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Abstract
The huge potential of ICT (Information and Commuaiicn Technology) in foreign language teaching and

learning barely needs restating—indeed it has becamost ubiquitous in many situations. Howeveis itften
promoted for the wrong reasons at all levels, frgovernments to institutions to teachers, and dedpi¢
plethora of research, results as far as learnersa@mcerned are often disappointing: ICT does eoessarily
increase motivation, and learners tend to lackigafit autonomy to make the most of it without spec
training. This paper retraces a number of our owpedences with ICT in a variety of contexts in @rdo
examine what goes wrong when learners are lefidiv bwn devices. It then discusses possible waysard in
integrating ICT fully into language learning cowsse
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1. The wonderful world of ICT in language learning

From CALL (computer assisted language learning) I©T (information and
communication technology), teachers and researdimre long been interested in uses of
new technologies in foreign/second language tegcamd learning, and not without reason.
ICT is often argued to increase motivation (Chate#i05), and is frequently linked with
learner autonomy (Duda, 2005)—autonomy defined bie&l (1981, p. 3) as “the ability to
take charge of one’s own learningh other words, learners should be able to takehall
decisions concerning their learning: determinirrgéés and objectives, choosing contents and
materials, selecting methods and techniques, aranitheir learning, and assessing their
progress. ICT thus seems to befit autonomy because&laimed to provide greater freedom
and flexibility to learn at one’s own pace and cemence, whether within the context of a
language course or beyond. It can contribute &difg learning, perhaps most apparent in
use of the internet, which represents a worldwideaty and resource centre where
information can be accessed fast and efficienglgriers can thus benefit from a vast range of
authentic language materials and resources whitlheaselected according to learning needs,
aims, styles, strategies and preferences (Richaff}§). Furthermore, information about the
target language and culture may favourably infleeimtercultural representations, while the
interactive potential provides opportunities foexible communication via e-mail, chats,
forums, and so forth. This may be in “authentic’'viemnments not primarily aimed at
language learning, though clearly the implicatiémrsdistance or blended language learning
programmes are enormous, with opportunities faragrding and interaction between learners
and also with teachers (Mangenot, 1998

Our university, Nancy 2, like many other Frenchhigeducation institutions, promotes
the use of ICT in various areas, including languegehing. Among the tools and facilities
we have recently been involved with are Langue&tudes et Ressources Universitaires a
Distance at Nancy 2 (henceforth ERUDI), and Ecopterr Comprendre (EPCO):

e Inaugurated in 2002, Langues-U (described in Cliataad Nussbaumer, 2006:
http://www.langues-u.ohgis a digital campus involving six active partndyssides
Nancy 2 which initiated the project, and is des@ybt® prepare students nationwide for
the CLES (Certificat de Compétences en Langues 'lHesdignement Supérieur:
http://www.education.gouv.fr/sup/formation/cles.htrjy a non-specialist language
certificate at university level. It is based on t8emmon European Framework of
Reference for Language
(http://culture2.coe.int/portfolio/documents_intraiemon_framework.htmp)] and is
designed for use by any learner working alone eeiett home or in a resource centre, at
a distance or in a blended learning situation.

* ERUDI (http://www.univ-nancy?2.fr/erudj/has offered distance degrees in English (BA
and MA) since 1966. The introduction of ICT has teda dramatic change in work
practices, with all courses now available on liseagll as by post, and student-teacher
as well as student-student interaction facilitabgd various forms of ICT—e-mails,
chats, forums, and so forth.

« Financed largely by the European CommissiBoguter pour ComprendréEPCOY is
based on 30 years of research and experienceanauy and advising at the CRAPEL
(research centre for language teaching and learn®gntre de Recherches et
d’Applications Pédagogiques en Langub#p://www.univ-nancy2.fr/fCRAPEL/ The

! ERUDI is a new department founded in July 200Kingover from the Centre de Télé-Engseignement
Universitaire; we have kept this name throughoutlie sake of convenience.

2EPCO is described in Boulton and Pereiro (2006)Boulton (2005b); see also the website at
http://www.epc.univ-nancy?2.fr/
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suite of 6 DVD-ROMs and websites focus on learrtmdearn and methodological
advice for listening comprehension in three easkErropean languages as well as for
French in line with the European Commission’s polior intercomprehension in
today’s Europe (Boulton, 2003).

These projects and many others have been granteidecable logistical and financial
resources because of the perception that, as Ga#pe05, p. 78) puts it, “technology should
be able to afford the learner more appropriatetividualized instruction than what can be
achieved through classroom learning”. But, and thisrucial, “should be able to” does not
necessarily entail “actually does”. In other wordiST has thepotential to improve the
learning situation, but this needs careful thougtdgach case as there isesgsentialink with
improved learning (Benson, 2001). Our purpose is thaper is thus to understand why
learning languages with ICT is not always the paaagsome thought it would become in the
1980s (Antoniadis, 2006). As has frequently beenntoeed (e.g. Mangenot, 1998;
McCarthy, 1999), ICT is not suitable for all purpsdor all learners in all situations, and may
require some considerable learner training forotiffe use. This paper, after a summary of
the background of the research, examines posshkons for these difficulties and discusses
a number of potential ways forward.

2. The real world of ICT

With the encouragement of governments worldwidesenamd more students are enrolling
in courses which incorporate e-learning. Howeveuyré” e-learning courses are rare—an
OECD report (2005) puts the figure at “well undé&t5—and in many institutions even
blended learning using ICT is unusual. Furthermanemany cases it remains an open
question whether increased use of ICT has actwdlbnged the way teachers teach and
learners learn, or if it is “simply a case of studetyping up their essays on computers and
professors sending them course reading lists okvassignments by e-mail” (p. 3). The
situation at Nancy 2 is perhaps fairly typical,ea®n many teachers are uncomfortable with
more than the most basic uses of ICT, and themagirity of students still have virtually all
if not the entirety of their tuition in the classm. Even where the most ardent teachers
present ICT in a highly favourable light, the feglipersists that few students seem ready to
work with ICT spontaneously.

While it is unlikely that disillusion is an entisgeFrench phenomenon, there may be some
aspects of ICT which do not easily lend themselies$-rench culture. In particular, the
French school system focuses on language ratherléfaaner, product rather than process,
performance rather than mastery, extrinsic rath@n intrinsic motivation (Bernardini, 2001).
Language is either right or wrong and the teachéhe ultimate expert on this; her role is to
dispense that knowledge, while the learner is a&ipaaunit to be taught, to memorise and
reproduce knowledge. This is of course a caricaturethere may be relatively little space in
traditional French educational culture for focustba learner as an individual, for autonomy,
and for the construction of knowledge in a perseedlway compared to some other cultures.
At the end of the day, the only question is, “haam ¢ pass?” The common perception that a
university, department or teacher in France hdmt@ a high failure rate to be taken seriously
is totally at odds with the Anglo-Saxon model. Boual (2006) presents a similar argument as
to why data-driven learning has as yet made litipact in France, but the implications
clearly apply to a wider range of practices in laage learning.

The rest of this paper examines use of ICT in tldéerent settings at our university.
Even though the tools were designed explicitly &phstudents become autonomous and
work on their own, and include means of communngatwith tutors in order to solve possible
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problems, learners seem reluctant (or unable)ki® fiall advantage of them. Our aim is thus
to try and understand why, starting with followingpotheses:

« Some learners might be reticent to take part inpger-based lessons because of their
lack of computer skills; they may even fear nevhtedogy (Ellingeret al, 2001).

* It seems that they need more support for the dpusdmit of their autonomy because of
a feeling of isolationThus human contact should not get lost in the lagrprocess
(Barbot, 1997).

 Studies in language learning strategies suggestidgbheners can be helped to improve
their language learning and increase their undwigtg of how to learn by themselves
through learning-to-learn or learner training tolph¢hem become better language
learners (Embi, 2004).

It seems necessary then to start by determininghdesi needs and objectives and
identifying their learning strategies in order telext relevant ones and provide suitable
materials and activities.

3. Three studies
Before we could address its sources we needecktdify the problem itself in detail. To
do this we studied three different populationstatients enrolled at our university:

» 170 MA students enrolled for a degree in psychalegyo were to take part in a form of
blended learning in English at the SCELi¥corporating Langues-U.

* 690 ERUDI students enrolled for degrees in Eng(BA or MA) at a distance, in
France or abroad.

« Some 300 trainee teachers at the IUFM de Lorfaivi® were offered the opportunity
to take part in a blended learning English couessed on Langues-U.

Through these large samples it is possible to obiasights into three different
populations, each with its own aims and needs—awepgneeding English for Specific
Purposes, another being English majors, the threekiag only to improve their chances of
passing their end-of-year competitive examinatiéwn.the same time, they represent a
relatively homogeneous group in many respects: they learning English in higher
education, and nearly all have passed through tbach education system and thus have
comparable backgrounds in languages and ICT, notntention similar -cultural
representations towards ICT, English, languages,lamguage learning. Our study is firmly
based in the tradition of action-research (Chat@@03; Chateau & Georges, 2002; Riley,
1996), and relies on past and on-going studiesiechrout with these learners. The
investigation methods are both qualitative and gtedive, involving notably questionnaires,
interviews, surveys, teacher-learner feedback,sanoh.

3.1. Population 1: Fourth-Year Psychology Students at the SCELV

For the first time last year, MA psychology studert Nancy 2 who need to read
specialized articles in English by the end of tHest year were given the opportunity to
experiment with a flexible system partly based andues-U during the first semester.
Students also had to spend a minimum of one howeek in the university’s language

% Service Commun d’Enseignement des Langues Vivdtrssdisciplinary language training for studemis
majoring in languages).
* Teacher training institute (Institut de Formatibes Maitres).
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resource centre (for a description of this centra its possibilities for language learning, see
Gremmo, 2000). The teachers in charge of the systera present in the centre regularly and
the learners who wished to do so could come andhask for advice. The aim of this system
was to help them improve their skills in Englisharder for them to be able to follow a
course in English for psychology in the second steme The objective of the course
(designed in collaboration with colleagues in tlsgyghology department) being to improve
production of specialized abstracts in their dikeg they clearly had to brush up their
English before the stattThe flexible system combining work on Langues-U an the
resource centre thus seemed the best way to geartndt they had reached a sufficient level
by the end of the first semester. Langues-U indeHfdrs a number of thematic files
composed of authentic video, audio and written dwents focusing on the same subject (e.g.
education, the environment, technology, etc.), aqamied by pedagogical activities. More
“traditional” activities such as vocabulary and graar exercises are also present on the
digital campus. Learners thus had the choice oide wariety of subjects and tasks that could,
we hoped, appeal to all. Although we had decidedim@dminister a formal levels test, the
students had been told that both the number ofshthay spent in the centre as well as the
number of connections to Langues-U would be chedkedcampus offering the possibility to
access students’ individual workfiles, that iskeep track of the activities worked on. At the
beginning of the second semester, after six montlogk on the digital campus and at the
resource centre, they were asked to fill in a qoesaire to provide feedback on their overall
impressions. We also examined the way they usedigfital campus and the type of activities
they focused on.

The results of this study are detailed in anotfagrep (Chateau & Nussbaumer, 2006), and
reveal a number of interesting features:

* Although the students were generally satisfied wh#hsystem (57%), the lack of human
or real contact with a teacher/tutor as well av\pieers was a commonly cited source of
regret, emphasizing the social aspect of learningnguage. This need for human
interaction is confirmed by the fact that among #hedents that contacted us (either
through the forum, via e-mail or directly at thesagarce centre), almost all of them (40
out of 41) found the contact useful for their work.

* Many students seemed to have difficulties managieg own work. To put it another
way, some learners (roughly a third) worked almestlusively on grammar or
vocabulary exercises and not on the thematic lemlable. The analysis of some of
these students’ workfiles, along with their answirghe questionnaire, reveals very
traditional representations of language learnirfys Beems to confirm Walter's (2002)
opinion that French learners are obsessed with mgemand correctness. As she
explains, this is largely due to the rulings of #headémie Francaisahich infuses
French people with a sense of respect mixed with tpwards “good” language (see
also Boulton, 2006).

» Other students regretted the absence of “real’uati@in in Langues-U (i.e. felt distrust
towards self-assessment), and felt that this tyjpearsk could not help them improve
their English.

» Another striking fact emerging from the results wiae number of students who had
never worked on line before—114 out of the 123 wiwoked regularly at the resource
centre. This supports the results of an earlieubhghed study carried out at the science

® In order to understand this, it should be noted tiot all students enrolling for the MA in psyobgy have
received tuition in English in the previous ye&eme are even professionals (e.g. primary schaohggs or
school psychologists) who after working for a certaeumber of years decide to resume their studies.
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university in Nancy in 2003, which revealed that ofi127 students asked to test a site
helping them to improve their competence of writteomprehension in English
(http://www.crelens.uhp-nancy.fr/GFonly 10 had ever had the opportunity to work on
line before.

The general impression emerging from this first ygdafpon might seem to be rather
negative; however, it is important to note thatth# psychology students who had already
worked on line before (nine) found the activitidtered by Langues-U very varied and work
on the campus useful. The frequent connections rgdgsome students suggest that they
appreciated the digital campus, with 31 of themneating more than 30 times, and six more
than 50 times (the record being 79). Furthermdre number of students finding the activities
very varied correlates with the number of studevit® contacted the tutors (41, see above).
This is thus probably an indication that the diffiees encountered by some of our learners
are due to their not asking for advice in spitehar lack of familiarity with ICT and with
autonomous work, rather than to a flagrant miscptice of the tool.

3.2. Population 2: Distance Students at ERUDI

The typical profile of ERUDI students is perhapthea atypical of many other student
populations: 25 to 40 years old, female, workindeaist part time, and very often with a
family to look after. These are intelligent adultko have missed out on the possibility of a
full university education immediately after schdot socio-economic or other reasons, but
who later wish to resume their studies. For thenadbieve this, our philosophy is to keep
obligations to a minimum and to open up our coutsess wide a population as possible, but
this is not without important implications, notaldfygeography, time, money, and ICT:

* While most ERUDI students live within 100km of theiversity, a sizeable minority is
scattered throughout France and abroad. This ntbahshe scheduled group meetings
have to be entirely voluntary, but the upshot iat tllisappointingly few attend
(frequently less than 10%), so any attempt at lddridarning is ruled out.

» Students’ other commitments mean that they canthowv@k at the same pace, and
imposing hard-and-fast deadlines throughout the yeauld contribute greatly to the
failure rate, as several attempts have shown.

* Few of these students have easy access to a utyvdmsary, but cannot afford to buy
large numbers of books either. As a totally congleburse would be prohibitively
expensive, students are encouraged to avail theessef whatever resources they may
have at hand.

* One of the most flexible resources is of courseitkernet; although over two thirds of
students provide a personal e-mail address, samdersts simply cannot afford it, or do
not feel sufficiently ICT-literate to attempt it. e we do offer a significant amount of
training in ICT, this can be difficult at a distan@and many students seem to feel that
time spent mastering the tools is a loss rathar #minvestment. The implication is that
we cannot provide essential course elements onnteenet: a chat that attracts six
students in a course for 250 has to remain a pendblscomponent.

This brief context is necessary to underline funeatal differences with programmes such
as at the Open University (OU). While our ultimatens may be the same, the OU provides
all materials, sets regular deadlines, imposegedl fiearning path, requires attendance, and is
comparatively expensive; in other words, OU stuslemt allowed little room for autonomy
(Hurd et al,, 2001).
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Previous studies at ERUDI have highlighted a nunabespecific difficulties, not the least
of which is lack of contact. We have already ngpedr attendance at group meetings, but
Boulton and Booth (2001) report that very few ERUildents have any significant direct
contact with teachers by whatever means, inclu@tmgail, telephone, fax, post, forum, in
office, and so on, despite regular encouragemedbteo. For many of them, it seems, they
access their courses, and then go it alone. Exjpdasafor this behaviour remain speculative
and indeed puzzling, as for 84% of them (Boultdi)3a), the context of distance learning is
a constraint dictated by their individual situati@ther than a learning preference. There is a
similar lack of interaction with peers at ERUDI, isin has also been cited as a major
disadvantage of computer-mediated learning (F&DBQO0), leading to a feeling of social
isolation which is largely responsible for the highop-out rates at university (May &
Bousted, 2003), especially in distance educatiaokSon, 1989).

Each course includes extensive discussion and edpresenting different learning
technigues and encouraging learners to experirodmd strategies which correspond to their
own individual needs, preferences and learningestyBut again, although the opportunity is
there, it seems that very few students actuallyl #vamselves of it: they are clearly impatient
to get to grips with the content of their courses &el that time spent reflecting on the
process is time wasted (White, 1995). As Hetrél (2001, p. 342) point out, it is not enough
merely to provide the support: “equally importasthe ability each student has to make the
most of that support.”

These issues of isolation and learning-to-learnranm@niscent of Chamot and O’Malley’s
(1994) socio-affective and metacognitive skillstiborucial for effective learning especially
in a distance context. Since, as we have seeroimses themselves do not seem to fulfil our
students’ needs adequately, we have created a fentimthe aim of creating a “virtual
community” and encouraging exchanges of good mctt is potentially a major tool in our
students’ armoury, and is far more widely used timaany other discipline at our university:
of the seven forums on the university website i65320006, ours accounted for nearly 95% of
all messages, a first indicator of success.

A total of 512 threads were posted over the yeathenERUDI forum (excluding spam).
On average, each thread received 3.3 responses5buhreads (nearly one third of the total)
received no responses whatsoever. One exceptibredd received 81 answers, and it is
perhaps worth noting that it had the general tfi¢let's get to know each other”. Traffic
peaked early in the year (October to December) @nthe start of the second semester
(January and February) when the first piece of edukomework was returned. After this the
numbers trailed off, stabilising at around 30 ndweads per month from March to July,
although we might have expected the imminence ainex to provide substance for
discussion. In all, the forum contained 1680 messdthreads plus responses). If this does
not sound enormous for a student population of 898,clear that the site receives far more
visitors than contributors: the total number o&tdr the forum over this period was 274,419,
an average of 535 per thread; the lowest numbéitsffor any thread was 110, while the
highest was 7,290. A small number of these mayttibated to outside visitors, and each
student may have been responsible for more tharhiineevertheless, the figures support
informal feedback that many students visit withcantributing.

Although students were not required to identifyniselves to use the forum, only 34 of the
threads were initiated anonymously; 182 separatmtities were responsible for the
remaining 478, although clearly it cannot be rudedlthat a single person used more than one
identity. Of these, 112 (over 60%) initiated onlgiagle thread, while the top 10 contributors
accounted for 182—over a third of the total. Themest prolific contributors included four of
the five teachers on full-time posts—the fifth gigionly a single announcement. All teachers
combined posted 110 new threads, representingouest 20% of the total; allowing for the
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occasional administrative and visitor posting, asasvative estimate is that three quarters of
all threads were student-initiated. However, itlsar that the vast majority of students did
not post any new messages of their own: even ithal anonymous postings were from
different individuals, this still leaves 474 of t680 students not starting a single new thread,
well over two thirds.

To complement these data gathered directly fronfaheém, a questionnaire was sent out
to all students along with their exam enrolmenbipdisappointingly, only 24 were returned,
so any conclusions can only be extremely tentatd@wever, this in itself underlines the
difficulty of non-obligatory communication with d&nce students, especially at
undergraduate levels: although the MA students makenly 12.5% of our students, they
provided exactly half of the completed questionesiiThis might suggest that more advanced
students are more at ease with ICT, feel less tidmed by interaction with teachers, or have
more to say, perhaps because they have the pedabogaturity to think more carefully
about their own learning. Indeed, the MA coursesraore likely to demand higher levels of
autonomy, reflection and ICT-awareness than at idesxels. Not for nothing is an ERUDI
course requiring the production of a research papeworpus linguistics reserved for MA
students (described in Boulton, 2006; Boulton & Mglm, 2006).

Although the questionnaire was sent by post, @lrdspondents have frequent access to
the internet, mostly at home, yet the majority reed¢heir courses on paper, suggesting they
are by no means entirely technophile. Nor are @ibgevout forum users: although they all
claim to visit the forum at least occasionally (dralf of them at least once a week), a fifth
never start a new thread, and nearly a third namswer other people’s messages (Table 1).
Despite this, it is reassuring that 19 find theufor“helpful” in general, only 4 disagreeing.

Table 1
Forum use
at least at least less than
never
once a week| once a month once a month
to post a message 0% 20% 60% 20%
to answer a message 5% 25% 40% 30%
to visit only 50% 29% 21% 0%

In a series of open questions, the majority of oeglents claim the forum is most useful
for study-related topics. Specific examples givedude peer exchanges of good practices,
past experiences, useful websites and resoureesijrg tips, homework feedback, discussion
topics, and so on. In this, it seems that the dini® forum to encourage reflection may be
partly effective, at least with some students.

As regards the socio-affective aspect, most respusdind the forum enables a positive
form of human contact, which can reduce the feabhigolation and help them to feel part of
a community and to realise that they are not tHg omes experiencing particular difficulties,
thus boosting motivation. They particularly appated the informal atmosphere of the forum
both between students and with teachers, impoftanteducing anxiety and encouraging
input (Kern, 2006, p. 18). Indeed, with regard tomputer mediation, it seems that “the
distance itself seeks its own antidote: the grethiedistance, the more important it is to feel
close” (Bourdet, 2006, p. 35). This may also paettplain why the vast majority of messages
(over 80%) were in the students’ mother tonguseéms that writing in a foreign language is
potentially threatening for many even at undergaaellevel, and outweighs the advantage of
language practice. Indeed, Boulton’s earlier (2008&ady found only 4% of students
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claiming they made significant use of the interiodearn the language itself: overwhelmingly
they used it as a source of information gathering.

The data so far suggest that the ERUDI forum cantribmte to learning-to-learn in the
form of peer exchanges as well as reducing feelofgsocial isolation. At the same time,
these two main functions seem to be incompatibleootasion. For example, non-study
related topics were most frequently cited as thstleseful, especially in the form of personal
exchanges from which individuals felt excluded. Whhese responses came from a minority
of students, it does suggest that the socio-affectimension of the forum is not fully
appreciated by all. Similarly, there is a splitvoeén students who like the occasional light-
hearted postings, and those who find them a wdstene. However, in a closed question
asking if they liked the “mix of study and non-sgucklated questions” on the forum, 17
agreed and only seven disagreed. Earlier attengptseparate the two functions proved
unworkable, as a study-related thread would fretipaticit a number of non-study-related
responses. Furthermore, students do not necesapphgciate attempts at control of what is,
after all, “their” forum. The only answer would sed¢o be to allow the mixture which they
initiate themselves; those who object are undeoblmation to read messages they find less
relevant.

Students’ own recommendations for ways to imprdwe forum largely revolve around
increasing teacher involvement, especially as acsoof study-related discussion issues.
When asked explicitly if teacher contributions be forum were “a good thing” or not, one
student declined to answer, but the others werenimmaus in approving. Another
recommendation was to encourage more studentsticipate—ironic, perhaps, given these
very students’ limited active participation, thekaof uptake of other opportunities for contact
(such as personal e-mail and the group meeting$)ionmention the lack of return on this
questionnaire.

3.3. Population 3: Teacher Trainees at the lUFM

All the first-year students at the IUFM de Lorragr@ given the opportunity to prepare the
CLES with Langues-U. Out of the 300 or so studebfis,subscribed to the site, but the
majority used it less than half a dozen timestiélh We sent an e-mail to these students
asking them the reasons why they had given up ogues-U. Only six students replied: five
claimed they had not had the time to work on th&SLand one explained that as she already
had a degree in English, she felt her time was nroigfully spent on her other subjects.
Obviously, among other reasons, success of distraraing platforms depends on how
much students feel they need what is on offer, @alpe when they have to cram in
knowledge and skills in the numerous subjectsiiegte up the curriculum for future primary
school teachers.

The fifteen students who had actually used themsdee than six times were also contacted
by e-mail asking them if they would agree to aeiwview, or to answer a questionnaire. Only
two answered, one accepting the interview and theraeturning the questionnaire. Such a
small number may be accounted for once again bysthdents’ lack of time, but, as at
ERUDI, it is likely that many found the idea potafy threatening—providing feedback to a
teacher who might be part of the assessing tedireisecond year. In the light of the paucity
of feedback, these two sets of answers are trdadesl as case studies. Even if the results
cannot be generalised, we may see them as repmggerdf at least some students.

The student interviewed (S1) logged on to the B8dimes, which is quite high for this
population. She was happy to receive e-mails freentéacher, which she felt added a human
dimension to a potentially impersonal learning seavhich might otherwise lead to a loss
of motivation. This need for teacher-initiated @mit seems to be even greater at the
beginning of a course. S1 remarked on the diffieslstudents had using the computers at the
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IUFM, which could partly explain why many studemsted out of the computer-assisted
learning scheme. Fortunately for S1, she had ttlentdogical advantage of having her own
computer at home, which is not the case for® aMevertheless, her computer and
methodological skills were shaky, making it diffictor her to navigate (“difficult to find the
links”, “it was complicated, | didn’t really find ynway around”, “I'd have liked someone to
explain to me how it worked; where to go, how talfthe links”). Admittedly, the Langues-U
interface might be partly to blame, as it is alwagssible to make software more user-
friendly. Nonetheless, S1 expressed satisfactidh thie learning activities in the software,
which correspond to the skills that are assessethéyCLES; furthermore, she also saw
language learning as something more than just geanexercises and vocabulary lists. We
may assume that with more time, support and a msee-friendly interface, she might have
become a successful autonomous learner.

The forum itself was not a prime attraction, as itin@derators were disappointed to find
out: nobody used it. S1 did not even know it exisiatil a specific e-mail was sent out to all,
but when she logged on she found it empty. Nothdaid post the first thread, which would
probably be most French students’ attitude, shadidisit it again.

Fewer details are available from the student whedfiin the questionnaire (S2), but her
answers were overwhelmingly positive. On the whelee seems to find computer-assisted
language learning as efficient as, if not bettanthiteacher-directed lessons. Despite this, she
stopped using the software after only 10 occasibnghe absence of an interview, we can
only speculate on the reasons for this, but it sekkely that, as at ERUDI, lack of human
contact is partly responsible, as well as the laiclearner training which students are rarely
prepared to undertake voluntarily.

4. Discussion
The global results at this stage allow us to dtasvfollowing tentative conclusions:

« The majority of these learners tend to be less coengiterate than might be expected:
very few had previously been required to work Wi in the course of their studies.
This is surprising in the light of the official disurse from the respective university
institutions, the Ministry of Education, or everetimedia (see also Narcy-Combes,
2005, p. 77; Demaiziere, 2003), but corroborateatwhany others have reported in a
range of situations (e.g. Ellinget al, 2001). Consequently, our students seem to need
computer training before they can make the mostlI®F in language learning
programmes.

» There are complex causes for the relatively lowsaif uptake for our ICT components,
but one implication is that many learners are reotigularly motivated by technology,
and may even find it demotivating. In particularamg resent the lack of human
interaction, rejecting advice from a computer whibky might accept from a teacher
(see also Ming & Bidmeshki, 2006).

» Despite the wide range of resources available,etiearners tend to fall back on
familiar, traditional tasks (roughly one third dfet psychology students for example
worked only on vocabulary and grammar exercisesanyMof these learners are
insufficiently autonomous to make the most of tleld provided (Linard, 2000),
preferring to be told what to do. Learner trainiisgoffered in all situations but is
frequently ignored, as most learners perceive itasaste of time and want to go
straight to the point.

® The current French government’s policy to makédpg easily available to all students will hopefuitovide
a partial solution to this problem in the near fatu
http://www.education.gouv.fr/actu/2004/sup/micraicéant. pdf
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These results support the hypotheses on which todly svas based. They also seem to
indicate that distance learning programmes neéx tas user-friendly as possible (Boulton &
Booth, 2001). There is, indeed, little point in g@eting learners with valuable resources if
they cannot or will not use them.

These general observations indicate certain defi@s in the tools themselves, but more
importantly they underline the fact that ICT is mopanacea, is not suitable for all learners in
all situations and for all purposes, and may regsome considerable learner training for
effective use. The freedom ICT provides may in faetcounterproductive as regards learners
becoming autonomous. As Huetlal (2001, p. 343) remark:

Those unaccustomed to reflection in any aspedbaf tives may find it difficult
to accept this link between self-awareness, sti@tegmpetence and effective
learning, and may well resist it if they are nohemced of the so-called benefits
and relevance to themselves as individual leardost language learners want to
get on with it, to see rapid results. They are areg to work hard, but may need
some convincing that effective learning is not jabbut following instructions
from teacher or book and doing exercises.

In other words, it seems that some form of constrnaiay be necessary before learners can
actually become efficient autonomous learners.

5. Ways forward?

To summarise the situation, we are faced with stted@ho are reticent to use ICT because
they do not know how to use it efficiently, and eskictant to find out because they think the
process is uninteresting, unimportant or time-cameg. This is even the case to an extent
with EPCO, which was designed and marketed explieis a methodological tool for use
without a teacher: the feedback we have had schtawever, shows that many users were
impatient with the learning-to-learn approach oB\AD-ROM and would have liked more
traditional content (Boulton, 2005b).

One partial response may be found at a nationvadel,| with recent plans for all French
schoolchildren to be trained in ICTt{p://www.eduscol.education.fr/BRiHowever, it will
take a few years for the effects to be felt in Biglkeducation, and even then there is no
guarantee that future students will be happy tokworthis way: Boulton’s previous (2005a)
study at ERUDI showed that most students prefefoliow their courses on paper for a
number of reasons which are unlikely to disappea#n the new training. For the present, in
any case, we need to devise new methods to imphaveuccess of our distance, autonomous
or blended learning programmes.

The solution is clearly not just to present largemtities of methodological advice—the
problem with EPCO. Because of their representatadn€T, of languages and of language
learning, many learners simply skip such methodo&ginformation: they know their
destination, but are unprepared to consider nowgfswof getting there (Boulton, 2006).
Motivation is evidently a key area here, correlgtatrongly with language learning (Chateau,
2005; Dornyei, 2001). Given this background, itperhaps not surprising that a sudden
plunge into autonomy is unlikely to succeed andhnlge perceived as a lack of interest on
the part of the teachers.

However, we remain convinced that the solution liedearner-constructed knowledge
rather than teacher-transmitted knowledge (EscB2R0This implies greater flexibility for
individual learning styles, preferences and sdfaatprocess of autonomisation rather than an
assumption of autonomy; greater interactivity, ey in demonstration rather than
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explanation; and improved human contact (Holec,1198ttle, 1991). This contact can be
between learners who have much to share with eler,dout of course the learner-teacher
interaction is also essential for improved advisjAgzam-Hannachi, 2005; Chapelle, 2005).
If “learner autonomy in institutional settings inbly requires both teachers and learners to
modify their representations of their respectivéesd (Riley, 1989, p. 70), especially in
letting learners decide individually how they wodhd what resources they use, such
modifications may be more difficult in some cultsireuch as in France, than others.

So how can we encourage our students to see tldeforekearning-to-learn through ICT?
Perhaps one way would be to tempt them into spgntime thinking about their own
language learning, in other words by exploitingrtie&/n egocentric curiosity. If we begin by
helping our students identify who they are as laggulearners, they might start thinking
about language learning rather than just tryingg#on the language. This has been done quite
deliberately in a number of books promoting learngonomy (Ellis & Sinclair, 1989; Narcy,
1991), and there seems little reason why the samakl ot be done using ICT. However,
deciding to start with this would mean that thechea or the on-line programme suggests a
sequence, which might be perceived as going agtiagtrinciples of learner autonomy. But
if we see learner autonomy as an aim, anythingdhaatlead to it ought to be acceptable as
long as the learner does not have to submit blitaliguthority. Once she knows what type of
language learner she is, she might be helped tdal@dat she needs and how she can learn
it. This is where human contact is most needed. vauous informants stressed how much
they appreciated teacher-initiated contact. Weefoee need to develop this and make sure
that contact is made at regular intervals—but ggtie question is how to achieve this
without making it compulsory and penalising studewho choose not to use it. It may be
hoped that in the long run more students will fisglt they can initiate contact freely, as a
small number are already doing at ERUDI.

The form this contact might come in is not necalstre same for everyone or for every
institution. The SCELV and the IUFM have blendedrieng programmes which leave room
for one-to-one encounters or small group meetingdigcuss learning processes. It has thus
been decided, for example, that next year the mdggly students will have to attend a
compulsory meeting at the beginning of the uniwgrgear. The teachers in charge will then
present the flexible system and provide a live daestration of Langues-U to explain all the
possibilities of the digital campus, ensuring tleaeryone understands the way the tool
functions and how they can obtain information itessary. ERUDI, on the other hand, can
only rely on distance communication. The forum &UDI has already taken off, mainly
thanks to the efforts of the director M. Nussbaynaerd a small number of teachers who
regularly respond to messages and add their owfalfooative language learning can also be
implemented within the three institutions: througynchronous chats, with or without a
webcam, or asynchronous exchanges via e-mail, stsid®n co-construct their language
learning skills. In its new blended learning systéine IUFM has set up a tandem programme
with the University of Minnesofavhich has enabled 47 students to interact witlr fbeeign
counterparts. This is considered a way to offeradaateraction which leads to linguistic and
cultural development but also, one may hope, megaistic development since the learners
may discuss their various learning styles, prefegserand strategies, just as on the ERUDI
forum. However, as recordings of some of these axgbs show without imposed topics the
students often do not know what to talk about and themselves trapped in an artificial
exchange that does not last long. Collaborativkstasave to be set to help create
relationships, but of course they might once agp@irseen as a form of constraint on learner

" IJUFM-UMN French-English tandem groups, spring 20€8ordinators:
http://umn.horizonwimba.com/umn/board?action=digRléd=66-1139236970496
® The students all gave their approval before thesewecorded.
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autonomy. However, the student who feels she cam leetter without these tasks could do
so. Scaffolding (Vygotsky, 1978) must only be sasran option for those who need it, but as
our studies show, not many of our students areyréadlirect their own learning unaided.
Leaving them to study entirely on their own wouldredy go against the principles of
autonomous learning, as it would create inequalitietween those who can be autonomous
and those who will always have to rely on somedse ® direct them (Barbot, 2001). Our
programmes must therefore be designed in such atkatythey will gradually help the
learner gain increased autonomy. Some learningsstylight indeed be less likely to accept
self-directed learning (see Willing, 1987, on auitiyeorientated learning styles), but we do
not know for certain that they do not evolve.

The study shows that our learners are not convimdtie value of self-assessment, but
strongly believe in being assessed by othersjshasrtainly a reality for many students. Once
again, training is needed if they are to assess dlnn learning process and performance (in
fact, it is not incompatible with external evalwatias, in the long run, it should help the
learner attain imposed objectives). This might bened gradually, starting with dual
assessment (conducted by the teacher and by theefgaor peer assessment (working in
pairs or groups to assess each other’s productisnsphat little by little, the learner might
realise that she is capable of evaluating how sams, what she knows, and how successful
she is with different techniques. This underlineseagain the importance of contact between
teachers and learners, which is why language-legmith ICT tools that do not allow for
some sort of contact might only be of use to theaaly autonomous leaner. It is indeed the
responsibility of universities and teacher-traincuajleges, as well as primary and secondary
schools, to lead their students and pupils towaat®nomy in order to prepare them for
lifelong learning. This line of reasoning implidgt teachers must learn to become facilitators
and open their classrooms to ICT, but it certaithes not mean that we need to replace
teachers by more economical machines. The teadsethe role of helping the learner to
learn how to learn, and may be considered as ht&sai of learning (Ellis & Sinclair, 1990;
Voller, 1997; Kohonen, 2003), guiding students wdifferent learning styles towards their
desired learning goalslhe facilitator is then to develop the methodolagicather than
linguistic aspects of learning, and provide suggast on how to improve vocabulary,
grammar, skills, and so forth (Embi, 2004; Ramomiéarer & Alvarez Plareto, 2006).

Nonetheless, whatever we suggest our studentsltibendoomed to failure if we keep on
believing that learners will do it voluntarily argpontaneously. Like us, they have tight
schedules and, like us, they do first what seemst migent; if the target language is not
perceived as urgent, it will always be put off utdmorrow. Keeping a trace of their learning
activities and setting deadlines might be one wandrease the perception of urgency.

6. Conclusion

Although we seem to be suggesting here that autgrbmniimposed” on learners, we are
quite aware that this in itself is an oxymoron (Bon, 2005a), and only applies in very
general terms. As discussed earlier, autonomynked with individualisation, which means
that each individual has her own learning stylesfgrences, strategies, motivations, attitudes
and needs. Information, explicit training, conssioess-raising and self-assessnie,
addition to an introductory needs analysis, couldserve to identify various paths which
might be followed to develop learner autonomy agatiing-to-learn ability as regards both
languages and ICT. Toronto University has devisatistance learner-training programme
which offers interactive tasks in both fields (Bairi2001). We in Nancy hope to work in this
direction.

® Such as that offered by the DIALANG programme di@wed with the support of the European Commission,
offering scientifically validated self-assessmectities; seehttp://www.dialang.org/english/index.htm
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