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COMPUTER-ASSISTED LANGUAGE LEARNING (CALL)
AND A METHOD OF FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEACHING

ROBERT DEBSKI

Jagiellonian University, Krakow

Received 1989

ABsTRACT. This paper has been written in the process of developing a theoretical background for
the employment of microcomuputers in teaching Polish as a foreign language in the Polonia
Research Institute of the Jagiellonian University. The author points out the influence various
methods and techniques of language instruction have had on CALL, and he provides some
evidence that CALL is not a single instructional method. His purpose in discussing some of the
unique features of CALL is to show that CALL may be an effective tool in language instruction
which in addition provides teachers with some new perspectives. The lack of any significant
research in CALL in Poland forces the author to illustrate his points with foreign experiences in the
field, mostly American. Finally, conclusions are drawn which clarify the role of the microcomputer
in the instructional process and constitute valuable implications for the future research in the field
of teaching Polish with the aid of the microcomputer.

1. INTRODUCTION

There are many methods of foreign language teaching; methods which have
adopted various learning theories, which threw a new light upon the role of the
teacher in the instructional process or the way syllabi should be organized.
These methods have often grown out of a critique of some other foreign
language teaching method. Notwithstanding all these seemingly autonomous
methods, it seems that the language teacher has often practised eclecticism,
and, for example, intertwined various communicative activities with mechani-
cal drill, treated as a pre-communicative activity.

Eclecticism can also be seen in course materials; often even in activities
practising one single linguistic aspect. Lennon (1988) provides a fascinating
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example illustrating the point made above. Presenting the passive voice, White
(1988) uses authentic texts, stresses the semantic function of the passive voice,
uses metalanguage to describe passive constructions and makes the students
perform active-passive transformations.

The brief mention of the presence of eclecticism in language teaching is
made in this paper on the pretext of its having a wider application in discussion
of CALL which, certainly, has more than one identity.

2. CALL AND ITS RELATIONSHIP WITH FOREIGN LANGUAGE
TEACHING METHODS

Important issues surrounding the employment of computers in language
teaching have not simply surfaced with the microcomputer technology boom
which is identified with the last dozen or so years. Long before that, ie. in the
60s, teachers used mainframe computers as language teaching aids and
considered the problems the new tool presented. The ESL PLATO (Program-
med Logic For Automated Teaching Operations) system in the Intensive
English Institute at the University of Illinois, which was constructed by people
having educational applications in mind, must be mentioned here. The fact of
the matter is, however, that only the microcomputer, owing to its reasonable
price and mobility resulting from miniaturisation, made the educational
application of the computer popular. '

The way the computer is used in foreign language teaching has undergone
many changes. It is largely software that determines the educational ap-
plication of the computer, and it is software that has changed, following the
main trends in linguistic theory, the methodology of foreign language teaching
and the advance in research on the specific instructional abilities of the
computer.

A great number of the early stage educational computer programs, as well
as some of the ones being developed in our times, display some characteristics
of programmed learning, which was a very popular means of instruction in the
50s and 60s. Programmed learning is based on behaviouristic principles, that is
the same principles on which the audiolingual method of foreign language
teaching was founded. This type of educational software exploits one of the
major features of programmed learning — ie. a dialog, in the form of questions
and answers, related to small fragments of the material being taught — and it
includes activities based on the pattern drill technique, exploiting mechanical
repetition, change and transformation of linguistic units, ignoring any broader
linguistic context. The PLATO courseware seems to be a perfect example of the
software. It uses pattern drill to teach reading skills, as well as comprehension,
writing and grammar (Chapelle, Jamieson 1986).
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Chapelle and Jamieson (1986) write that grammar in the PLATO system is
presented in two series of lessons. The first series practises basic vocabulary
and elementary structures. The second one introduces grammar at a more
advanced level. The lessons, in the second series deal with a small part of
grammar presentation only, focusing rather on the practice stage. A single
lesson comprises about four activities related to grammar points taught, and
uses such traditional techniques as substitution, transformation, ques-
tion/answer and fill-in-the-blank.

Reading lessons in PLATO introduce and teach realworld vocabulary
examine the degree of grammar acquisition and familiarise the student with
some aspects of American culture. The lessons portray the main character of
the passages in various places and situations, e.g. at a post-office, restaurant, at
home, etc. While going through the reading passages, the student can ask the
computer about the meaning of unknown words. After the student has read all
the paragraphs, he answers multiple-choice comprehension questions about
each paragraph. Then, for example, he must complete a restatement or
paraphrase exercise.

The lessons aiming at developing listening and writing skills are divided
into two types of lessons, i.e. spelling lessons and dictation. During the spelling
lessons the student’s aural comprehension is also checked, and they have to
recognize and write the words they hear on the keyboard. First a list of words
is shown to them on the monitor, and then the list disappears and they hear
single words out of the list used in sentences. Their task is to write the words on
the keyboard, e.g.:

— “John reads the newspaper in the morning.”
— Write: “morning”

A subprogram recognizing and analysing some of the students’ spelling
mistakes — developed on the basis of a contrastive analysis of English and other
languages — is built into the main program.

Each dictation includes two integral parts, i.e. (1) a list of ten sentences and
(2) a short paragraph of five sentences. By touching the screen, the students
activate an audio device randomly choosing one of the sentences from the list.
The student hears this sentence in his headphones and his task is to type it.
Some of the mistakes the students make are not only announced on the screen
but also partially processed by the computer. The computer indicates, for
example, if it is a punctuation, capitalization or inversion mistake. Having
typed the sentence, students are allowed either to continue and go on to other
sentences, or to record their vocal representation of the sentence and compare
it to the model recording, as in a language laboratory.

“The PLATO lessons,” write Chapelle and Jamieson (1986:32), “are more
machine-controlled than learner-controlled. Although students choose from
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a menu the other in which they will complete the week’s lessons, the lessons
themselves provide the learners with very few options.”

Another example of the same type of software is the programs developed in
the Slavic Institute in Stanford in the 60s, where computers were employed in
teaching the Russian language. This is what Ahmad et al. (1985:29) write about
the course:

“The exercises were similar to those on a conventional introductory
Russian course, but the material was presented in a programmed format. The
students were asked to type answers to questions stated in Russian, to inflect
words, and to perform various types of transformation exercises”.

The type of language teaching software that has been discussed so far is not
the only type of software used in CALL. Instructional activities based on the
pattern drill format lost their popularity in traditional' foreign language
instruction, and likewise in CALL, along with the widely spread critique of the
audiolingual method. There begun to emerge educational programs concep-
tualized on principles akin to the contemporary trends in foreign language
teaching methodology. Underwood (1984), for example, presented his idea of
communicative CALL. These are some of Underwood’s basic assumptions:

1) Communicative CALL will aim at acquisition, and not at mechanical
learning through the pattern drill type of activities.

2) Grammar will never be explicit; it will always be built into the activities
realized in the course of the lesson.

3) Communicative activities in CALL will simulate original, creative
language production, not limiting students to pure manipulation of
pre-programmed language units.

4) The computer will not try to evaluate everything that students do, simply
because it cannot do it; it will only guide the student’s steps.

5) Communicative CALL will give up rewarding with funny announ-
cements, melodies, visual effects, and the like. When students use language to
solve a problem, a success at that will be a sufficient reward.

6) Communicative CALL will try to release a searching attitude in students,
directed at language acquisition; it will function as a microworld in which the
student may play and manipulate language units while learning its regularities.

7) Communicative CALL will never be used where pen and paper suffice.

8) Communicative CALL will be fun. It will be attractive to students.
Communicative CALL will be optional type of foreign language instruction.

(Underwood 1984)

1The term “traditional instruction” refers in this paper to all the ways of foreign language
teaching other than CALL.
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Underwood’s assumptions comply with the major theses of the com-
municative method of foreign language teaching, which diverge from com-
prehending communication in a foreign language as an effect of learning its
formal regularities as a result of practice (often mechanical), and emphasize
authentic language practice and learning as a process of the realization of
communication needs. The possibility of employing a computer adventure
game to serve as instructional reading activity (see Dgbski in press; Grabe,
Dosmann 1988; Higgins and Johns 1983) may be an example of “com-
municativeness” in CALL software.

In its original form, a recreational adventure game is an exclusively textual
game. The player’s goal, for example, may be to discover a secret passage
leading to a hidden treasure, to find an exit in a maze, to explore an
underground empire, amass treasure and fight various unsavoury characters,
and he can achieve it only by proper comprehension of short reading passages
appearing on the screen and — guided by hints in the passages — writing
commands for the computer, e.g. “go north”, “take key”, “push door”, etc. The
commands influence the player’s situation and his way towards the goal of the
game. The passages include instructions, hidden information and puzzles the
player must recognize in order to get command of the game and succeed. The
adventure game format wonderfully fulfills the postulate of communicative
reading where making the process of teaching reading more natural by
properly motivating the student is of prime importance. For most young
people (and not only the young) the accomplishment of the goal of an
adventure game may turn out to be sufficient stimulus to read texts on the
screen. Still another communicative assumption claims the necessity of the
existence of an information gap which can be filled only by reading and
comprehending a given reading passage. Finally, an adventure game (or an
activity based on the adventure game format) may be an activity partially
integrating the student’s text processing skill and writing skill, since contem-
porary adventure games can parse the player’s input to some degree, and do
not limit it to “telegraphese style”.

Research done in the field of artificial intelligence (A I) seems to be
a promising source of ideas that may have a substantial influence on foreign
language teaching software. As O’Shea and Self (1983:5) have pointed out,
“programs based on ideas from artificial intelligence are considerably less
dehumanising than those that are not”.

Computers are universally recognized as calculating machines. It is true
that they are such, since even the symbols of the written code must be changed
into a sequence of number before they are comprehensible for a computer. We
must remember, however, that computers, after having analyzed and transfor-
med them into numbers, are perfectly happy with all kinds of symbols,
including language units.
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One of the first significant achievements in the field of AL is a conver-
sational program called ELIZA, developed by Weizenbaum, in which the
computer, as one of the options, plays the role of a psychoanalyst (Weizen-
baum 1970). ELIZA, just like many other conversational programs, only
simulates intelligent human behaviour, but it is so good at doing that that
many people have been deluded into thinking that they are having a conver-
sation based on mutual comprehension. ELIZA has even been considered
a solution to the still unsolved problem of natural language analysis. Although
ELIZA is based on valuable insight into the strategies people use in
conversation, its functioning is chiefly based on tricks. Equipped with an
apparatus searching for some key words it “understands”, ELIZA can use these
words to create an illusion of conversation. Psychoanalysts’ work partially
consists of using fragments of the patients utterances in order to elicit some
further information, and just keep the dialogue going. This technique is often
used by ELIZA. Whenever ELIZA cannot parse human input — it switches
over to some other topic of conversation. The following conversation between
a young woman and ELIZA illustrates the technique of encouragmg the
patient to keep talking (Weizenbaum 1976: 3)

women: Men are all alike.

ELIZA: In what way?

woman: They’re always bugging us about something or other.
ELIZA: Can you think of a specific example?

woman: Well, my boyfriend made me come here.

ELIZA: Your boyfriend made you come here?

woman: He says I'm depressed much of the time.

ELIZA 1 am sorry to hear you are depressed.

Another example of a conversational computer program, but one devel-
oped with CALL in mind, is a program called TERRI (Coleman 1985). The
computer display shows a few objects contained in a room. The learner can get
the computer problems, for example “Get all the black objects off the floor” or
“Put the black box on the white one”, etc. If TERRI manages to analyze the
command, it checks the input to see (1) whether the objects mentioned in the
command refer to objects in the room, (2) whether it is clear which of the
objects is referred to, and (3) whether the action can be carried out by the
computer. Whenever TERRI comes across difficulties with decoding the input,
it comments, e.g. “I can’t move it. Something is in the way”. If TERRI
“understands” the command and resolves that it can be carried out, it does so
on the animated display.

Conversational computer programs are able to create a specific microworld
for the learner; a microworld in which conversation in a foreign language is
obligatory as well as pleasant. This Microworld may exist independent of
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regular school instruction, ie. at home. In this microworld foreign language
learning is carried out not by picking up chunks of formalized grammar or
through mechanical drills, but through acquisition as a result of “conversation”
and play with language, i.e. in a natural way, close to how a native or second
language is acquired by children. These features — especially if we think of the
perspective of rapid progress in the ficld of natural language analysis and
creation of more apt conversational systems — make CALL reveal some
features of the direct (natural) method of language teaching.

It is evident, therefore, that CALL software manifests the features of several
foreign language teaching methods. It also employs some techniques used in
traditional instruction. Nonetheless, there are some techniques employed in
CALL which are highly specific for the computer, ie. which utilize the
computer’s special possibilities, such as the ability to generate random number,
storage and manipulation of a vast body of data and the ability to model or
simulate real world processes.

3. THE THEORETICAL PREMISES FOR THE EMPLOYMENT OF COMPUTERS
IN FOREIGN LANGUAGE TEACHING

It was noticed a long time ago that computers enable teachers to organize
individual working posts for students who, from then on, could work at their
own idiosyncratic pace, either catching up with the best or zooming ahead,
regardless of those behind them. Computers, therefore, enable partial fulfilment
of the dream of individualized instruction. It is teaching skill that needs an
idividualized approach most of all because of students’ different reading rates.
The computer may turn out to be helpful at solving this problem. Using the
computer, it is possible to show the student one sentence at a time (or one line
of text at a time) on the screen, and if the student wants to see the next line, he
has to press a key. The computer calculates the time between two successive
processes and calculates the speed of text presentation best for a given student
(Gillingham 1988).

With the help of diagnostic software, on the other hand, the teacher can
appreciate the current language proficiency level of a student and allot him
individual tasks. TIPS (Teaching Information and Processing System), which
contains diagnostic quizzes and makes decisions as to students’ individualized
working pace, may serve as an example of such a system. It is claimed to raise
examination results by 15% (Grabe 1988).

The computer enables the teacher to gather records of student achieve-
ments which are important not only for diagnostic reasons, but which
constitute valuable data in research work aiming at optimalization of the
learning/teaching process.
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The behaviourist overestimation of external stimuli in learning gave way to
research on some internal cognitive processes, which take place in learners, and
which condition the effectiveness of learning. Research done in this field is
carried on to isolate and describe the main factors affecting the learning
process. It is evident nowadays that active and purposeful manipulation of data
— ie. using it in various situations and contexts — may positively influence
learning. Still another positive factor is the posibility of student control over
the learning process and the level of information acquisition. The student’s
attitude towards the learning process and his involvement and joint respon-
sibility for this process — that is the affective variables — are also vital (Grabe
1988).

The first two of the factors mentioned above have a bearing on computer
language teaching software. Research has also been done to establish students’
attitude towards CALL. The multitude of variable resulting from individual
affective and cognitive differences among students, multiplied by a great
number of types of educational software make it difficult to establish how
learners react to CALL. Therefore, it is more reasonable to speak of student
preferences as to certain types of CALL materials than to speak of their overall
attitude towards CALL.

The application of computers in teaching the text processing skill seems
particularly promising. The easiness with which the computer manipulates data
makes it a perfect dictionary, allowing the student quick access to items. Work
developing reading skill is based on organizing various activities enhancing
certain recognized reading strategies, practiced by good readers. It has been
settled, for example, that the ability of prediction of what is going to come next
in the text (on the base of what has already been read) is an important factor in
reading. There are computer programs which exploit techniques developing
this reading strategy, e.g. Higgins’s SHUFFLER, in which the student has to
continue a text, constantly choosing from several possibilities.

Grabe (1988), on the other hand, points out the concurrence that exists
between some cognitive processes making learning more effective and the
cognitive processes used while playing with a computer adventure game. As
a consequence he believes that the adventure game may be an environment
which develops the reading skill through developing certain cognitive strate-
gies, corresponding to some metacognitive processes. Research done in the field
of metacognition describes how students activate and control the learning
process (including reading) how they control their achievements, how they face
problems and react to failure at solving them. Some work demonstrates, for
example, that good readers can appreciate the hierarchy of importamce of
particular passages for understanding the whole text (Brown, Siley 1977) and
they can localize mistakes purposefully planted in the text (which is an
indication of good self-monitoring), better than poor readers (Grabe, Mann



Computer-assisted language learning (CALL) 61

1984). These skills are useful playing with an adventure game, and Grabe (1988)
hypothesizes that they (as well as some others) can be developed by the
adventure game.

A word processor seems to be a valueable tool in enhancing the writing
skill. Papert (1980:30) pointed -out this feature of a word processor when he
wrote:

“.. I have seen a child from total rejection of writing to an intense
involvement (accompanied by a rapid improvement in quality) within a few
weeks of beginning to write with a computer.”

Piper (1987:124) notices that “error takes on an entirely new status with
a word processor”. A mistake made on the monitor screen is nothing
permanent (it can be detected and corrected any time), and the text screen is
not a final version but only a draft, one of a few possible versions, which can
also be improved. Perhaps it is these features of working with a word processor
that make students using it more likely to accept the teacher’s advice; they also
like consulting their friends. This fact bears still one more advantage when
working with a multi-lingual group: the conversation arising between the
students or between the teacher and the atudents must be in the foreign
language. The importance of the word processor as a conversation stimulator
is also indicated by Higgins and Johns (1983).

4. CONCLUSIONS

Computer-Assisted Language Learning (CALL) is not a compact, auto-
nomous foreign language teaching method. It manifests the features of several
methods and it uses many techniques used in traditional language teaching.
Language teaching software has undergone changes, following the pattern of
changes in linguistic theory and foreign language teaching methodology.
Contemporary CALL software realizes the assumptions of a few language
teaching methods. Although the computer is a means of realization for the
existing language teaching theories, it undoubtedly provides the teacher with
a few unique possibilities. There is some evidence, for example, that the
computer affords possibilities for individualized instruction and that it is a tool
enhancing some cognitive processes in the learner. Research in the educational
application of computers should, therefore, aim at a fuller definition and
utilization of these unique features of CALL. The computer cannot be only
a teaching machine, duplicating old methods, techniques and failures. It must
introduce new values into the foreign language teaching process and bear new
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hopes in language teachers, corresponding to these LOGO? has born in maths
teachers. It is also believed that research in artificial intelligence is a great
chance for making CALL software more “intelligent”.
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