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This article on communicative writing is the fourth on ‘the four skills’, which are clearly central to 

communicative language teaching. The other three articles are in the Communication Skills section 

of the ELTinLA Library: communicative listening (July 2018), communicative reading (September 

2018) and communicative speaking (December 2018). In all those articles I noted that only certain 

activities can be considered communicative, and that listening, reading and speaking activities in 

textbooks and classrooms are often mainly for work on the grammar and vocabulary of the lesson or 

unit (with the grammar unnaturally repeated) rather than to develop communicative competence. 

The same applies to writing: when students are required, for example, to write a text using only 

certain grammatical structures, the task is really grammar work more than communicative writing 

(which doesn’t mean that such writing isn’t possibly useful for language learning). 

Writing is probably the most difficult of the ‘four skills’ to handle communicatively in EFL courses at 

low levels. Since the Direct Method over a century ago, ‘professional ELT’ has prioritized listening to 

and speaking English as the main (and sometimes sole) classroom language, even at beginner level, 

with English used throughout each lesson for real communication (greetings, instructions, requests, 

explanations, etc.). Many other listening and speaking activities can also be considered 

communicative if teachers get their students’ “willing suspension of disbelief” (a phrase coined by 

English poet, Samuel Coleridge, which can be applied to activities where we voluntarily accept fiction 

and make-believe, as in poetry, novels, films, and in simulations and role-plays in EFL courses). 

Reading can also be communicative and relatively easy to handle at low levels, at least for students 

with writing systems and languages similar to English, as in Latin America: authentic texts can be 

accessible for beginners and have genuinely interesting content, including content related to the 

studies or work of older teenagers and adults. 

Writing is a different matter. For a start, until emailing, texting, Facebook, Twitter, etc., came along, 

most people seldom wrote much, if anything, even in their native language unless their work involved 

writing or they were avid letter writers. In most low level EFL courses, communicative writing has 

been the Cinderella of the four skills, while communicative listening and speaking are essential parts 

of good ELT, and reading is prominent in most modern textbooks. One well-known EFL textbook series 

I’ve just looked at has no communicative writing at all in its Book One.  

  

Writing in textbooks 

Below is a brief report on a survey of text writing in eight books that I happen to have on my shelves. 

Published between 2005 and 2017 by CUP, Macmillan, OUP, Pearson and Richmond, they’re all well 

within the emailing era, which began around 1995. The books include 4 Book Ones (A1 level) and 4 

Book Twos (A2 level). I looked at the last 30 pages of the Book Ones and the first 30 pages of the Book 

Twos (about a quarter of each book) to get a broad picture of text writing tasks in textbooks at the end 

of A1 and beginning of A2 levels. I invite you to expand my survey by comparing what I found in my 

survey with the most recent textbooks you have. 



Here’s what I found: 

 In the 30-page sections I examined, 1 book (mentioned above) has no text writing tasks, 1 has 2 tasks, 

2 have 3 tasks, 2 have 4 tasks, and 2 have 7 tasks. There’s enormous variation in textbooks’ attention 

to writing. 

 3 of the 7 books with tasks have both grammar-focused text writing and text writing with no grammar 

control or guidelines, and 4 have only text writing with no grammar control or guidelines. 

 Overall, 7 of the text writing tasks have a degree of grammar control or guidelines, and 22 don’t. This, 

along with the previous observation, suggests a shift towards more communicative or natural text 

writing compared with older textbooks. 

 3 books have tasks described as emails/Facebook posts/blog posts (but only 1 has a task actually 

involving sending an email to a classmate and that classmate replying). This suggests little 

exploitation yet of by far the commonest mode of general writing today, online writing. 

 Most of the writing tasks in the books I surveyed are very ‘school-like’, not anything students are 

likely to write in real life, typically a brief text describing a person/place/event/etc., either real or 

imaginary. This may be because textbook writers/publishers tend to think in terms of what A1-A2 level 

learners can write in English rather than what they actually may write in English (usually nothing!). 

Further to that last point, while some students of English may do some real life listening, reading and 

speaking in English outside the classroom in their early years of studying the language (e.g. in their 

higher education studies, occasional encounters with foreigners, through TV, films and Internet, 

travelling abroad, etc.), very few do any real life writing in English at all. In fact, even most of those who 

later become fluent in English do very little unless their work requires it or they have foreign English-

speaking friends. In most English courses, therefore, writing tasks tend to be very contrived, based on 

the repetition of certain grammatical structures and/or very controlled, especially at beginner-

elementary levels (which, I repeat, doesn’t mean that such writing isn’t possibly useful for language 

learning). Textbooks can’t do much about that, but teachers can in some situations (e.g. in smallish 

groups, or with very motivated learners), especially with a bit of willing suspension of disbelief. 

 

Beginner-elementary communicative writing ideas 

Here are four ideas (two adapted from Hedge, 1988 – yes, a very long time ago) for the last part of a 

beginner’s course or in the following elementary courses: 

1 Continue in writing a communicative pair or group speaking activity that has gone well and has more 

potential. This could be started in class in the form of short written notes back and forth or text 

messages (Teacher: OK, now continue this activity writing/texting your questions and answers. Don’t 

talk at all - when you don’t understand a message, write back “I don’t understand”), and then 

continued for homework as text messages or emails. Check on the homework in the following class 

(Teacher: What interesting/surprising/unusual things did you discover in the homework?). 

2 Send a text/email to all the students in a group – the same short message, individualised with the 

students’ names, asking something about themselves, their family, where they live, etc. When you 

receive their replies, you need to reply individually, and after that the correspondence may go 



anywhere with different students. Obviously, this is better with small groups than with big ones – 

unless you’re prepared to keep up a week or two of correspondence with 30, 40 or more students! 

3 Establish a class magazine, with the title chosen by the whole group, and a new topic chosen by them 

for each issue of the magazine, to be published at the end of each week or fortnight. Get the students 

to form pairs or trios, who then have to produce a short article on the topic for each issue. Obviously, 

students are likely to cut and paste from the Internet, but if you insist on a beginning-body-end 

structure and between a certain number of words (e.g. 30-50, 40-60), they’ll have to do some 

adapting and composing. The topic could sometimes be “The week’s news” if you have mature 

students interested in what’s happening in their city or country, or in the world.  

4 If you teach in an institution of higher education with a Licenciatura in ELT, each student in the last 

semesters of that licenciatura could be an email or texting correspondent of students in a Course 2 

or 3 of the institution’s curricular English courses or Language Centre courses (or in a secondary 

school English course). Guidelines would have to be established for both the licenciatura students 

and the English course students, e.g. the English course students should begin the correspondence 

by sending a brief introductory message to their delegated licenciatura student, messages of 

between 25 and 50 words should be exchanged once a week, etc. The correspondence could be 

extremely useful, not only for the students in elementary English courses, but also to sensitise Lic. 

ELT undergraduates to the real but very limited and erratic English and communicative competence 

of elementary level students of English. 

 

Developing text writing for students’ real purposes 

There are two main areas where many students of English really do need to develop text writing skills: 

 for proficiency tests, which they may have to take or want to take 

 for real life use in higher education studies and work, and possibly personal correspondence. 

The text writing tasks in low level proficiency tests (e.g. Cambridge KET and PET, now A2 Key and B1 

Preliminary) are very restricted and guided by specific content instructions and/or input information: 

responding to a short note or email requiring specific answers or action, writing a short letter or email 

to a friend about a new house, job, etc., making or responding to an email invitation, and so on. Very 

few students of English at A2 or even B1 level actually do such writing in their lives outside the 

classroom, but a proficiency test may be important or even vital for some students of English (to 

graduate from university, get a scholarship or a job, etc.). Proficiency test text writing can therefore be 

considered a real purpose for them, and ELT that prepares students for it may be important. As people 

progress in their university studies and professional careers, the development of proficiency test text 

writing skills may become ever more important for their futures, and the writing tasks in TOEFL, 

Cambridge FCE (now B2 First), CAE (now C1 Advanced) and IELTS become more and more like real 

writing for academic and professional purposes. 

Writing for real academic, professional and occupational purposes can actually begin to be developed 

very early on in ESP (English for Specific Purposes). For example, even beginner and low elementary 

students in English courses for business administration degrees, company courses and similar can begin 

to work on the composition of simple, basic business emails and letters. The tasks themselves may be 

rather like traditional beginner/elementary EFL textbook writing tasks and Cambridge A2 Key writing 



tasks, but they can go through process-writing stages (reading and talking about models, tasks with 

clear content instructions and/or input, pair writing or revision of drafts, etc.). Some students (e.g. 

working professionals in company English courses) may actually have to do some such writing already 

in their work. Another ESP area where this kind of approach can be used in Latin America (where 

students usually begin with little English) is university degrees in travel and hospitality (e.g. writing 

brochures and itineraries), and imaginative English teachers can no doubt think of other areas. 
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