A communcative approach to foreign
language learning and computers

Rosa Fontal

Introduction

Innovation in educational technology has broughe the need to reconsider new
insights inco cthe whole learning and teaching process. Morcover, wichin second lan-
guage learning the innovanion has appeared to us as an increasing launching of tech-
nology-facilitated lcarning centres. T'he learning programmes oftered by these cen-
tres challenge noc only the established roles of teachers and learners, the nature of
macerials and the organisacion of classrooms. but also the language curriculum as a
whole.

Current teaching approach

T'he Communicative Approach is the currently recognized approach and generally
accepted norm in che tield of foreign language teaching and, although there are
numerous possible interpretations to icas well as classrooms aphications, there are
certain central issues which arise from adopting a communicaave approach o the
learning of language.

Mainly as Richard Alwrighe (1983) suggests in his paper: Language Learning
through Comminicatton Practice; the tocus is consequently on “learning communica-
tion via language” instead of “learning language tor communication™. In other
words, communicative competence is the major aim of language learning but this
will also necessarily imply the need to involve developing most areas of linguistic
competence.

Ifwe are looking atan approach to language learning which will develop the abi-
liey to communicate then, we have not only to be concerned with some of the consi-
derations involved in hinguistic competence and the nature of discourse, buc also
with the nature of social, culw ral, and pragmatic features of languages. In other
words, draw our attention to context and cultural influences which aftect language
in use. Canale and Swain (1983) interpreted the concept of communicative compe-
tence as including four dimensions: linguistic competence; socio-linguistic compe-
tence; discourse competence and strategic competence. Dimensions which do not
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develop separately, but which interrelate. Now, the methodological issnes this fra-
mework implics are quite complex:
e I'he exploring of pedagogical means for “real hite™ communication in the
classroom.
e T'he cquipping of learners wich the tools for gencratng unrehearsed langua-
ge performance.
e Jucilitating hite-long language learning.
®  fLooking at learners as responsible partners in a cooperatve venture.

[Foreign language teaching and computers

IForcign language teaching has tradicionally made use of various teaching aids
among which the computer has become veranother. And although educational soft-
ware is notas new as it may seem, there has been arecencand inereasing production
of hvpertext educational software which we believe are having a marked intluence
on central issues in promoting communicative competence and greater autonomy in
language learning.

Communcauve Approach and Informaton ‘Technology

Jones and Mereer (1993) in cheir wrticle “Vheories of Learning and L formation Techno-
logy " argue chatany teaching is based upon a model of learning, cicher consciously
or not. Educational sottware, theretore, being aresource designed to support tea-
ching und lcarning, will ikewise incorporate such models. "T'hey nrn to communi-
cuative theories of learning, taking the work of the psvehologist Lev Vvgorsky, as
their basis. "The relevance of his work to learning and informaton technology can be
summarized by saving that it provides the basis for a “communicative™ perspective
on the process of teaching and learning. Alchough there is lictle evidence of socio-
cultural theory having vetintluenced the educanonad software design community -
Vvgotsky’s communicative theory of learning has this social dimension. Vygotsky
distinguishes the need to look upon the linguistie system as having a representacio-
nal nature essential tor communicative language performance. The interrelation of
these processes mvites us to analysis language from a semiotce approach.

Vvgotsky emphasized the social aspects ofcognition in two main wavs. Iirst he
pointed to the vital role that lainguage plays in cognitive development. problem-sol-
ving and learning. Sceondly, he perceived human learning as presupposing a speci-
tic soctul nature. Vvgorsky states that what invariably distinguishes human psyeho-
logv is the creation and use of artificial stimuli in addition. to alrcady extisting sti-
muli, to determine human behaviour promoting qualitive development ot the psy-
chological abilities ot the mdividual.

Applied to language acquisition, and tor communication to occur, Vygorsky
claims then, thata cervan level ofarbitrariness and conventonalicy, previously agre-
cd upon by the members of the social group, is necessary. "Ihe reterences of the sig-
nals used should be shared by the speakers converung language into a system of
interpsyehological functonal signals representing realicy morcover, providing the
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user with an individual dimension. that is offering the possibilicy of manipulating
semiotic “copies” of the external real world. Wich a more accurate picture of natural
discourse. we are ina beteerposition to evaluate the dscriptions upon which we base
our teaching, the teaching materials, what goes on berween learner and teacher and
the end products of our teaching.

The self-access project: aula multimedia de idiomas

The Aula NMultimedia de Idiomas de la Universidad Pablica de Navarrawas an ini-
tiative faunched during che academic vear of 199-4-1995 to experiment with greater
learner independence and choice in the learning process. Pedagogically. this tech-
nofolgy-facilitated centre was the space to create the opportunities for students to
complement teacher directed classes with a self-directed practice which included
regular tutorial sessions and so, enhance autonomous learning,

‘T'he initial phase was a modest beginning in which we intended to inroduce the
foreign language student to multimedia software on CD-RONI platform avaitable
tor the learning of foreign fanguages as self-study packs. IFurther implementation of
the self-access centre was to be developed gradually once we had started. “This
experience implied differenc attitudes in che tearning process for both learners and
teachers.

[.carner Independence and Greater Autonomy

T'heroles ot learners and teachers have radically changed with the new approaches
to language teaching and lecarning. "U'here has been a gradual shife cowards a a lear-
ner-centred view ot teaching. 'T'he ceacher no longer has the predominant role in the
classroom. ‘T'he self-access centre project emphasized this change in the roles of
lcarners and teachers.

T'he movement torlearner independence springs from the commonsense per-
ception that ic is learners who do the learning. Tois screngethened by che further
observation that every learner is different from every other learner. Learners are
seen as individuals wich ditferent needs. sevles and intereses: chev differ in cheir cog-
nitive abilicies and language learning apritude.

T'he first move in our self-aceess cenere project was to observe the student’s lear-
ning process and performance. We asked the scudents about the level and skill per-
formance thev thoughe they had and contrasted i wich a placement test: collected
information on his/her learning background and learning record: needs: motivation;
personality features: empathy: principle sensitive channel and learning sevie.

I'he learner is conscquently encouraged tewards selt-directed learning, in other
words. moving the attention towards the responsibilicy for learning racher chan che
provision of matertals. Itis the learner who is expected to decide the route that best
suits his/her interests with help of the “tutor”. Jeanrenaud, P and Woodward, T
(1997) offer some ideas for running effective tutorials with language students to con-
tribute on aspects of seltf-access and learner inderpendence. These are some of the
considerations on the: content and mechods of the tutorials. The early sessions will
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be uscetul for identifyving goals and raising awareness of the study schedules and
mcans necessary for achieving the goals. Some time will have to be spentat cach
meeting on "what is on top’ ot the student’s mind-discussing something good that
has happened since vou last met. Other topics being progress, attitudes to the
forcign language, programme methodology, materials, ete. Alchough it is the tutor
who dirccets the session. itis the student who chooses the topic and leads the discus-
ston. IHowever the tutorial is conducted and whichever techniques used, itis a good
idca. atthe end of the session. tor the student to restate what he/she thinks has hap-
pened in the time spent. This way the important points do not get lost in the con-
versation.,

I'he ultimate stage ot self-directed learning is autonomous learning. The auto-
nomous learner decides @/ar to learn keeping in mind @4y he/she needs to learn,
and then, decides Aow to tackie the problem. The autonomous learner takes the full
responsibility to learn upon him/herselt. Strutridge (1993) sees the process of auto-
nomy as “individualisation™ where any attempt to provide for specific, individual
needs is a step towards more autonomous learning:

“Iris a long road. and teachers have to decide how far along it they arc able or
wish, to go.”
(Strurridge, G 1993, pp11)

I'he Role of the "Teacher

Eunice IFisher (1993 ¢ds) gathered comments of teachers involved in situations in
which innovation technologvavas being used that retlected the role changing of the
teachers. T'he findings suggested the role ot the teacher is seen as a supporeer or
tacilicator in what pupils arce trying to do. but stressing the importance of standing
back, allowing the pupils to develop theirown ideas. 1he shift ot control over lear-
ning away from the teacher towards the pupils, shows the crucial role the teachers
play in this process as fundamental to our understanding of autonomy in fearning.
In the gradual development of pupil autonomy. there is at the same time, an empha-
sis on the iImportance of an appropiate teacher strategy which offers support. In turto-
rial sessions, precisely for tutor development, there would be a case forasking the
student’s permission to record the tutorial so that the tutor could listen to the recor-
ding and monitor for the quality of their interventions, how faithfully the tutorial
had followed the aims sctfor itat the end of the priormecting, and reasons tor any
divergence. T'hese observations build up a picture ot a changing role tor teachers
who work with computers. le seems that this change offers many possibilities of
increased motivation of pupils and more tlexible approach to lcarning though it is
clearthatteachers need to be aware oftheir own strategics.

Computers

Working with computers means that not only arc the considerations about the
changing roles of learners and teachers, but also about the refationship thatis esta-
blished with the computer itself and the learning macerial. A communicative appro-
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ach might place less emphasis on the relationship an individual lcarner has with the
computer (viewing the computer as either an impersonal tool for full autonomous
Icarning or as a surrogate, robot teacher) and more on the computer as a medintm
through which a ‘teacher’ and learner can commmunicate.

Using computers as an educational aid has considerable advantages for enabling
greater fearner independence:

Titercericiry: what disanguishes the computer from other educational aids is ies
interactive capability. Assessing the learner’s reply, recording it, pointing out mista-
kes, giving explanations...cte. [t guides the learner towards the correctanswer. and
generally adapts the learner’s performance.

Flexibility:: e allows the learner to choose benween several modes of presenta-
tion. Also obtain immediace teedback.

Privacy: Te promotes individual learning relicving thosie studenes from the Fear
and anxicty of being ridiculed for their mistakes in front of an audience.

Learning rate: It adapes to cach learner’s pace. Notevery learner needs the same
tume to acquire a language. "'he computer is ureless. it can repeac as many umes as
the learner might chink it necessary. Also, it provides extra optional activities for
carly finishers.

Conststency:"I'he computer is consistent. unbiased and ithas no "depressing days”,

Attractive: "'he computer holds a kind of tascination for people as a result, this
attraction has trequently a positive cffecton learnermotivation.

Effectiveness: Another of the advantages of CLALL is che Factor of aime. On the
whole students in a computer managed environment require less time to achieve
the same level of mastery than convenoonally taught scudents according to Pacricia
Dunkel (1991). IF'urthermore. she asserted that computer-assisted instruction was
shown to be most cttective in the areas of science and foreign language learning,

Record-teeping fecilines: Everything that the learner doces is recorded on the pro-
gramme and the tutor may have access to detailed information on their pupils’
strengehs, wweaknesses, and progress which, firstly. helps to assess individual lear-
ners and secondiv, to evaluate the materials and methods thev have been using,

Nou-lineal: 1y pertext sofoware permits a treer navigation through the program-
mes opening the learner the possibility to make his/her own choice in where to start
and where to go on next.

T'he Learning NMaterial

I'he: other fundamental elemenc in chis process is the learning material. Hypereexts
and hvpermedia are today widely disicussed by educators interested in information
technology. Greatclaims have been made: for their educational potential.

A hvpertest consists of a set of screen displays, linked together by “buttons’
which once activated takes che user to another linked sereen. A hypertext is then.,
defined as an open-ended setof topics connected by variable links. The topics mav
be presented in passive form {texes, pictures. diagrams, graphs) or active form (ani-
mated sequences, short musical or voice sequences). As with printed texts there can
be links from individual terms to passages. to an index or chapter headings. or cross-
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links from one passage to another or mdecd. to a complete difterent text. Links can
be of many kinds. And here, hypertexts have advantages over the printed book. Aut-
hors presenting a topic could for instance provide links from the igiven topic to
examples, counter-cxamples, supplementary details, synopsis, an alteenative for-
mulation ora retutation of the claims being made. Using a serofbuttons on the scre-
en, the reader/user could choose which of these aspects to foltow up, and then move
castly buck to a main topic to choose another aspect. or press on into a new topic.
I'he network that links produce may also be very variable, in both structure and
complexity. At one extreme one might have a linear pattern of links: at the other
extreme, every topic may be connected to every other, being a hicrachical pattern
another possibility. Hypertexts difter theretore, in balance benwveen the freedom
allowed to, and the support provided for. the reader/user

Conclusions

The implications of using computers and educational software then, for learners and
teachers arc increasingly becoming more defined and are demanding attitudinal
changes.

Iyperrext svstem materials for language leaming are the beginning ofa new cra.
I'he screen provides what has been called the virtual classroom. a classroom that has
no single physical location, and one in which all the sources of advice and informa-
tion are sucked into the computer and optimally seructured for learner use. The first
original CALL matcrial of mechanical. decontextualised lists of exercises have been
lefralong way behind. "I'he possibility of recreating animated sequences arc a step
closer to observing truly social interaction.

T'he strengths of hypertexts are that they can be progressively developed by the
user as an externalisation and record of his/her individual understanding and
thought: the links are those that the user sees as important. the topies those that the
user choosces, described and assessed in the terms that the user values. Information
which the tutor has access to.

As to the changing roles of leaners and teachers, the use of the computer makes it

“possible for the teacher to adopramore facilitativ e approach to teaching, by tea-
ving the computer to ¢y out the more basi-operational/didactic tuncaons of class-
rooms management. 1 this is so. the teacher is then released to coneentrate: more on
the educational needs of pupils and can free pupils trom the need to operate within
the usual classroom discourse trameworks™.

(Fisher. K. 1993, p.73)

Promoung greater individualised learning imphes making che learer retlect
upon his/her specitic goats and needs in language learning: learning stvles and how
through this awarencess he/she can become a beteer learner. On the whole being res-
ponsible for his/her learning. Assisting the learner in doing this is the tutor’s task.
We belicve computers and the new educational software materials are eimidly provi-
ding the possibilities towards greater autonomy in language learning.
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\When using these materials the tutor has aceess to the routes and links chosen
by the tearner and consequently, more information about the student’s individual
learning process. In this sense. educational sottware is a tool that permics a high
degree of adaptability to the individual kearner and that tutors can use to produce
the most appropiate material and cater for the students real needs. The authoring
packages which come with many of these initial sottyware material is a tool tor tea-
chers to experiment in this tield. This of course is a great demand on teachers at
present because mastering and using educational sotftware of this type is not only
time-consuming butalso implics atticudinal and approach changes.
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ABSTRACT

Innovation in educational technology and. mote specitically applied to
torcign lainguage teaching and learning, has revealed an increasing market of
software learning materials (CD-RONT placform) that, is gradually dravwving a
new perspective on methodological issues and on the difterent componenrs
involved in the learning process. On one hand, there is the issuc of how these
new matcerials comply with the communicative approach, considered to be the
general norm in the ficld. and on the other, how they influence the changing
roles of the teacher and the learner as well as the whole learning process.

RESUNEN

[La influcncia de las nuevas tecnologias en ta ensciianza de la lengua
extranjera coneretida en la creacion y proliferacion de materiales de software
(soporte CID-ROND, estd perfilando todo un panorama gue afecta profunda-
mente a la metodologia v a los distintos componentes del proceso de aprendi-
zaje. Porun lado, estd la cuestion de la adecuacion de estos nuevos materiales
al enfoque comunicativo tomada como corriente general en la enseianza-
aprendizaje de la lengua extranjera v porotro lado. el cémo inciden en los roles
cambiantes del alumno v profesor asi como en el proceso de aprendizaje en su
conjunto.
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