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Abstract: This paper is the first step in a reflection process on the relationship between 

Information & Communication Technology (ICT) and Learning. Hence, its objective is not to 

display knowledge-or the lack of it- of theories related to these areas. Its objectives are to take 

stock and to identify the areas which I need to concentrate on. My approach will be based on 

the principal of “deconstructing in order to construct”, by that I mean not taking anything for 

granted, and questioning the notion itself that there could be a relationship between ICT & 

learning. 

Keywords: adequacy, reliability, learner autonomy, ICT 
__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
 

1. INTRODUCTION 

 
There are two fundamental questions spring to mind: “to what extent is ICT an adequate 

learning tool?” and “is it reliable?”. To attempt an answer to these basic questions other 

questions need to be answered first: what area of learning are we dealing with and what 

learning approaches are involved? The answer to these questions will be based both on my 

personal experience and on the theories pertaining to the different elements involved in this 

study.  

 

2. LANGUAGE ACQUISITION  

 
Let’s start with the area of learning I am interested in: language and second language 

acquisition in particular. Research on language acquisition can be divided into two broad areas: 

first language acquisition which deals with the so-called “mother or native tongue” and second 

language acquisition which deals with a language “foreign to the home”. While the former is 

primarily associated with child development and those theorists who focus on this area such as 

Piaget, the latter is associated with adults and those theorists who study adult learning and 

literacy such as Cross. Common sense suggests that the reason why research on language is 

divided into these two broad areas is that children and adult learn differently. A child is 
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commonly perceived as more open to learning than an adult simply because he carries less 

baggage and experiences. When it comes to language learning, being his first language, a child 

has nothing to compare it to, therefore he stores the new word or expression without any 

questions. I often observed the same reaction even when a child is dealing with a second 

language. An adult, on the other hand, usually tries to compare one language with the other and 

questions the way things are said in the second language. For instance, when telling adult 

learners that the way you say ‘I am hungry’ in French is “j’ai faim”, I often hear them say: “So, 

the way you say “I am hungry” is “I have hunger”. 

While the theories behind the acquisition of a first and a second language may differ, the 

approaches to learning apply to both. Even though there are various learning theories, I shall 

mention only two- the behaviorist and the constructivist theories for the simple reason that 

these are the two theories I was most exposed to, both as a learner and as a teacher. From a 

behaviorist’s perspective (e.g. Skinner), the three elements that are of paramount importance in 

language learning are: association, reinforcement and imitation. It was this approach that I was 

subjected to throughout my formal education, especially with regard to learning English as a 

foreign language. One can hardly imagine my disappointment, on my first visit to an English 

speaking country, when I was unable to utter a word in that language despite the many years of 

study and a university recognition of my achievements. I knew all my phrasal verbs by heart, I 

knew a great deal about the history, the literature, the culture of the country I was visiting, yet I 

was unable to ask for directions when I was lost. Even when I managed to formulate a 

comprehensible question, I was unable to understand the answer to my question. 

 

3. LEARNER AUTONOMY 

 
It was the shortcomings of the behaviorist approach as demonstrated above, that led to other 

new approaches to learning such as the cognitive theories with their emphasis on schema, rule 

structure, meaning and above all Vygotsky’s social interaction as being critical in language 

learning. Jacobs & Farrell (2001) argue that this change in learning theory is part of a larger 

paradigm shift that affected not only education but a wide range of areas. They see it as a shift 

from positivism to post-positivism. While positivism looks at things from top to bottom, 

post-positivism chooses the opposite view. Indeed, post-positivism seeks the specific instead 

of the general, understanding instead of control, integration instead of separation, the process 

as well as the product instead of the product alone. When this paradigm shift is seen from a 

second language education’s perspective, they list eight important changes that can be summed 

up as the communicative approach. 

These eight changes are: learner autonomy, cooperative learning, curricular integration, 

focus on meaning, diversity, thinking skills, alternative assessment and teacher as co-learner. 

(Jacobs & Farrell, 2001) 

From a theoretical point of view, these changes seem to offer a perfect alternative to the 

behaviorist approach, but how well do they perform when put into practice? Before discussing 
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the success or failure of the implementation of these changes, I shall look at a different aspect 

of the wider paradigm shift: the advent of IT or ICT, particularly in relation to education. 

For over a decade, governments have been spending heavily to develop ICT infrastructure- 

hardware and software- in schools and colleges. The logic behind this expenditure is that ICT 

will bring ‘improvements to instruction and learning’. Leaving aside my innate distrust of 

governments’ motives in general, one cannot help wondering if they truly have the students’ 

interests at heart. If one considers the fact that they provided schools with computers while 

some of them have hardly a library to speak of, the price of a single computer would furnish 

these schools with a decent library that would reach and enrich a far greater number of students. 

Selwyn (1999) argues that governments have other more important motives than the one 

mentioned above, among these, he mentions: global economics, creation of ‘business hubs’, 

introduction of ‘e-commerce’, ‘reshaping of the workforce’, ‘using the Internet and 

telecommunications technology to establish an outward, global presence’ etc. whatever the 

true motives behind introducing ICT to schools and college might be, computers are here to say. 

So, what are the schools and colleges doing with them? 

In my personal experience, computers were used at first, merely to “replace” the headphones 

in language labs as the students were still asked to do the same infamous drill exercises, or for 

word processing. As the technology developed and “multi-media” became an in-word, 

computers were increasingly associated with the new approach to teaching and learning 

discussed earlier: the communicative approach, especially with regards to learner autonomy 

and curricular integration. The advent of the Internet increased even further that association. 

Can we therefore safely say that everything is changing for the better? Maybe. 

It is true that the theory behind the communicative approach makes sense; it is also true that 

ICT offers the platform for implementing it, but only partly. Only partly, for the simple reason 

that computers are not intelligent machines. When it comes to language learning, be it first or 

second language, there are four skills that are involved: listening, reading, speaking and writing. 

The shortcomings of ICT are primarily related to the last two skills. A computer may quite 

easily help a learner get the pronunciation of a word right, but I can hardly see a learner having 

an intelligent conversation with a computer about global warming. Likewise, a computer may, 

with a great input from the part of the learner, correct his spelling and grammar mistakes, but 

can it teacher him how to write? Which computer programmer can think of the plethora of 

possibilities of saying something as simple as “Adam ate the apple”? If a learner chooses to be 

inventive or different- which is encouraged by the new approach- and describes the process 

involved in eating- biting, chewing, swallowing etc.-would a computer recognize that 

inventiveness? It is a fact that computers have made a phenomenal progress in the last twenty 

years, but it is also a fact that they are a long way away from replacing the human brain. 

Therefore, when it comes to ICT and learner autonomy, particularly in relation to the four skills 

mentioned above, one can only talk about semi-autonomy. 

I shall now try to address the question I asked, earlier on in this paper, about the 

effectiveness of the communicative approach when put into practice. In my view, the weakness 



Volume 1 Issue 3 2015 

16 

of this approach is more related to the different interpretations or rather the misreading of the 

theory, than to the theory itself. For instance, autonomous learning was often interpreted as “do 

it yourself”, and learners were left to fend for themselves with very little guidance. Teaching 

grammar in class became so outdated because the “communicative approach” meant “express 

your opinion & don’t worry too much about accuracy or fluency; you have a lifetime to rectify 

that”. Nobody can criticize lifelong learning but, what happens when a student decides to take 

part in one of the students’ exchange programmes and finds himself unable to make the best of 

it because he does not have the necessary linguistic competence? Worse, what happens when 

an employer asks his employee- a graduate in Business and Languages- to write an important 

report that may change the future of the company and the result is pages and pages of 

“gibberish”? Projects themselves have lost all the excellent qualities the theory talks about. In 

theory, projects are meant to enhance learner autonomy, cooperative learning, curricular 

integration, diversity, thinking skill, and they are an alternative form of assessment. What 

happens when learners are given projects left and right? They simply rely on their two good 

friends: the Internet and the mouse, with a few clicks they can fill up pages and pages of text, 

charts, images and whatever else their lecturer asked from them. Never before was plagiarism 

such a big issue as it is today, but who is to blame? 

 

4. CONCLUSION  

 
To conclude, theories are generally worth only what one makes out of them, the keys to dealing 

with them is to use them intuitively. It should not be a question of fashion, for instance, there is 

a tendency to frown upon the behaviorist approach because it is outdated. I believe that drill 

exercises, for instance, still have their place as long as they are used in conjunction with other 

types of activities. As for ICT, no one can argue that it has made its place in education and there 

is no way back. If used wisely, it can offer a multitude of possibilities and can enhance learner 

autonomy. If relied on it too much, however, one can be certain that, sooner or later, it will let 

you down because that’s the way it is. 
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