 
drills, demonstrations, objects and pictures, graded tasks, controlled dialogues, 
correction of pronunciation, and banning classroom use of learners’ first 
language(s). Responding to the efficiency of these methods and their associated 
classroom strategies, “some observed that students could produce sentences accu-
rately in a lesson, but could not use them appropriately when genuinely commu-
nicating outside of the classroom” (Larsen-Freeman & Anderson, 2011, p. 115). 
This provided a platform for a new approach that swept the language teaching 
industry: the communicative language teaching (CLT) approach, where the aim of 
classroom instruction was to nurture communicative competence through pair 
and groupwork activities, games, songs, and information-gap and other learner-
centered exercises. Even within this approach different streams of thought emerged 
as to what is more effective for promoting communicative competence: teaching 
how to use the language through textbooks that provide explicit instruction as a 
prerequisite of communication (“weak CLT”), or assuming that knowledge of lan-
guage use is not a prerequisite and can therefore be developed as a result of com-
munication (“strong CLT”) (Howatt, 1984). This divide led to another question as 
to whether or not using language-teaching textbooks is an effective classroom 
strategy, because some viewed language learning as essentially a social activity 
where meanings are negotiated. Although this view was out of favor for years as 
it attacked the commodification of language teaching through selling textbooks, it 
seems to be returning in the form of “Dogme Language Teaching” and other forms 
of critical pedagogy.

In order to balance the limitations of the “weak” and “strong” forms of CLT 
and in pursuit of more effective strategies, task-based language teaching was 
introduced as a refinement of CLT and a reaction to its weak form which 
embraces the PPP (presentation, practice, production) teaching strategy. With 
task-based teaching becoming a new “fad,” the focus was on introducing tasks 
as contexts for activating the acquisition process and promoting learning. The 
tasks emphasized the authentic nature of communication and introduced new 
ways to measure the efficiency of classroom strategies: how authentic the tasks 
are, and the extent to which they equip students with the skills required for 
effective and successful in- and out-of-class communication. The strategies 
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associated with task-based language teaching involved using pedagogical and 
authentic tasks which include cognitive processes such as listing, sorting, com-
paring, problem-solving, creative tasks, and talking about personal experiences 
as well as language functions such as instructions, suggestions, and 
apologizing.

In addition to the above-mentioned methods and approaches, other “humanis-
tic” and “holistic” approaches to language teaching were introduced, such as the 
“Silent Way,” Suggestopedia, community language learning, and the total physi-
cal response. Effective classroom strategies in light of these approaches entailed 
seeing the learner as a whole human being whose emotional, physical, and psy-
chological states need to be attended to during the process of learning. These 
approaches arose as a response to reducing the human to a language learner while 
ignoring the holistic nature of the learning process and hence reinforcing the 
importance of the learning environment.

Other voices have called for moving beyond methods and approaches and 
proposed what are called “post-method approaches” to language teaching in 
order to liberate classroom practices from monolithic molds imposed by certain 
methods or approaches (Prabhu, 1990). Based on this, a postmodern pedagogy 
was proposed by Kumaravadivelu (2001) and linked the effectiveness of teach-
ing with providing context-sensitive education that liberates both teachers and 
learners and nurtures identity formation and social transformation. These views 
became more prominent in the language-teaching literature following the 
“social turn” in applied linguistics (see Block, 2003), which emerged as a cri-
tique of “universalist” accounts of language learning and led to recognizing the 
importance of the learner’s voice because, after all, “language learners are not 
just communicators and problem solvers, but whole persons with hearts,  bodies, 
and minds, with memories, fantasies, loyalties, identities. Symbolic forms are 
not just items of vocabulary or communication strategies, but embodied experi-
ences, emotional resonances, and moral imaginings” (Kramsch, 2006, p. 251). In 
light of these perspectives, effective classroom strategies are those that recog-
nize the complexity of the classroom (Tudor, 2001) and the multi- faceted nature 
of learners’ and teachers’ brought-about and brought-along identities (see 
Baynham, 2015).

In spite of the more recent bottom-up strategies to transform classrooms into 
spaces where teachers are liberated from the constraints of methods and learn-
ers are liberated from reductionist approaches to learning and teaching, real 
classrooms in many parts of the world are still controlled by rigid top-down 
policies. Such policies have different ways of measuring the effectiveness of 
classroom strategies, such as learners’ achievement tests, parents’ satisfaction, 
or the ranking and reputation of educational institutions. Ultimately, these fac-
tors affect the performance of teachers, who are constantly required to meet 
different, and sometimes conflicting, institutional and non-institutional expec-
tations. That is why the notion of “effective classroom strategies” continues to 
be a contested one.
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 Pedagogical Implications

Evidently, many language teachers are faced with the challenge of how to deter-
mine what is effective and what is not when deciding on their classroom strate-
gies. Fundamentally, the choices made are most likely going to be underpinned by 
certain perspectives and conceptualizations regarding the purpose of classroom 
instruction and its relationship with life outside the classroom walls. Since class-
rooms are complex meeting places where identities and needs are co-constructed, 
effective classroom strategies need to embrace both inclusivity and flexibility in 
order to meet the expectations of the different stakeholders involved in the teach-
ing and learning process. This section offers some principles for inclusivity and 
flexibility as tenets for effective classroom strategies.

First, language teachers need to view classrooms as “communities of practice” 
where identities are (re)shaped by participation and non-participation in various 
activities (Wenger, 1998). Teachers are key players in shaping these communities, 
and learners respond differently to reflect their needs, views, and expectations. 
When learners feel that they are part of a community, they will be encouraged to 
“speak as themselves,” and “feel involved and motivated to communicate and 
thus to engage themselves in the process of learning and using the language” 
(Ushioda, 2011, p. 17). By engaging the learners in the learning and teaching pro-
cess as co-practitioners who are capable of taking learning seriously (Allwright & 
Hanks, 2009), teachers embrace both inclusivity and flexibility, which can then 
help them reach agreements on how to shape the learning process around the 
 different expected outcomes. This can also give teachers the opportunity to discuss 
the different strategies they would like to use in their classrooms and negotiate 
and justify the use of these strategies to explore how effective they are from the 
perspective of their learners (co-practitioners).

Second, language teachers need to address the complexity of their classrooms 
by “look[ing] at these classrooms as entities in their own right and explor[ing] the 
meaning they have for those who are involved in them in their own terms” (Tudor, 
2001, p. 9). This, on the one hand, allows teachers to acknowledge learners’ indi-
vidualities and capacities. On the other, it calls for more ecological approaches to 
learning and teaching in order to decipher the relationship between learners and 
their environment (van Lier, 2000). A complex system does not have a fixed initial 
and end state. This means that language teachers need to be flexible about their 
classroom practices, and this flexibility means responding to internal and external 
environments affecting the learning process. While this can pose a challenge for 
novice teachers who find it feels safer to plan an initial and end state for their 
classrooms, this flexibility allows teachers and learners to develop dialogue as a 
means of expressing their becoming in the world, an identity (trans)formation 
process that takes the objectives of teaching and learning to a higher level of 
self-construction.

Third, by applying the above two principles, language teachers can develop 
classroom strategies based on ecological considerations that imply using eclectic 
approaches to language teaching. In other words, they will take part in the “there 
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is no best method/strategy/practice” debate (Prabhu, 1990). In order for this to 
happen, teachers need to know their teaching contexts and the factors that influ-
ence them for the sake of developing context-sensitive strategies. The more con-
text-sensitive classroom strategies are, the more authentic and effective they will 
be for language learners. That said, there will be learners who aspire to more global 
identities that transcend their local possibilities. That is why classroom strategies 
based on dialogue offer the needed flexibility and inclusivity which would ulti-
mately enhance the effectiveness of classroom strategies.

SEE ALSO: Grammar-Translation Method; Independent Language Learners in 
ESOL; Learner Characteristics, Individual Learner Differences, and Learner Role; 
Needs Analysis; Parameters for Critiquing Appropriate Methodology
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Employing effective classroom strategies has been one of the main goals underpinning 
the different language-teaching methods, approaches, and pedagogies since the 1940s. 
As it stands, the notion of “effectiveness” is contested as it is determined by and meas-
ured against differing sets of factors. The TESOL and applied linguistics literature has, 
over the years, documented the rise and fall of many methods and approaches which 
provided different visions for what effective classroom strategies should aim at and 
achieve. More recent discussions have advocated the need for flexibility and inclusivity 
in order to negotiate the effectiveness of classroom strategies with the different educa-
tional stakeholders, while giving more attention to the role of learners in this process.
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