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Abstract: 

Successful language teaching and learning usually depends on a number of factors 

including; the type of language syllabus used, how well teachers understand the 

demands of that syllabus and how pedagogically knowledgeable they are. This 

qualitative study investigated the primary school teachers’ understanding and 

awareness of the assumptions underlying the Functional-Notional English Language 

syllabus currently used in Zimbabwe. Semi-structured interviews and document 

analysis were used to collect data from ten primary school teachers of ESL purposively 

selected from five schools in Masvingo district to the south of Zimbabwe. The purpose 

was to establish the extent to which teachers’ classroom pedagogies were responsive to 

the demands of the syllabus and the impact that their practices had on the learners’ 

communicative competence and overall academic performance. The study is 

conceptualised within Kumaravadivelu’s (1994; 2008) Post method framework and 

Vygotsky’s (1962; 1978) Constructivist theory of second language teaching. The results 

of the study revealed that; teachers were aware of some of the demands of the 

functional-notional syllabus but their instructional practices did not fully conform to its 

theoretical principles and classroom procedures. The study concluded that, there was 

still a great deal of work required in this area of ESL pedagogy for the enhancement of 

pupils’ linguistic proficiency for general academic performance. 
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1. Introduction 

 

In bilingual contexts such as Zimbabwe, the teaching and learning of English as a 

Second Language (ESL) is essential because learners need high proficiency levels to 

access the school wide curriculum. Notably, English is the medium of instruction as 

well as a compulsory subject from primary to secondary school level. At university 

level, it is the main medium of instruction for all subjects except the teaching of other 

languages. In the labour market and in all other formal sectors, it is one of the official 

languages of communication. Due to these and other reasons, ESL remains an 

important pedagogic enterprise for development of learner proficiency to access the 

curriculum more effectively. Implicit in this situation is that teachers require sound 

knowledge about the curriculum, deep subject matter knowledge, pedagogical content 

knowledge, knowledge about the appropriate techniques and skills to execute their 

practice effectively to develop learners’ communicative competence. However, while 

the above is the expected norm, Orafi & Borg (2009) & Roussi (2012) highlight that there 

is often a mismatch between curricula intentions and pedagogical practice. Teachers’ 

content and pedagogical content knowledge is yet another contextual factor that may 

hamper the implementation of curricula intentions.   

 This study examined primary school teachers’ perceptions of the compatibility of 

the Functional-Notional English syllabus used in Zimbabwe. The study is essential to 

establish teacher efficacy, which is believed to be strongly linked to effective syllabus 

implementation and student learning outcomes. The study, therefore, attempted to 

answer the following questions: 

1. What are ESL teachers’ perceptions of the efficacy of the Functional Notional English 

Syllabus? 

2. To what extent do teachers’ classroom pedagogies in English as a Second Language 

reflect the underlining assumption of the Functional-Notional English syllabus?  

 

2. ESL Theories and Teaching Practices  

 

2.1 Constructivist Theory 

Constructivism is an epistemology which states that learning takes place in contexts, 

and that learners form or construct much of what they learn and understand as a 

function of their experiences in situation (Schunk, 2000).  

 Constructivist views assert that learning is the active process of constructing 

rather than passively acquiring knowledge and instruction is the process of supporting 
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the knowledge constructed by the learners rather than the mere communication of 

knowledge (Duffy & Cunningham, 1996; Honebeinin, Duffy & Fishman, (1993) 

 According to Constructivist thinking, the social world is without meaning prior 

to one’s experience and that knowledge is individually and actively constructed based 

on personal beliefs and experiences (Hennessy 1993). That knowledge is constructed by 

learners through an active, mental process of development where learners are the 

builders and creators of meaning.  This view of learning is based on the belief that 

knowledge cannot simply be given by the teacher at the front of the room to students in 

their desks. Rather, Constructivism gives students ownership of what they learn 

through the articulation and exchanging of ideas, negotiating with others, evaluating 

their contributions in a socially acceptable manner, and collaborating on tasks 

effectively by sharing in-group projects. Vygotsky, (1978) says that language and 

learning are inextricably intertwined, that is to say, learning involves language and the 

language we use influences learning.  It has influenced the Communicative Language 

Teaching (CLT) - an approach that underpins the functional-notional syllabus in its 

emphasis on learner centred teaching strategies and the importance of using language 

to make meaning (Hymes1971; 1972). 

 With constructivist teaching, classroom communication is planned and 

presented in ways that stimulate real life situations (Mhundwa, 1998). Richards and 

Rodgers (1995) regard functional activities as giving and following directions, solving 

problems, using clues, conversations, dialogues, role plays and debates, all of which 

should not be memorised since speech, by its very nature, is spontaneous. 

Communicative methods such as, pair-work, group discussions and role play, provide 

appropriate opportunities for ESL learners to fluently express  their views, reflect on the 

various  issues and direct their own learning. In other words, with constructivism, 

learning according to constructivism is a social activity where all learning is 

intimately associated with the learners’ connection with other human beings, 

teachers, peers, family members as well as casual acquaintances.  In this case, teachers 

should not ignore the fact the pupils learn best when they collaborate and interact with 

other human beings. In the classroom, the role of the teacher is mainly that of a 

facilitator to introduce topics, to guide discussions, and to ensure that the class activities 

are smoothly carried out.  

 

2.2 The Post-method Framework  

Kumaravadivelu (1994; 2003) conceptualizes the Post-method framework as the 

development of a unique set of classroom practices by teachers themselves, tailored to 
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their own identities, beliefs and teaching styles and most importantly to suit the specific 

context in which they teach. 

 Richards (2013) adds that the Post- method pedagogy is the kind of teaching 

which is not based on the prescriptions and procedures of a particular method nor 

which follows a predetermined syllabus but which draws on the teachers’ individual 

conceptualization of language, language learning and teaching the practical knowledge 

and skills teachers develop from knowledge and experience.  

 A close reading of the definitions above indicate a departure from method based 

classroom practices towards the formulation of new styles of classroom practices for 

teaching English as a second language based on contextual realities and teachers’ 

experiences and knowledge.  The Post method pedagogy is based on Kumaravadivelu’s 

(1994; 2003; 2006) three pedagogic principles of particularity, practicality and possibility 

which aim to provide a comprehensive context for language teaching for social 

engagement and political accountability. In addition, it consist of macro and micro 

strategies which Kumaravadivelu (2003b), defines as guiding viewpoints derived from 

historical, theoretical, empirical, and experiential insights related to second language 

instruction. The principle of particularity entails that the sort of techniques that teachers 

use depends on where, when and whom they are teaching. Implicit in that scenario is 

that for any language pedagogy to be relevant, it must be sensitive to a particular group 

of teachers teaching a particular group of learners pursuing a particular set of goals in a 

particular institutional context embedded in a particular milieu. Local educational, 

institutional and social contexts have to be duly considered (Kumaravadivelu 1994; 

2001; 2003; 2006). The principle of practicality relates to the relationship between theory 

and practice by breaking the well-established division of labour between the theorists as 

producers of knowledge and teachers as consumers of that knowledge because that 

division does not give room for self-conceptualisation and self-construction of 

pedagogic knowledge on the part of the teacher Kumaravadivelu (2012). This principle 

therefore advocates for pedagogic knowledge that is relevant thus should come from 

the everyday practice of teachers and methods used should be applicable in real 

situations otherwise the practice–theory relationship will not be realised. In line with 

the above, Kumaravadivelu (2003) argues that, teachers who attempt to derive a theory 

from practice get practically in touch with existing language problems and, as they 

develop deeper insights into those problems, they become more versatile in addressing 

them. Second language teachers then should not be asked to put into practice the 

professional theories handed down to them by theorizers because instructional contexts 

are different and thus requires different classroom procedure and techniques. With 

reference to the parameter of possibility, Abad (2013) articulates that teachers are not 
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mere technicians who replicate prescribed curricular and enact imposed policies. 

Instead, this principle takes a critical dimension in which the broad socio-political, 

historical and economic conditions affect the life of the learner, the teacher and the 

learning environment. It therefore calls upon teachers to devise their own theories, 

forms of knowledge and social practices that work within their peculiar experiences 

and that both teachers and learners bring to the pedagogic setting (Giroux cited by 

Kumaravadivelu 2001). Post-method pedagogy frame work is thus linked with critical 

pedagogy which advocates social justice and social transformation through education.  

 The two theories discussed above are interwoven dimensions of ESL teaching 

which provide teachers with important guiding principles on which to base their 

teaching in order to be aware of their teaching process and be able to justify it. The  

Post-method pedagogy for example, is  crucial for teachers’ development since it 

involves teachers constructing ‚classroom-oriented‛ theories of practice 

(Kumaravadivelu, 1994) and thus, values teachers’ potentials by emphasizing their 

experiences as teachers, parents/caretakers and students which are underestimated in 

the implementation of existing methods (Prabhu, 1990). On the other hand, 

Constructivism recognizes and allows teachers and learners to collaborate and construct 

their own knowledge using their repertoire of experiences that they bring to the 

pedagogic setting. Based on their knowledge about the post-method and the 

Constructivist method, teachers can construct their own methods and thus act as 

evaluators, observers, critical thinkers, theorizers and practitioners. With macro 

strategies for example, teachers are able to generate their own location-specific, need-

based micro strategies or classroom procedures. This way, the teacher is seen both as a 

creator of learning opportunities for their learners and the utilizer of learning 

opportunities created by learners. 

 

3. Context of the Study 

 

Much as the general context of the study is the GZU while the specific context are the 

schools,, cognisance should be taken that it is also affected by national issues related to 

syllabus implementation. For that reason, it is important to discuss briefly how national 

policies affect the syllabus implementation. Zimbabwe’s education system is 

centralised, with the Ministry of Primary and Secondary Education’s Curriculum 

Development Unit (CDU) responsible for development and dissemination of the 

curriculum. The standards Control department of the Ministry supervises the 

implementation at school level. (Kahari 2014).The inclusion of any subject in the 

syllabus is preceded by a needs analysis that takes into account strategic planning to 
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ascertain utility, relevance and ability to instil in students the knowledge to solve 

problems, make judgements and carry out academic tasks (Mufanechiya and 

Mufanechiya, 2011). In order to implement the Functional-Notional syllabus effectively, 

teachers need to be fully conversant with its underlying theoretical principles, content 

and the appropriate classroom procedures to employ. In line with this, Ball (1994) 

emphasizes that an understanding of intentions embedded in a policy is a significant 

factor in its implementation. The point is that students and their communicative 

purposes are at the very core of teaching (Raine, 2010). 

 

4. Related ESL Practices 

 

In Zimbabwe, some studies about English second language teaching have also been 

carried out. Ngwaru (2011) critically explored children’s funds of knowledge to 

establish how teachers utilised them towards pupils’ literacy learning. The results 

highlighted a very disturbing trend where pupils’ learning and academic performance 

in ESL was heavily compromised by the use of an unfamiliar language as a language of 

instruction in which both teachers and children had limited competence. This further 

resulted in the use inappropriate pedagogy where interaction was limited to mere 

repetition. Nyota and Mareva (2012) ascertained the techniques, methods and 

approaches that dominated the teachers’ practices by documenting how teachers used 

the Structural Approach focusing on grammatical structures and linguistic competence. 

In their study, lessons were characterized by a proliferation of repetition, memorization 

and substitution techniques, non-contextualization of language teaching, non-tolerance 

of errors, and preoccupation with accuracy. Close analysis of the above studies is 

testimony to the fact that the syllabus is not effectively implemented.  

 

5. Research Methodology 

 

This qualitative study (Berg 2007; Creswell 2009; Glesne, 2011) was conducted in five 

selected primary schools around Masvingo in Zimbabwe. Semi-structured interviews 

and document analysis were employed to collect data from ten teachers (two from each 

school) purposely selected from five primary schools. The qualitative design was 

important because; it is an inductive exploratory approach to discover the meaning of 

human action where results are reported in words and conceptual frameworks 

(Creswell 2009; Berg 2007). Employing this design allowed the researcher to formulate 

research questions that required explanation or understanding of social phenomena and 

their contexts - Denzin and Lincoln (2005). Semi-structured interviews and document 
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analysis were used because they are personal and intimate encounters in which ‘open, 

direct, verbal questions are used to elicit detailed narratives and can consist of several 

key questions that help to define the areas of exploration and allow for possible 

divergence in pursuit of ideas or responses in more detail (Gill et al 2008). Interview 

questions focused on teachers’ perceptions, conceptualisation and implementation of 

the syllabus, the instructional techniques used and how teachers utilised children’s 

funds of knowledge to build new knowledge. Document analysis were important in 

this study because they are always developed with no reference to the researcher and 

therefore provided objective, systematic and reliable information about the 

phenomenon under research analysis (Leedy and Ormrod 2001). The documents 

analysed were samples of teachers lesson plans retrieved from their scheme-cum plans. 

A scheme-cum plan in the Zimbabwean school context is a teacher-made document that 

combines aspects of both the scheme of work and the lesson plans and is used for 

instructional purposes in a specified period during the school term. The scheme-cum 

plan usually spells out the aims and objectives, the content to be taught, teacher-pupil 

activities, the source of matter, instructional techniques and media to be used. It is an 

important classroom instructional document to which teachers always refer. 

 The study attempted to answer the how, what and why questions about the 

perceptions of teachers regarding the functional-notional syllabus, allowing the 

researcher to study phenomenon in the natural settings for interpretation in terms of 

the meanings people bring to them. Seeking teachers’ perceptions of the functional- 

notional syllabus and its implementation was consistent with Silverman’s (2013) view 

that qualitative research helps the researcher to explore the participants’ experiences 

and understanding of these experiences.   

 

6. Understanding the Functional-Notional English Syllabus in Zimbabwe 

 

Research about curriculum implementation highlights that teachers are a critical 

component of the educational system as their decisions about instructional practices 

determine the fruitfulness of a syllabus. In ESL pedagogy, as in other classroom 

pedagogies, effective and meaningful learning is usually achieved through the teachers’ 

ability to interpret and implement the syllabus using instructional practices that 

address the needs of the learners. In Zimbabwe’s education system, the functional-

notional syllabus associated with the work of a British linguist Wilkins (1972) is still the 

basis of current official syllabus document used. Wilkins (1981) sees a syllabus as a 

document that specifies the content of language teaching and learning which have been 

submitted to some degree of structuring and ordering with the aim of making teaching 



Cathrine Ngwaru -  

CURRICULUM COMPATIBILITY FOR ESL CONTEXTS: THE CASE OF FUNCTIONAL-NOTIONAL  

ENGLISH SYLLABUS IN ZIMBABWE 

 

 European Journal of Education Studies - Volume 2 │ Issue 3 │ 2016                                                                              30 

and learning a more effective process. Dubin & Olshtain, (1986) echo that a syllabus is 

‚a more detailed and operational statement of teaching and learning elements which translates 

the philosophy of the curriculum into a series of planned steps leading towards more narrowly 

defined objectives at each level‛. The Functional-Notional syllabus therefore is a kind of 

communicative syllabus which organizes units with the foundation of some functions 

such as asking question, expressing opinions, expressing wishes, making suggestions, 

complaining, and apologizing rather than including units instructing noun gender or 

present tense ending (Wilkins 1976). (Grunert 1997; Postorino 1999) add that it provides 

a framework for what should be studied, along with a rationale for why that content 

should be selected and ordered. Proponents of this syllabus claim that it addresses the 

deficiencies of the Audio-Lingual Approach by helping learners develop their ability to 

communicate effectively in a real life situations. Brown (1995) points out that due to its 

nature,  this syllabus draws on theories and descriptions of language that emphasise the 

functional, notional and social aspects of competence (see Hymes (1972)’s model of 

communicative competence and Halliday (1971)’s functional grammar). Language 

teaching should focus more on the purposes (functions) of using the language and the 

meanings (notions) expressed through the language rather than grammatical forms. The 

term ‚function‛ refers to the communicative act usually involving interaction at least 

between two people where language use is for purposes of an utterance rather than the 

particular grammatical form an utterance takes while notions refer to the conceptual 

meanings expressed through language  (Savigon, 1983).It is constructivist in nature and 

typical of its structure, it should be taught according to the requirements of the 

Communicative Language Teaching Approach (CLT) (Richards and Rodgers 2001). CLT 

is based on a theory of language as a system of expression of meaning; the primary 

function of language being to achieve communicative competence (Nunan, 2008).  

 The functional view of language highlights the importance of discourse 

(Malinowski 1923). Accordingly, when teaching using the functional notional syllabus, 

teachers should choose real-world situations as their "notion," and choose corresponding 

functions to teach to prepare students to communicate in that situation in the lesson. 

This would generate a special kind of excitement for learning and leads to productive 

learning. During classroom discourse, the teacher is advised to take a passive role, acts 

as a facilitator who guides all the instructional processes and is the initiator of 

interaction (Littlewood, 1981).  The minimal controls on the classroom discourse by the 

teacher allow learners to freely take control the topics of their own discourse (Brown, 

2001; Ellis, 1999). Constructivist teaching requires learners to learn through 

communicating in the target language rather than through overt teaching of atomised 

particles of the language, to use authentic texts in which activities should be based on 
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meaning making and interaction should be equally meaning rather than form focused.  

Interactive language instruction involves the teacher and learners engaging in activities 

which create conditions that foster language use and leads to further language 

development. The whole process of classroom instruction, learners should be given 

opportunities to focus on the learning process and the language items and mistakes 

should be considered a part of the learning process. The language forms, its functions, 

and communicative skills they have learned can be used immediately in the 

communicative activities and in role plays, or even in the real world. By using this idea 

to structure teaching, the instructional focus becomes less about form and more about 

the meaning of an utterance. In this way, students use the language in order to fulfil a 

specific purpose, therefore making their speech more meaningful. Krashen and Terrell 

(1983) suggest that basic communication goals can be expressed in terms of situations, 

functions and topics. However, while the syllabus should be implemented according to 

prescribed standards, research indicates a discrepancy between the official curriculum 

and the real curriculum that obtains in the classroom. This is usually caused by a 

number of factors including teachers’ beliefs about syllabus implementation. 

 

7. Teachers’ Beliefs about Syllabus Implementation 

  

While teachers are expected to employ classroom practices consistent with 

Constructivism, the classroom practice is usually skewed towards teachers’ pedagogical 

beliefs as these play a central role in their teaching practices (Handal & Herrington, 

2003; Salmon & MacCyvers, 2001). Through their own school experience, teachers 

formed unconscious beliefs about themselves and their abilities, about the nature of 

knowledge, and its acquisition. Richards and Lockhart (1994) confirm this by reiterating 

that teachers continually have to make decisions about which general method and 

specific techniques would best enable a second language learner of English to be taught 

effectively. These beliefs are usually reflected in the teaching techniques, choice of 

activities, decision-making, and in evaluation of pupils progress (Borg, 2001). In this 

study, it is not uncommon to believe that what teachers think and believe about the 

functional-notional is true, they perceive information supporting that belief and largely, 

these factors can influence the ways, the aspirations and requirements of how language 

syllabuses are interpreted and implemented (Goh etal 2005). With reference to this 

study, teachers do not always follow what is pre-scribed. Instead, they are guided more 

by their long cherished beliefs about what constitute good teaching and usually, this 

result in the mismatch between the intentions of the official curriculum and the result of 

the real curriculum. 
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8. Findings  

 

The results articulated here were collected from the ten interviews questions that 

teachers responded to and from an analysis of the lesson plans retrieved from their 

scheme cum plans. Two lessons were selected and summarised to highlight the 

characteristics of the lessons that most teachers made. The focus of analysis centred on 

three aspects of the lesson; objectives, teacher-pupil activities and instructional 

techniques. Normally, the term ‘SMART’ is what teachers and teacher educators use to 

describe objectives. S means the objectives are specific and clear about the what, where, 

when and how of the lesson. M means the objectives are measurable while A means 

achievable objectives R stands for realistic and it means the teacher’s ability to obtain 

the level of change reflected in the objective. T means time bound. At least a teacher 

should be able to state the time in which the activities are accomplished. In view of the 

above, objectives were therefore analysed in terms of their smartness while activities 

and instructional techniques were analysed in terms of their consistency to the two 

philosophies discussed above. 

 

8.1 Lesson One 

Objectives, as has been said above, objectives determine the direction of the lesson. In 

this lesson, the teacher focused on learner centred activities where children were 

actively involved in the learning process. However, the activities were too few that they 

did not engage all the participants effectively thus minimizing children learning 

opportunities. Constructivist view of teaching advocates for a kind of teaching that 

provide increased opportunities for ELLs to develop sophisticated vocabulary 

knowledge including strong academic language. Ii also emphasizes on the provision 

independent reading that is structured and purposeful with a good reader-text match. 

The activities in this lesson are devoid of challenging narrative and expository texts to 

teach comprehension strategies. The activities lacks a strong on vocabulary 

development, rigorous ELL instruction often incorporates key comprehension strategies 

for listening and reading with both narrative and expository text. Instructional activities 

often incorporate the development of skills such as imaging and sequencing in both oral 

and written language and move to higher order thinking skills such as determining the 

main idea, drawing inferences, predicting outcomes and summarizing. However, this 

was not reflected in the lesson plan. 
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8.2 Lesson Two 

In this lesson, objectives were well formulated and achievable but were very limiting in 

terms of how pupils would be engaged to participate. The lesson did not show how the 

teacher would tap into the various learning modalities to meet the learning styles of 

many students. Since this was a composition, one would have expected the teacher to 

show continuity by linking previously taught issues to the present content. In any 

composition, there is need to for vocabulary building to help children find suitable 

words to describe the phenomenon they are writing about, In this lesson, nothing about 

that was shown and there is no doubt that children would produce flat and dry pieces 

of essays. The lesson was also limiting in the sense that the teacher gave children 

pictures of animals that she probably thought about instead of allowing them to write 

what they know. In such lessons pupils will not be actively involved since they may not 

be familiar with the characteristics of some animals. It was not clear how the lesson 

objectives would be adapted to meet the needs of learners. 

 

8.3 Teacher Interviews 

In response to questions about syllabus implementation, teachers said they faced a 

dilemma in implementing the syllabus successfully because the schools emphasized on 

having students passing the written examinations than on acquiring knowledge. Most 

teachers said that underlying pedagogic approaches such as the CLT were not always 

appropriate to serve the pragmatic purpose of preparing children for the examinations. 

In responding to a question on the type of syllabus, most teachers knew that they were 

using a constructivist syllabus but did not know its official name. A few teachers said 

they did not bother to really find out about the syllabus. In responding to the second 

question, the majority of teachers did not think that a syllabus was important because 

the used text books to select all the content they needed and they knew what kind of 

staff would be tested. Teacher’s responses on question three were similar to those given 

in question two. In responding to the fourth question, the majority concurred that it was 

necessary to adhere to the syllabus if they were available and if they were not, teachers 

said they still managed to teach what they wanted to using text books.  Few teachers 

said that they did know what to say. Asked what procedures they employed to present 

their content, in responding to the issue of teaching techniques, all teachers mentioned 

techniques which were mostly consistent with the Audio-lingual approach and some 

were not even aware of that. In their responses to questions about instructional 

techniques, most teachers said that they were not very sure that children’s activities 

were always constructivist in nature but at least they were the types of activities 

consistent with the examinations questions given at the end of year. In responding to 
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question on how to utilise children’s funds of knowledge to build on new knowledge, 

the majority of teachers said that it was not always possible to know what funds of 

knowledge or previous knowledge children had especially if the knowledge was not 

school related and for that reason, teachers would simply use their discretion to assume 

what children knew and would normally start from there. The majority of teachers 

confirmed that they were aware of the assumptions underlying the Functional-notional 

syllabus. However, they lamented that it was not easy to implement the syllabus due to 

the following reasons; learner centred models were not seen as helpful in achieving 

success in the examinations. 

 

9. Discussion  

 

Analysed documents indicate that teachers’ planning was not consistent with either 

constructivist or the post method pedagogy. Instead, was steeped in structural 

approaches where pupils were regarded as recipients of knowledge while the teacher 

was the constructor of all knowledge. In all lesson provided above, lesson activities 

were limited and there was little room for children to create their own knowledge. 

Where the teacher was supposed to be a facilitator, it looked like the learning was 

teacher centred and children interaction limited. In lesson three for example, the teacher 

provided children with animals to write about instead of allowing children the 

autonomy to choose animals they want from a whole world of animals especially those 

from the children’s experiences. This shows that teachers disregarded children’s socio-

cultural funds of knowledge, described by Moll et al (1992) as not only valuable to 

students’ lives, but can assist teachers in understanding the ways in which these 

experiences can be practically and meaningfully connected to classroom curriculum. 

Very little of Kumaravadivelu’s three principles are reflected in teachers instructional 

practices. In the principle of practicality where there should be a relationship between 

theory and practice in pedagogic knowledge, nothing can be ascertained in the lesson 

plans and implicit in that situation is the fact what children are learning has no 

relevance to their situation thus the goal of learning is elusive. In lesson two, pupils are 

told to demonstrate good reading that they copy from the teacher instead of reading the 

way they can. This is a clear indication that teachers’ classroom practices are far from 

constructivist thinking where learners must actively participate in the learning process. 

  While a syllabus fits learners ’needs, it might not fit well to another culture due 

to the different learning strategies. It is therefore difficult to design a syllabus that could 

be used in all societies as each society has a different culture. This confirms the 

relevance of Kumaravadivelu (2012)’s post method pedagogy where the principle of 
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practicality advocates that for any pedagogic knowledge to be relevant, it should come 

from the everyday practice of teachers and methods used should be applicable in real 

situations otherwise the practice–theory relationship will not be realised. Basing on the 

characteristics of Post method pedagogy, one can say that the functional-notional 

syllabus used in Zimbabwe is a foreign construct and typical of such constructs, 

creation of new knowledge is not the domain of teachers. Their task is to execute what 

is prescribed for them.  

 Obanya (2002) says frontal teaching where lessons are characterised by recitation 

and imitation, practice of exam type skill, repetition and memorisation is evidenced in 

African ESL classrooms. An analysis of the lesson plan indicated that teachers barely 

created opportunities for pupils to produce spoken and written language during their 

lessons as is required by both the post method and constructivist theories. Contrary to 

this, administrators who are tasked with the responsibility of observing, assessing and 

evaluating teacher effectiveness do not concern themselves with what approach is used 

but want to know more about teacher effectiveness in presenting the lesson. Evidence 

suggests that the support given to teachers during their initial teacher preparation 

especially in linking theory into practice rarely as effective as it should be.  

 During the instructional process, teachers are expected to consider and 

demonstrate knowledge of; the content that has to be delivered to learners, the 

pedagogic practices to engage in, the nature of classroom interaction that takes place 

and the type of learning environment that promote effective learning. However, 

information obtained from teachers indicate that there is a serious shortage of 

instructional materials and very often teachers find it difficult to implement the syllabus 

according to prescribed and expected standards where children get the opportunity to 

interact meaningfully. It was clear that the two theoretical frameworks described above 

are far from being realised and perhaps this is consistent with what Oxford (1996) says 

when he points out that; ‚Each culture has its own approach to learning and thus to learning 

strategies, and therefore no single formula for assessing and instructing learning strategies 

exists.‛ Conversely, the learner- centred belief emphasizes student responsibility for 

learning and focuses on knowledge construction and how students get persuaded to 

work and learn together. The issue of examination featured frequently in teachers 

responses about the challenges they faced in curriculum implementation. Teachers 

reiterated that public examinations in Zimbabwe were very highly regarded by many 

(Moyo & Modiba 2011) and success in them was a big family achievement because it 

yielded better employment opportunities thus improving the quality of family life. Due 

to that reason, teachers concentrated on what they thought helped children pass the 

examination. To reinforce this point, Seth (2002) & Bernard (2009) add that the 
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examination system illustrates the importance of education as a determiner of social 

status, and, is acute for entrance to higher education, although the effects percolate 

through the entire system. This however comes with a heavy price where there is a 

tendency to emphasise the learning outcome at the expense of the learning process 

(Bernard 2009). Teachers argued they were more concerned with children passing the 

examination since teacher effectiveness in most schools was measured on learners’ 

performance in tests or the examination at the end of the year. Reports gathered from 

participants show that most teachers who responded to the interviews confirm that ESL 

instruction have not kept pace with innovations hence teachers still adhered to the old 

models of teaching.  

 Both principles discussed above advocate for democratic learning environments 

where both the teacher and the learner have the autonomy to decide and to construct 

their own knowledge to make sense of their teaching and learning respectively. All 

learning should be learner centred. Cummins (2007) alludes to the fact that learner 

centred pedagogy raises student achievement promote democratic classrooms, complex 

thinking, joint production and meet student communication goals.  

 Savigon (2002b) adds that teacher education has not paid the serious 

communicative approaches has not received the attention it warrants and that teachers 

have not been given the necessary tools for using them by teacher educators. While 

teachers acknowledged the need to teach consistently with constructivism, very little of 

this was reflected in their lesson plans. This situation supports Whitley’s (1993) 

argument that the needs of teachers have not been well researched and that 

constructivist approaches have not been disseminated in ways that are sensitive to the 

problems teachers confront in local programs and classrooms. The reason is that 

teachers may have developed little of the instructional capability about constructivism 

in their years of training and practice and cannot start to implement it in the classroom 

teaching or they have failed to realize to interpret well the assumptions of the 

Functional syllabus that requires the use of CLT.  

 Ngwaru’s (2011) observation of teachers’ practices in ESL classrooms in rural 

Zimbabwe primary schools, noted that teaching and learning entails what can be 

termed the transmission model where the teacher’s role is to prepare and transmit 

information to learners while the learners’ role is to receive, store and act upon this 

information Tishman & Jay et al (1992). 

 If these and other factors are considered and are adequately utilised, effective 

instruction usually occurs and learners are most likely to acquire the desired skills, 

competences and experiences. Students make meaning through activities such as 

collaborative, problem solving and writing for purpose. Learners gain more 
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understanding by processing what they hear and read into their inter-language than 

learning an isolated grammar rule followed by pattern practice (Larsen-Freeman, 1997).  

Instructional resources are educational inputs of vital importance to the teaching of any 

subject in the school curriculum. Savoury (1958) also adds that, a well-planned and 

imaginative use of visual aids in lessons should do much to banish apathy, supplement 

inadequacy of books as well as arousing students’ interest by giving them something 

practical to see and do, and at the same time helping to train them to think things out 

themselves. 

 

10. Conclusion  

 

This study was an attempt to establish the extent to which primary schools ESL 

teachers’ pedagogic practices mirrored the implicit assumptions underlying the ESL 

functional–notional syllabus currently used in Zimbabwe. The purpose was to gather 

and document evidence about the quality of teaching and learning with special 

reference to teachers’ awareness of the Functional-Notional syllabus and its 

implementation. Studies such as this one are important because they help to find 

solutions to particular instructional problems.  

 The study found out that; teachers’ ESL instructional practices are responsive 

more to the expectations of school administrators and the society where success in 

examinations is preferable to the process of effective learning and acquisition of 

knowledge. Without high language competence, motivation becomes more a product of 

curricular demands, pressure from exams, and academic and professional success, 

instead of demand for communication.  

 As Widows (1998) perceived, the English language teaching that takes 

communicative competence as the invariable goal doesn’t fit in the EFL contexts where 

learners’ engagement in social interaction with native English speakers is minimal (Wei, 

2011).The study also noted that constructivist teaching which is consistent with the 

functional syllabus is far from being realized especially in rural schools that have 

serious depriving learning environments. Teachers’ practices depended more on their 

tacit beliefs, perceptions and knowledge about second language teaching than it does 

on curricular demands.  

 Sadly, the majority of Zimbabwean schools are located in the rural areas. In view 

of the findings, the study makes the following recommendations: 
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11. Recommendations 

 

In view of the findings, the study makes the following recommendations:  

 That teachers be exposed to constructivist-based instruction, which would then 

facilitate the development of teaching strategies consistent with recent reform 

movements.  

 Teachers need to select content and classroom activities, based on learners’ needs 

and interests that are suitably challenging and that promote language 

development. 

 Communicative competence should be the aim of teaching while classroom 

activities aim at fluency rather than accuracy. 

 Teachers need professional development where they learn more about the 

benefits of constructivists’ models of instruction. 

 Learners need improved learning environments where they have access to large 

amounts of language input useful for their learning. 
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