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Technology

This section examines the use of technology to promote learner autonomy.
As Esch points out in her chapter, technology is often seen as automatically
aiding learner autonomy. In fact, technology, like materials, can hinder
learner autonomy just as easily as promote it — what counts is the way in
which it can be used, and the extent to which the technology controls the
learner.

In Chapter 13, David Little explores the processes involved in learner
autonomy and considers how these processes can be fostered by computer-
based technologies. In the first part of the chapter, Little points out that
autonomy (as freedom to learn) is a characteristic of humans which is,
paradoxically, constrained by the equally human need to interact (i.e.
dependence). He sees this “compulsion to interact” as fundamental to
learning,. Little draws implications from the unconscious autonomy of L1
acquisition for the conscious autonomy required for successful L2 learning
in formal education, involving a combination of learning by doing and
learning by reflection.

In the second part of the chapter, Little discusses ways in which
information systems can facilitate the development of learner autonomy.
He considers three types of interaction: interaction with information systems
(e.g. using tutorial and pedagogic CALL programs), interaction around
information systems (e.g. group word processing or group interaction
around an interactive video program) and interaction via information
systems (e.g. using e-mail and the World Wide Web). Little argues that an
information system will develop learner autonomy to the extent that it is
able to facilitate collaborative interaction and (through interaction) reflection
on language and language learning. He thus sees ‘inhuman’ information
systems as having the potential to nurture a very human characteristic —
autonomy.

One of the types of system described by Little in his discussion of
interaction that can take place around information systems is his Autotutor
interactive video program. David Gardner and Rocio Blasco Garcia describe
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another interactive video program in Chapter 14. A key feature of their
program is the bilingual support provided to viewers as they watch parts
of a full-length movie, and the authors consider to what extent this support
could help beginning learners of Spanish develop enough confidence to
watch full-length movies independently. Their findings reinforce Lee’s
conclusion (Chapter 11) about the need of low proficiency students for
support when dealing with authentic texts. Gardner and Blasco Garcia’s
data also illustrate the use made of support — an aspect of learner use of
technology which is examined in more detail in Chapter 18.

Another program that provides access to authentic texts is described in
Chapter 15. In this chapter, John Milton, Ian Smallwood and James Purchase
describe a prototype computer program designed to aid language use. In
the program, the user will have access to a variety of linguistic data, all
from within his/her normal word-processing environment. The program
allows for learning by doing and learning by modelling, and largely
provides the opportunity for, in Little’s terms, interaction with an inform-
ation system. At the present stage, peer collaboration (interaction around
an information system) is an optional feature of the system and it is not
clear to what extent the program might develop language-learning
awareness or lead to learner autonomy. But it will be interesting to see to
what extent users of such a powerful tool (like certain users of word
processors) are enabled to reflect on their writing and to take more control
over it as a result.
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The evaluation of learner autonomy

Whereas several chapters in previous sections have evaluated projects
designed to help learners move towards autonomy in language learning,
the final chapters of the book are concerned with the evaluation of the
learning that takes place in autonomous or self-access environments. In
Chapter 16, a number of fundamental questions relating to research and
research methodologies are discussed; and in Chapters 17 and 18,
quantitative methods are used to evaluate autonomous and self-access
language learning.

In Chapter 16, Philip Riley explores methodologies and concepts
appropriate for research into autonomous and self-access learning. He
discusses the opposition between qualitative and quantitative approaches
to research, arguing for ‘alternative’ or ‘mixed’ approaches. He then
elaborates on standards for educational research that any research project
should try to meet, and finally mentions a variety of research approaches
that bridge or stand outside the qualitative/quantitative divide, and are
appropriate for the study of self-access language learning.

The two chapters which follow exemplify two of the research
approaches that Riley introduces at the end of his chapter: empirical and
action research. Both chapters happen to involve quantitative data analysis.

Chapter 17 represents one of the few attempts to compare autonomous
language learning with learning that takes place in a traditional classroom
in terms of the language that is learned. In the chapter, Leni Dam and
Lienhard Legenhausen report on a project which compares the initial
vocabulary aquisition of a secondary school class learning ‘autonomously’
(e.g. the learners ask for/select/produce/share words of interest to them)
with classes following textbook-based syllabuses. As Dam and Legenhausen
make clear, theirs is a comparison rather than a controlled experimental
study, but their results do suggest that the autonomous approach may be
atleast on a par with traditional approaches in terms of facilitating language
acquisition (leaving aside other benefits); and that autonomous learning
can occur with an age group often thought to have been socialized into
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teacher-dependence.

In Chapter 18, Vance Stevens reports on the quantitative analysis stage
of an action research project investigating the use and abuse of help features
in a CALL cloze program. His data show that students working on CALL
programs in self-access mode may abuse help features to a greater extent
than CALL developers realize. Readers may like to consider whether the
depth of individual data that Stevens was able to obtain would be extended
or compromised by more qualitative (and ‘obtrusive’) research methods.
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also e-mail pen pals
multimedia networks 43
satellite TV 39-40
video 17, 185, 219; see also
materials
tertiary education see education
system, learners: level
testing see assessment
of IQ 258

Index 337

placement 134
text analysis/linguistics 234-5
textbooks/texts see materials
Tharp & Gallimore 207, 210
Thomson 89
Tizard & Hughes 206
Tomalin 219
Tough 5, 116
Trevarthen 205
Trim 37, 38, 263
Trotsky 38
TV see technology
Tyacke 73, 75

user’s guide 40

video see materials, technology

vocabulary acquisition see
language skills

Vygotsky 211, 214, 216

Waxer 52

Wells 205, 206, 207

Wenden 1, 28, 29, 30, 75, 80, 87,
106, 149, 151, 152, 153, 154; &
Rubin 1, 106, 152

West 272

Widdows & Voller 17

Widdowson 169, 171

Willing 1, 6, 16, 152

Windeatt 281, 295

Wode 274

Wong Yan-min 55

Woolgar 261

word processing see technology

World Wide Web see technology:
internet

writing see language skills

Yee 51
Young, Lord 47
Young, R. 89
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