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Abstract

E-leaming has become a staple diet in many learners’ academic lives in higher 
education institutions all around the world. This study did not follow the techno- 
centric standpoint and the comparative research design tradition in this field; instead, 
it focused on how learners’ learning styles and attitudes interact with the 
effectiveness of E-leaming implementation in the field of foreign language learning. 
The research was set in the author’s home institution— a comprehensive university in 
mainland China, where the first- and second-year undergraduate students who were 
studying a compulsory English course were surveyed from 2003 to 2004. For this 
course, the College of Foreign Languages developed an online computer-assisted 
language learning (CALL) environment—NCE Online which was the basis o f this 
investigation. The author’s former colleagues helped organise the distribution and 
collection of 4 questionnaires and 9 groups of student interviews over one academic 
year. A total of 5258 participants completed the first questionnaire in 2003 while the 
numbers of participants who completed the other questions varied from around 200 
to 700. To understand data from the learners in more depth, the language teachers 
and NCE Online developers were also surveyed with a questionnaire and individual 
interviews. The results showed that the learners had very positive attitudes towards 
the use of computer technologies in their study, and that there was an evident 
tendency to expect an increasing proportion of CALL elements as the students 
progressed in their English study. Despite these positive attitudes, what was equally 
clear was that there were still more students who preferred to have traditional 
classroom learning as their main learning mode, and they did not think o f the E- 
leaming materials available as more effective than the traditional ones. Meanwhile, 
their teachers’ attitudes and the University’s policies also played an important role in 
influencing learners’ attitudes and actual behaviour toward the CALL system. In 
addition, the research revealed that Chinese learners have learning styles distinct 
from their peers in the west, which suggests that a CALL environment for Chinese 
learners should not follow blindly the much-advocated constructivist design model in 
the west. Reconsideration of both the ideals of foreign language teaching 
methodologies and E-leaming pedagogies, which originated mainly in Europe and 
Northern America, needs to take place before the design of a CALL system for 
Chinese learners. The implications of this research were therefore discussed to begin 
just such a rethinking of CALL implementations in Chinese higher education.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Prologue

Mother mouse was taking her son out for a walk. Suddenly a vicious cat appeared in front of 

them, threatening to tear them into pieces. O f course the son was very scared and trying to 

hide behind his mother. However, mother mouse did not show any fear at all. Instead, she 

confronted the cat, and then mimicked a dog’s bark. The cat was very frightened and ran 

away. Mother mouse then turned around and said to her son, ‘See, my dear, that’s why it’s 

very important to learn a foreign language!’ (Chinese joke, anonymous source)
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Chapter 1: Introduction

In the 1980s, it was estimated that about 60% of the world population was multilingual 

(Richards & Rodgers 1996). More recently, the importance of learning foreign languages 

has been further augmented by the dramatic spread of the Internet and the accompanying 

globalisation of every sector of our human society that has created an ever-increasing need 

for language learning worldwide (Tokuda & Chen 2004). The statistics show that an 

increasing number of people around the world now use English as a second or foreign 

language, thereby, for the first time in history, the number of second language speakers of a 

language has exceeded its native speakers (Warschauer 2000a). Teaching English to 

speakers of other languages (TESOL) has hence become one o f the most important 

educational practices internationally.

‘The language teaching profession has shown an interest in computers practically from the 

moment they started to appear’, and computer power has grown incessantly at such a 

breathtaking pace that nowadays they have become even ‘manageable for the ordinary 

foreign language teacher’(Wolff 1993, p. 17). Especially, with the advent of the Internet and 

mushrooming of computer-assisted learning (CAL) development all around the world, 

computer-assisted language learning (CALL) has drawn the most attention in the field of 

second/foreign language education. Language learning is a complex social and cultural 

phenomenon, even more so when it involves new technologies that are capable of connecting 

the classroom to the world (Warschauer 2000c). Therefore, like all new things, it is naturally 

expected that CALL proponents demonstrate that it works or, more accurately, that newer is 

better, to justify the considerable expenditure of time, effort and money which IT requires 

(Burston 2003).

Between 1960 and 1990 over a thousand evaluative studies o f E-leaming were published 

across a range of disciplines, virtually all of which focused on broad comparisons o f learning 

outcomes based on E-leaming applications versus traditional instmction using a quantitative, 

quasi-experimental method research design (Burston 2003). The end of the 1980s marked 

the appearance of effectiveness studies specifically on CALL (ibid). Similarly, within the 

field of CALL (especially computer-mediated communication (CMC) based CALL), such 

comparative evaluative studies were clearly a focus in all research publications in 1999 

(Levy 2000). Nevertheless, the actual effectiveness demonstrated in these studies is still 

controversial. Zhao’s (2003) meta-analysis of nine rigorous experimental effectiveness- 

assessing studies conducted between 1997 and 2001 drew the conclusion that there is an
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‘overwhelmingly positive effect’ of information and communication technologies (1CT) on 

almost all areas of language education. On the contrary, Burston’s (2003) review found that:

At best, especially with university level students, only small performance 
gains can be demonstrated, and their validity is subject to serious doubt.
When all factors are taken into consideration, comparative studies reveal no 
conclusive evidence o f  any positive advantages associated with the use o f  
media in general or o f  computers in particular (author’s emphasis) (p.221).

The ‘no significant difference’ problem has plagued research on the effecitiveness of 

educational innovations for decades (Reeves 1986). Yet, Burston (2003) claims that it is 

equally important not to jump to the conclusion that IT is a waste of time, effort and money; 

since there is no evidence to justify that conclusion either, Tack o f significant difference can 

be taken to indicate that computer-based instructional paradigms are just as good as 

traditional classroom teaching’(p.221). In fact, he asserts that this lack of significant 

difference has much less to do with technology itself than with research designs of the 

treatment model. Moreover, since most ICT can be used in a variety o f ways, some more 

effective than the others, it is inappropriate to overgeneralise the effectiveness (or lack of it) 

of one way of using the technology to the technology itself (Zhao 2003). Therefore, 

‘proving IT works’ is often much more complex than many of those who seek such 

assurances realize (Burston 2003).

It has been recognised that research on CALL is very limited in terms o f research objectives 

and methodologies. The prevalent comparative studies are said to be based on the false 

assumption that the media can be varied without changing instructional content or strategy 

(Hagler and Knowlton 1987), and provide Tittle information to guide future development 

and use o f an instructional treatment’ (Reeves 1986, p. 103). While admitting that CALL is 

more advantageous than or as effective as the traditional language classroom in a range of 

learning tasks, in the longer term, the more important aim is to discriminate where such is 

and where such is not the case (Allum 2002). To be more specific, instead of proving that 

CALL is better, we need to set our goal at adding value by ensuring principled integration of 

CALL and classroom in the most effective way which apportions those parts of the 

curriculum to CALL that can be more economically delivered through this means while 

leaving limited teacher time to the more needed areas (ibid). Moreover, what is often missed 

is the fact that the field involves the interplay of humans and technology and that the human 

side is especially significant (Hubbard 1996). Researchers have constantly been asking, 

‘Does CALL help to create an empowering environment for language learning?’ (Chapelle,
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Jamieson and Park 1996). However, seldom have advocates of ‘empowering’ CALL asked 

if students want, or will accept, such educational empowerment; nor have they 

acknowledged the fact that successful implementations of technology-supported 

empowerment may largely hinge on student perceptions (Saye 1997). Murray (1999) claims 

that his study, because the pre/post-test results consistently reflected the participants’ 

perceptions, reinforced the belief that learners’ perceptions and self-assessments are just as 

valid as quantitative comparisons. Hence, Burston (2003) proposes that, while giving due 

consideration to evaluating the effectiveness of CALL on the basis o f learning outcomes, we 

need to take a broader view of the evaluation of ICT— one which goes beyond its defensive 

justification and a technocentric assessment o f ICTs towards focusing on how ICT 

contributes to realizing our pedagogical goals and objectives. Such a human-oriented 

research goal calls for more attention to be paid to learners as well as teachers and the 

interplay between all the social entities that contribute to the effectiveness o f CALL 

implementations.

As early as in 1982, Reece and Gable (1982) have argued that the introduction o f computers 

into schools would be a waste of time and money if the users did not hold positive attitudes 

towards them. Lee, Hong and Ling (2002) claim that the stress and dissatisfaction about the 

technology itself may be the foremost detrimental factor to the success of computer-assisted 

learning. Jones et al. (1999) have also listed attitudes as one of the four indices for 

evaluating educational software. Hence, learners’ attitudes and perceptions were the 

primary interests o f this research. In addition, as this research was concerned with E- 

leaming in Chinese higher education, Chinese learners’ learning characteristics were 

considered particularly important in understanding their attitudes and perceptions about E- 

leaming in general and CALL in particular. Computer-assisted learning, originated in the 

west, is mostly developed under a constructivist paradigm which requires learners to be 

proactive and critical, and emphasizes collaborative learning. All these features seem to be 

contradictory to the traditional image o f Chinese learners. When such values are transferred 

into Chinese education, either through imported E-leaming materials or home-developed 

software which are often modelled on the more sophisticated western products, how well can 

they fit in with Chinese students’ learning orientations? The need for teachers and course 

designers to take learning styles into account is greater today than ever, due to the increased 

use of technology-aided instruction which has been argued to be able to offer new 

capabilities to reconstruct learning environments around specific learning styles (Buch and 

Bartley 2002; O'Connor 1998).
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Therefore, this research aimed to find out characteristic Chinese learner styles and how they 

would interact with learners’ attitudes, expectations and behaviour toward E-leaming and 

CALL. In addition, the teachers and CALL developers from the university concerned were 

also investigated to provide supplementary information which may explain learners’ 

attitudes and behaviour in more depth. This research may be o f particular interest to 

educators who are conducting teaching or researching with E-leaming and CALL targeted at 

learners in/from mainland China. It may help them to understand Chinese learners’ learning 

context, style preferences and needs so as to enable further development o f more effective 

CALL designs and implementations.

This thesis will start with a review o f the existing literature concerning second/foreign 

language acquisition, TESOL methodologies, CALL development, learning styles and 

attitudes. Research methodology will then be explained, followed by analyses and 

discussions o f the data from the research. The last part o f the thesis consists of a summary of 

the research findings from which some implications were drawn, a reflection on this 

research’s limitations and suggestions for future interested researchers.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review Part I: SLA & TESOL

P a rti: SLA & TES O L

Hubbard (1996) claims that the development of a CALL product is determined by two 

elements: linguistic assumptions and learning assumptions. Therefore, this chapter will start 

with a brief account of second language acquisition theories and teaching methodologies, 

and then proceed to an overview o f learning theories that are often associated with CALL. 

Finally, the development and research in the field of CALL will be reviewed.

Before this thesis proceeds further, there are some distinctions that need to be made clear 

between some of the most common terms in language education: ‘first language’ (LI), 

‘second language’ (L2) and ‘foreign language’ (FL). First language refers unambiguously 

to a person’s mother tongue, while the difference between second language and foreign  

language is often blurred. Strictly speaking, a second language refers to a language which is 

different from a person’s mother tongue, but is learned in an environment where it is used as 

a major communicative language; otherwise, it is called a foreign  language. Therefore, a 

learner learning English in China is learning it as a foreign language (EFL), and his/her 

English teacher is Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL). However, 

since research on Second Language Acquisition (SLA) has been based on both learners of 

second languages and foreign  languages, in this thesis SLA will be used in a broad sense 

which refers to the acquisition o f languages other than an individual’s mother tongue, unless 

otherwise stated.

2.1. Language Acquisition & TESOL M ethodology

Language teaching has always been dependent on the theoretical capacities o f a variety of 

‘parent disciplines’, such as linguistics, psychology, neuroscience and pedagogical 

methodology (Pienemann 1989, p.52). Therefore, since SLA was established as a particular 

area o f inquiry in the late 1960s, there has been no shortage o f theories to explain the 

mechanism of second/foreign language acquisition (Ellis 1995). Changes in theories about 

the nature o f language and language learning throughout the history have reflected changes 

in the kind o f proficiency learners need due to social, political and cultural development 

(Richards and Rodgers 1996). There are at least three views on the nature o f language that 

have played important roles in some major upheavals in TESOL history (ibid):



Chapter 2: Literature Review Part I: SLA & TESOL

#  The structural view: language is a system o f structurally related elements for the 
coding of meaning; language learning is seen to be the mastery o f elements o f this 
system in terms of phonological units, grammatical units, grammatical operations 
and lexical items.

#  The functional view: language is a vehicle for the expression of functional meaning; 
it emphasizes the semantic and communicative dimension rather than merely the 
grammatical characteristics o f language.

#  The interactional view: language is a vehicle for the realization of interpersonal 
relations and for the performance of social transactions between individuals; it 
focuses on patterns o f moves, acts, negotiation, and interaction found in 
conversational exchanges.

Different views on the nature of language have resulted in varied perceptions on how an L2 

should be taught and learned, which in turn have resulted in a ‘whirlwind of transitions’ in 

TESOL methodologies (Pica 2000, p.2). It will be hereafter discussed how some of the most 

influential TESOL methodologies have evolved in the light o f these three major views on 

language and language acquisition.

2.1.1. The Structural View

The structuralist SLA theorists put an emphasis on the structural elements o f a foreign 

language, especially grammatical and lexical units. This tradition of foreign language 

teaching can be traced back for centuries when children were taught rigorous Latin 

grammar through rote learning o f grammatical rules, study of translation and practice of 

writing sample sentences. This approach to foreign language teaching was the origin of 

what is called the Grammar-Translation Method which had dominated TESOL education 

until the 1940s. The main features of the Grammar-Translation Method are (Richards & 

Rodgers 1996):

#  The goal o f learning a foreign language is to read its literature or benefit from the 
intellectual development which results from the study.

#  The method approaches the language first through detailed analysis o f its grammar 
rules, and then applies this knowledge to tasks o f translating sentences and texts into 
and out o f the target language.

♦  Reading and writing are the major focus; little or no systematic attention is paid to 
speaking or listening.

♦  Accuracy is emphasized.
#  The student’s native language is the medium of instruction.
♦  The classroom learning is centred around the teacher’s ‘chalk & talk’ and students 

learn by repetitive exercises.
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Between the 1940s and 1950s, another method— the Audio-Lingual Method— was 

developed due to an urgent need for a large number of personnel able to speak many 

different languages fluently during World War II. The Audio-Lingual Method taught 

language through systematic oral drilling o f pronunciation and basic sentence patterns. 

The linguists at that time believed that foreign language learning was basically a process 

of mechanical habit formation and that automatic production and comprehension of 

utterances can be learned by memorizing and performing oral pattern drills.

From grammar-translation to audio-lingual, even though the learning objective changed 

from reading and writing skills to oral skills, the underpinning learning and language 

perspectives in fact did not change much— the language structure was still the focus and 

students still learned by the means o f ‘drill & kill’. Until the mid-1960s, all the 

dominant SLA approaches were products of a combination of the structural view on 

language and the behaviourist view on learning (Fries 1945; Rivers 1964).

However, Chomsky (1965) pointed out that the phonological and syntactical knowledge 

o f a language— competence— is distinct from the use o f language in concrete 

situations—performance. Due to language’s capacity to create infinite use out o f finite 

means, Chomsky (1969, p.68) claimed that ‘one does not leam the grammatical structure 

o f a second language through ‘explanation and instruction’ beyond the most rudiments, 

for the simple reason that no one has enough explicit knowledge about this structure to 

provide explanation and instruction’. Although still focusing on the structure of 

language, he proposes that the minds of most normal people are bom with an ability' to 

acquire language— an LAD (language acquisition device) which is equipped with an 

innate system, known as Universal Grammar (UG), o f principles, conditions and rules 

that are elements or properties that all human languages share as their ‘common 

inheritance’ (Cook 1989, p .l). Hence, the UCi Theory emphasizes the role o f grammar 

as a significant but autonomous phenomenon (Ellis 1995) which in turn entails that ‘the 

best course o f action for the teacher is the laissez-faire approach’, i.e., to supply 

sufficient and graspable samples o f language for LAD to make use of and then the 

learners’ language learning capabilities will gradually take care o f the rest (Cook 1989, 

p. 172). This naturalist approach, although based on first-language (LI) research, has 

been adopted by many L2 theorists and practitioners since the 1960s (e.g., Krashen 1982; 

Terrell 1977).
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2.1.2. The Functional View

The emphasis on language structure only were arguably appropriate for times when, for 

most learners, the most likely use o f their foreign language knowledge would be reading 

some printed materials in that language and the chances for them to actually engage in 

conversations with native speakers o f that language would be near zero. However, when 

time has evolved into an era ‘where exposure to target languages is plentiful, pervasive, 

and authentic’ (Skehan 2003, p.409), and opportunities o f being immersed in the cultural 

or linguistic contexts of the target language have been increased by the mobility o f living 

conditions and modem technologies, mastery of mere language structure was apparently 

no longer sufficient. By the late 1960s, in TESOL classrooms, more and more teachers 

have discovered that many intermediate and advanced students, after several years of 

formal study o f language rules, still remain deficient in the ability to actually use the 

language (Allen and Widdowson 1979). Hence, Bialystok (1978) concludes that:

To divorce language from its functional component is to reduce it to an 
arbitrary system o f symbols and rules. Language must consist o f a syntactic 
structure, a semantic reference, and a pragmatic intention (p.230).

Widdowson (1979b, p. 119) considers it ‘a radical mistake’ to assume that a knowledge 

o f how sentences are used in communication (in his term, the ‘value’ o f a language) 

follows automatically from a knowledge o f how sentences are composed as linguistic 

units (the ‘signification’ o f a language). It is common knowledge that very often one 

linguistic form can fulfill a variety o f communicative function and vice versa. It is 

impossible to consider grammatical form independently o f function because form is 

determined by function (with a few exceptions such as the third-person singular -s)  

(Ellis 1995). Wilkins (1976; 1979a; 1979b) was among the first to propose a notional- 

functional syllabus for language teaching which ‘forces one to consider the 

communicative value o f everything that is taught’ (1979a, p.90). Ironically, language 

has always been a communicative tool, despite the fact that applied linguists have only 

started to emphasize the importance o f its function in language teaching and learning 

since the 1980s. Therefore, both the sociological and linguistic development prompted 

a change in the conception o f language— from viewing it as merely structural units to 

functional entities that convey meaning and fulfil communicative needs.

SLA theorist Krashen has been the most influential in veering the focus o f TESOL 

methodology from structure to meaning. On the one hand, Krashen has extended 

Chomsky’s innatist stance which put pivotal importance on acquisition rather than
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learning of a language. To Krashen (1985), the distinction between acquisition and 

learning is essential in understanding the mastering of an L2:

‘Acquisition’ is a subconscious process identical in all important ways to the 
process children utilize in acquiring their first language, while Teaming’ is a 
conscious process that results in ‘knowing about’ language (p.l).

Since both Chomsky and Krashen assume certain autonomy of such acquisition 

processes, they consider explicit instruction about the language and behaviourist 

mechanical learning (such as the drills used in the Audio-Lingual Method) make the 

least contribution to language acquisition (Krashen 1980b). Also, both o f them believe 

that learners ‘construct’ internal representations o f a language which can be thought of 

as ‘mental pictures o f the target language’ and the internal construction operates on 

language input without any direct dependence on the learner actually producing the 

language (Lightbown & Spada 1995, p.26).

On the other hand, Krashen (1981) departs from Chomsky by asserting that ‘grammar 

study by itself is not the answer’ (p.204), and acquisition is promoted by meaningful 

input—the Input Hypothesis. This famous hypothesis proposes that learners “acquire 

structure by understanding messages and not focusing on the form of input, by ‘going 

for meaning’” (Krashen 1981, p.54). It is the central part of Krashen’s (1985) SLA 

theory, the Monitor Model, which consists of five hypotheses: the Acquisition-Learning 

Hypothesis; the Natural Order Hypothesis; the Monitor Hypothesis; the Input 

Hypothesis; and the Affective Filter Hypothesis.

1) The Acquisition-Learning Hypothesis

Krashen distinguishes between acquisition and learning as two different processes in a 

learner’s brain when s/he tries to master an L2. Although ‘acquisition is slow and subtle 

while learning is often fast and obvious’ (Krashen 1980a, p. 177), Krashen believes that 

it is only acquired language that contributes to natural, fluent communication in the long 

mn.

Because these two terms are often used interchangeably, it is decided that this thesis will 

use them interchangeably in the sense o f mastering a language except in the parts which 

discuss the distinctions between them.
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2) The Monitor Hypothesis

Krashen (1980a; 1985) contends that our internalised and spontaneous production o f L2 

comes from acquisition, not learning; and thus, conscious learning is available only as a 

monitor which edits and makes corrections on the output o f the acquired system.

3) The Natural Order Hypothesis

This hypothesis states that we acquire the rules o f language in a predictable order, some 

rules tending to come early and others late (Krashen 1985). There is overwhelming 

evidence supporting this hypothesis (e.g., Dulay and Burt 1977; Hatch and Wagner- 

Gough 1976; Schumann 1978). However, the order is not strictly invariant or linear for 

different learners, neither does it follow the order in which rules are taught in classes 

(Krashen 1985). Also, contrary to intuition, the rules that seem easiest to state (e.g., the 

rule for adding - s  to third person singular verbs) are not necessarily the first to be 

acquired (Lightbown & Spada 1995). Nevertheless, despite the individual variations, we 

can still speak o f ‘a general tendency’ o f the acquisition order that occurs reliably (Hatch 

and Wagner-Gough 1976).

4) The Affective Filter Hypothesis

‘Affect’ refers to such psychological properties as attitudes, motives, needs, and 

emotional status. The ‘affective filter’ is ‘a mental block that prevents acquirers from 

fully utilising the comprehensible input they receive for language acquisition’ (Krashen 

1985, p.3). The filter will be ‘up’ when the learner is stressed, self-conscious, tense, 

angry, or bored, and it will be ‘down’ when the learner is relaxed and motivated. 

According to Krashen (1982), when the affective filter is ‘up’, the input, even if 

understood, may not penetrate deeply. On the other hand, ‘when the filter is ‘down’ and 

appropriate comprehensible input is presented (and comprehended), acquisition is 

inevitable’ (Krashen 1985, p.4). In order to lower the affective filter, we need to provide 

interesting and motivating content, and avoid putting students on the defensive by 

excessive error corrections or demanding for premature performance when they are not 

‘ready’. This hypothesis is particularly attractive to EFL teachers as it appears to have 

direct implications for classroom practice, even though, as with other psychological 

concepts, one can not guarantee that the affective factors indeed cause the differences in 

acquisition (Lightbown & Spada 1995).
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5) The Input Hypothesis

This hypothesis claims that humans acquire language in only one way— by 

understanding messages, or by receiving ‘comprehensible input’ which is formulated as 

z'+ l ( ‘z’ stands for ‘input’). Comprehensible input ‘¿+1 ’ refers to language that contains 

some new element beyond the learner’s current level of competence but that is 

nevertheless understood by the learner because of ‘linguistic, paralinguistic, or 

situational cues, or world knowledge backup’ (Swain 1985, p.245). In other words, ‘if 

an acquirer is at stage z in acquisition of syntax, he can progress to z'+l by understanding 

input at that level o f complexity’ (Krashen 1988, p. 103)

In summary, the key tenets o f the Input Hypothesis are as follows (Krashen 1980a, 

p.171):

• The Input Hypothesis relates to acquisition, not learning.
• We acquire by understanding language that contains structure a bit beyond our 

current level o f competence (z+1), with the help of extralinguistic information.
• Spoken fluency ‘emerges’. It is not taught directly.
• When the acquirer indeed understands the message from the speaker, then z'+l is 

automatically provided. This process is termed as ‘rough tuning’ o f input which 
is superior to ‘finely tuned’ syllabi.

Nevertheless, Lightbown and Spada (1995) point out that there are two obvious 

weaknesses of Krashen's model: it would be extremely difficult to detect the evidence of 

‘monitor’ use and to demonstrate which system, acquisition or learning, is at work at any 

given moment. More importantly, Krashen’s claim that comprehensible input delivered 

when the learner has a low affective filter is ‘the only causative variable’ in L2 

acquisition and that there is no interface between conscious learning and subconscious 

acquisition (Krashen 1981, p.57) has been questioned by many applied linguists (e.g., 

Gregg 1984; McLaughlin 1978; White 1987). Krashen’s innatist stance asserts that only 

acquisition contributes to fluency and the actual production of the language is not 

necessary for acquisition, whereas other SLA theorists believe that the process of 

obtaining comprehensible input and interaction is more crucial than the input itself.

2.1.3. The Interactionist View

Although researches have demonstrated that sufficient meaningful input is essential for 

successful language acquisition (e.g., Bialystok 1978; Rubin 1975; Seliger 1977; Snow 

and Hoefnagel-Hohle 1982), many SLA theorists contend that the question o f how input
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is made comprehensible is more important than the quantity o f the input. Input can be 

most commonly made more understandable through simplification o f its lexical or 

syntactical features. However, Leow’s (1993) control-experiment study reveals that 

simplified input does not have a facilitating effect on learners’ actual intake. White 

(1987) warns that simplified input may risk providing less than adequate input to the 

acquirer, and it is hence not as optimal as the input that comes from the interactional 

work in communicative activities in terms of sentence length and syntactic complexity 

(Long 1996). Studies of Long (1983a) and Varonis and Gass (1985) have shown that it 

is not input per se that is important to language acquisition but input that occurs in 

interaction where meaning is negotiated. Interaction which characterizes negotiation 

takes place when either one of the interlocutors signals with questions or comments that 

the other’s preceding message has not been successfully conveyed (Gass and Torres 

2005; Pica et al. 1996). Long (1983a; 1983b) hence proposes that interactions between 

native speakers (NS) and non-native speakers (NNS) are the sine qua non o f second 

language acquisition. This is known as the Interaction Hypothesis, which asserts that the 

causative variable for acquisition is the process of obtaining comprehensible input 

(negotiation of meaning) rather than the input itself:

[N]egotiation fo r  meaning, and especially negotiation work that triggers 
interactional adjustments by the NS or more competent interlocutor, 
facilitates acquisition because it connects input, internal learner capacities, 
particularly selective attention, and output in productive ways (Long 1996, 
pp.451-452).

Interestingly, Varonis and Gass (1985) found that the amount o f negotiation work 

increases from NS-NS conversations, to NS-NNS, and to NNS-NNS conversations. The 

maximised amount o f interaction between NNS’s is probably due to their comfort with 

the ‘shared incompetence’ (ibid, p.84) and the more frequent communication breakdown 

due to this incompetence. Therefore, it is claimed that learners might benefit more from 

engaging in target language conversation with their peers rather than native-speakers. 

Pica et al. (1996) also confirmed that learners’ negotiation with other learners was not 

any more limited than that between learners and native speakers in sensitizing them to 

consciously modify their output. In addition, Gass and Torres’ (2005) experimental 

study found that the group o f learners exposed to input and interaction in combination 

obtained greater improvement than those in controlled conditions o f either input only or 

interaction only. Also, their study suggested an ordering effect when grammar learning
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is concerned: learners who received interaction followed by input showed the greater 

progress.

Since the late 1970s, the social advancement has substantially augmented human needs 

for genuine communication. Based on such functionalist and interactionist beliefs, the 

contemporary TESOL methodologies have put much emphasis on interactional 

communication to the purposes of language, the needs of learners, and the processes of 

language learning (Brumfit 1979; Pennington 1996; Widdowson 1978, 1979a). Thus the 

most substantive transition in EFL teaching methods took place and is known by many 

different names, e.g. communicative methodology, communicative language teaching 

(CLT) and communicative approach (CA) (Richards and Rodgers 1996). Although 

Wilkins’ (1979b) notional syllabus emphasises the communicative value o f language, 

Widdowson (1984) claims that it is teaching language as communication, but not fo r  

communication. He asserts that a redefinition o f syllabus content in terms o f functional 

and notional categories will not automatically trigger the use of language fo r  

communication, and what we need is a methodology that will engage the learner in 

language use as a dynamic problem-solving activity within the confines o f the classroom. 

Hence, pedagogically, a communicative approach calls for much participation from 

learners; the class is centred around learners’ activities rather than the lecturing o f the 

teacher (Widdowson 1998).

In all, the key rationale underlying the current SLA education is that L2 competence is 

defined not only by grammatical knowledge but also by communicative uses (Pica 2000). 

The current CLT methodology in TESOL embodies the following beliefs about language 

and acquisition (Finocchiaro and Brumfit 1983; Richards and Rodgers 1996):

♦  Language is a system for the expression o f meaning, thus meaning is paramount.
#  The primary units of language are not merely its grammatical and structural features, 

but categories of functional and communicative meaning as exemplified in discourse.
■#> Since the primary function of language is for communicative purposes, 

comprehensible pronunciation and effective communication are sought.
♦  Contextualization is a basic premise.
#  Drilling may occur, but peripherally.

CLT is characterized by procedures where learners are engaged in pair or group work for 

problem-solving tasks using the target language (Richards & Rodgers 1996). With the 

prevalence of the communicative focus, techniques which were historically linked to the 

Grammar-Translation or Audio-Lingual Method, e.g. dictation, recitation and drill, are
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often placed in the background or even eliminated entirely in communicative classrooms 

(Pica 2000). Research has shown that the communicative approach is more effective 

than the other earlier methods in promoting students’ fluency in speech and writing 

(Lightbown and Spada 1995).

Apart from these major trends, there were also some minor methods that had been 

shown conducive in certain TESOL practices, such as Total Physical Response (Asher 

1969) and Counselling Learning (Curran 1972). What should be bom in mind is that the 

latest methods are not necessarily the best in any absolute sense. What are now 

considered traditional methods were once the innovations of their times, whose creators 

believed that a particular set of techniques they recommended was the key to successful 

language teaching (Clarke 1982). All methods were the relatively effective ones in their 

own eras when views on general learning, functions o f a foreign language, and teaching 

devices available were different from other times.

2.2. Rethinking the  Com m unicative Methodology

Krashen’s model and the communicative approach may be able to explain some aspects of 

the development of fluency and interactive confidence, but some theorists argue that they are 

not satisfactory for explaining how second language learners eventually master the 

grammatical or phonological systems of the target language.

2.2.1. Focus on Form

‘The optimistic account of input-driven theories proved to be inconsistent with evidence’ 

(Skehan 2003, p.392). For example, the immersion education in Canada provided 

learners with plentiful of input but the students still could not produce native-like 

utterances (Swain 1985). To internalise the new information about language, the learner 

needs to convert the input into ‘intake’ (Batstone 2002). For Krashen (1981), a 

proportion of the comprehensible input will automatically become intake. Nevertheless, 

there are many L2 researchers and teachers who doubt such complete reliance on 

implicitly acquired knowledge (e.g., Schmidt 1990; White 1987). Schmidt (1990) 

asserts that ‘intake is that part of the input that the learner notices’ (p. 139). Conscious 

noticing is therefore claimed to be the necessary and sufficient condition for input to be 

converted into intake, and this requirement o f conscious noticing is seen to apply equally 

to all aspects o f language (grammatical form, phonology, lexicon and pragmatics).

Chapter 2: Literature Review Psrt I: SLA & TESOL
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Interestingly, Schimdt (ibid, p. 144) has also pointed out that ‘learners are not free to 

notice whatever and whenever they want and that a number of factors influence 

noticeability’. The two main constraints for noticing are the internal grammar— the 

Natural Order (White 1987), and the limited cognitive processing capacity (VanPatten 

1990). There is a paradox inherent in the communicative approach: the new element of 

the communicative input, if it is to be learned, is by definition incomprehensible, hence 

the learner will need to circumvent the problem by going outside the target forms— by 

using context and our extra-linguistic information to help us understand (Krashen 1982). 

VanPatten (1990, VanPatten & Cadiemo 1993) suggests that understanding the meaning 

and noticing the form of an input are two processes that compete against each other for 

the limited cognitive capacity of a human being. Wong (2001) agrees that at early stages 

of L2 acquisition, when attention is allocated to a grammatical form, detrimental effects 

for comprehension will result. Therefore, in communication learners will always focus 

on meaning first rather than structures, and as long as communication is successful, the 

‘incomprehensible’ linguistic forms will be conveniently ignored. In addition, it is 

difficult for learners to recognize socio-linguistic rules without the teacher’s or a native- 

speaker’s intervention (Lyster 1994). Therefore, relying solely on communication may 

be detrimental for learners (especially advanced learners) in the long mn, as they seldom 

receive feedback on their lexical and morphosyntactic imprécisions as long as they get 

their messages through (Pica 2000).

Hence, for learners to understand relationships between form and meaning in a discourse 

context, much of the input needs to be supplemented or greatly enhanced (Long 1996; 

Schmidt 1990; White et al. 1991). As a result, a currently prevalent view within SLA 

research is that providing learners with comprehensible input or interaction opportunities 

may not be enough, and some degree o f concerns for the structural dimensions of 

language— focus-on-form (FOF)— is needed within communicative activities (Skehan 

2003). The two most researched methods for raising learners’ consciousness on 

language’s structural dimensions are explicit instructions and error-specific feedback. 

Some theorists suggest that older learners, especially adults, will not reach their highest 

potential in SLA without explicit guidance (Lightbown & Spada 1995). For example, 

Sharwood Smith (1981) has observed that:

[I]t is notoriously difficult to deny adult learners explicit infonnation about
the target language since their intellectual maturity as well as their previous
teaching/learning experience makes them cry out for explanations.
Teachers, and doubtless many learners as well, view explanations as shortcuts.
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It may be ‘naturalistic’ to learn languages in a purely intuitive manner but 
how long will it take to amass a sufficient amount of implicit knowledge and 
the appropriate skills for using it (p. 159-160)?

Therefore, for adult learners who have a comparatively strong tendency for abstraction 

and metacognition, language teaching will inevitably have to recognize the importance 

of attention to and reflection on forms. Since the early 1970s, evidence has slowly 

accumulated to show that explicit instruction and corrective feedback can help raise the 

learner’s consciousness of linguistic and peripheral-linguistic information (e.g., Doughty 

and Varela 1998; Lightbown and Spada 1990; Ritchie and Bhatia 1996; Rutherford and 

Sharwood Smith 1985; Schmidt 1990, 1992; Sharwood Smith 1981; Swain 1985; 

VanPatten and Cadiemo 1993; VanPatten and Oikkenon 1996), and the most effective 

learning occurs when both meaningful communication and form are emphasized 

(Lightbown and Spada 1990; White et al. 1991). Furthermore, Pica (2000) claims that 

we can now ‘identify fairly confidently which dimensions o f an L2 can be learned 

through an emphasis on communication and which might respond better to an emphasis 

on instruction and correction’ (p. 8). Yet, the extent to which explanations and feedback 

can be turned into ‘intake’ again depends on the ‘Natural Order’ (Ellis 1989a; Ellis 1994; 

Hatch and Wagner-Gough 1976; Lightbown and Spada 1995). It is suggested that 

learners' errors reflected their hypotheses about the target language; thus instruction or 

corrective feedback cannot alter the path of language learning, although research has 

shown that they can accelerate learners' progress along the path, if provided at a time 

that is developmentally appropriate (Pica 2000).

In all, White (1987) asserts that we should not be afraid to occasionally provide input 

explicitly in the form of grammar teaching, correction, or other forms o f emphasis on 

particular structures; ‘at worst, it will be ignored and, at best, it may trigger change in 

the acquisition system, where such triggers are not present in ordinary input, or are so 

subtle that they are hard for the second-language learner to detect’ (p. 108). Thus, 

VanPatten and Oikkenon (1996) conclude that it may be desirable to offer two kinds of 

input in a classroom setting: 1) ‘natural input’ such as what Krashen advocates, which 

would be useful in developing general comprehension skills and discourse competence; 

and 2) ‘structured input’ to help learners make better form-meaning connection, which 

would be useful for the development o f the grammatical system. Therefore, recently 

TESOL teachers have started to re-visit the traditional methods such as direct instruction,
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corrective feedback, dictation and recitation tasks to facilitate ‘noticing’ or 

‘consciousness-raising’.

2.2.2. Group/Pair Work

Another trademark of the CLT is classroom participation patterns o f small-group or pair 

work. Peer communication activities have been shown to be more effective in involving 

students in meaning negotiation and acquiring sociolinguistic knowledge than traditional 

teacher-fronted language lessons (Pica and Doughty 1985), and they are particularly 

conducive in the short term because there are prevalently more self-corrections and 

incorporation of each other’s correct productions (Bruton and Samuda 1980; Pica et al. 

1996). However, such classroom patterns are not without pitfalls. In the long run, ‘a 

steady diet of group activities’ may restrict the amount o f grammatical and 

pronunciation input available to the classroom learner, and the input learners receive 

from peers often reinforces their own errors and misanalyses o f the target language, 

‘leading perhaps to a stabilized nontarget variety’ (Pica & Doughty 1985, p. 132; 

Lightbown & Spade 1990). Therefore, the benefits of communicative group work may 

be more limited than had been previously assumed (Pica & Doughty 1985).

2.2.3. Methodological Transformation

Currently, TESOL methodology is undergoing yet another transition which is referred to 

as the ‘post method condition’ (Kumaravadivelu 1994). This transition is a result o f two 

facts (Pica 2000, p.2):

1) There has been ‘a broadening in the scope and diversity o f English language use 
needed for participation in today’s global community’.

2) A growing body o f research is pointing out that L2 learners benefit from a 
variety of experiences ranging from direct instruction and correction to 
conversational communication. However, ‘such experiences need to be offered, 
not randomly or eclectically, but rather, in a highly selective and principled way’.

It has been made acutely clear to more and more TESOL practitioners that no single 

method could possibly meet all learners’ or all o f a learner’s needs. Such individual 

differences in learners and their needs imply that communicative methodology is defined 

more by the cultural continuity between teacher practice and learner expectations for 

involvement in their learning than by the static constructs o f group work or oral 

engagement by which this method is popularly defined (Holliday 1997). Nor can any 

single method remain effective for learners for an extended period o f time
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(Kumaravadivelu 1994). Therefore, Kumaravadivelu (ibid) argues that teachers must 

seek not alternative methods, but alternatives to methods. In other words, what is 

emerging is an integration and reconceptualization of the older and more recent methods 

and an application o f principled pragmatism in practice (Pica 2000; Kumaravadivelu 

1994).

Summary of SLA & Methodology

In the light o f the SLA research reviewed above, an ideal language learning process should 

proceed in a model similar to this figure:

Figure 1: SLA Process Model

To be more specific, the key conditions for successful L2 acquisition have been identified as 

follows (Pennington 1996; Pica 2000):

<#> L2 input that is made meaningful and comprehensible.
♦  Communicative activities where learners interact and negotiate meaning
♦ ' Learners must selectively attend to the form of the input as well as its meaning.
■#> Learners must be in a favourable psychological state and willing to experiment and 

take risks (hypothesis testing)
♦  Learners must produce the L2, and be given feedback in order to modify their 

production to make it comprehensible.

In Part II of this chapter, how each element o f Figure 1 can be facilitated by CALL will be 

explored.
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Part II: CALL

After a review on SLA theories and teaching methodologies, this section will first look at 

general learning theories in relation to computer-assisted learning before proceeding to a 

review of computer-assisted language learning (CALL).

2.3. Learning Theories & E-learning

General learning theories have always been the backbone o f the SLA pedagogy, and are 

inevitably inherited by ICT-facilitated language education. Two of the major learning 

paradigms, behaviourism and constructivism, have been the most influential in both 

traditional and computer-assisted second/foreign language education.

Behavioural psychology is interested in the study o f changes in manifest behaviour as 

opposed to changes in mental states (Murphy 1997). To behaviourist educators, the human 

mind is like an empty vessel to be filled or as a mirror reflecting reality, and learning is 

conceived as a process o f changing or conditioning observable behaviour through selective 

reinforcement o f an individual’s response to external events (stimuli) (ibid). Such learning 

processes rely on a transmission, instructionist approach which is largely passive, teacher-led 

and controlled. Therefore, the earlier E-leaming products were characterized by static e- 

presentations of learning content and automated drills.

While behaviourism focuses on the observable external behaviour, constructivism puts 

emphasis on the cognitive process. Constructivists believe that knowledge can only be 

‘constructed’ by learners themselves rather than ‘poured’ into their brains by the teacher. 

Constructivism contains several different conceptual and philosophical paradigms, of which 

cognitive constructivism and social constructivism are the two major ones. Cognitive 

constructivism focuses on the individual, believing that cognition occurs in the head of the 

individual and that learners make intellectual sense of the materials on their own; whereas 

social constructivists believe that cognitive development results from the merging of 

fundamentally biological lower mental functions with socially originated higher mental 

functions (Zapata 2004), in other words, knowledge is constructed in shared social 

endeavours.
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In the past decade the pedagogical approaches embodied by learning technologies have 

shifted from a behavioural to a constructivist perspective (Littlejohn 2002). ICT are thought 

to be especially appropriate catalysts for such a transition as they can provide possibilities 

for learners to construct their own learning paths through their own, rather than the teacher’s, 

controls over learning pace, sequence and content (Mitchell, Chen and Macredie 2005). The 

connectivity provided by ICT, in the form of synchronous and asynchronous computer- 

mediated communication tools, has opened up immeasurable potential for social learning 

activities for different groups of learners at different times and places. Social constructivism 

has gained more momentum than cognitive constructivism as it is more compatible with the 

‘knowledge society’ pedagogies (Ruschoff 2001) which foster collaboration, lifelong 

learning, global learning and the acquisition of meta-skills as well as knowledge itself. 

However, more recently, Felix (2005) has noted that there is a trend towards a synthesis o f 

the two constructivist paradigms in one E-learning environment, which promotes a belief 

that knowledge is constructed individually but mediated socially.

Constructivism has indeed become the synonym of E-leaming (Canapero 2004; Felix 2005; 

Lai 1993). Especially, it is seen as an important methodological basis for innovations in 

foreign language learning as research has shown that mere training in structural and lexical 

knowledge will not result in real linguistic competence and fluency (e.g., Brandi 2002; 

Ruschoff 2001). ‘Few would dispute the value o f constructivist approaches in humanistic 

terms’ when they address learners’ needs and interests and engage them in authentic, real- 

life tasks (Felix 2005, p.88). However, a constructivist approach does not come without any 

potential problems, one o f which being the individual variation issue. For instance, being 

given too much control, students who lack the skills for independent study may feel confused 

and find it difficult to decide their own learning paths (McDonald and Stevenson 1998). 

Moreover, for language teachers, CALL with such constructivist underpinnings requires 

much more time to organise and sustain collaborative project work than traditional teaching 

(Felix 2005). Often teachers tend to understand constructivism superficially and they can be 

hampered by their own learning experiences which are largely informed by an instructionist 

epistemology, hence, ‘the implementation o f constructivist methods is often patchy rather 

than holistic’ (ibid, p.89). For example, Pearson (2001) found that, despite the increased use 

of ICT, the schooling system in Hong Kong is still largely dominated by an exam-driven 

curriculum and traditional teacher-centred pedagogy. Therefore, a constructivist approach to 

E-leaming design is not necessarily desirable or most effective in certain educational 

contexts.
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2.4. History of CALL

It is impossible to appreciate the nature and significance of modem CALL 
without an understanding o f its evolution, of the progressive realization of the 
computer’s potential for linguistic purposes, and o f the ways in which the 
computer has combined with other resources to create a viable learning 
environment (Ahmad et al. 1985, p.27).

CALL started with the Plato project at the University o f Illinois in the 1960s, almost as early 

as the invention o f the computer itself. The introduction of computers in language teaching 

and learning was accelerated ever since by the rapid development o f IT industry. According 

to Jung’s (2005a, p.7) bibliometric review, the CALL research and publications flourished 

between 1980 and 1990, and after that, there was a steep drop in the number o f journal and 

book publications on CALL. A few researchers have also tried to describe the development 

of CALL with a more qualitative approach. One o f the most cited is Warschauer’s (2000b) 

three-phase classification. He has demarcated the decade 1970-1980 as the ‘Structural 

CALL’ phase, 1980-1990 as ‘Communicative CALL’, and ‘1990-now’ as ‘Integrative 

CALL’. The three phases are closely related to the shifts o f L2 teaching methodologies over 

the decades (as reviewed in the previous part).

The birth of CALL is said to be based on the coalescence of three ‘megatrends’ in education 

in the 1950s and 1960s (Pennington 1996, p.5): the availability o f computers to educational 

institutions; the behaviourist educational psychology; and audiolingualism. Not surprisingly, 

this Structural CALL period was characterized by computerized drill exercises which were 

programmed learning based on habit formation. CALL from the late 1960s to early 1970s 

was almost entirely geared towards teaching the written language and towards beginning 

students (Ahmad et al. 1985). From the late 1970s there emerged the communicative 

language teaching (CLT) methodology which promotes learning an L2 through authentic 

interaction and implicit grammar learning. Into the 21st century, SLA theories take on a 

more socio-cognitive perspective, emphasizing language acquisition through genuine, 

contextualised and meaningful social communications (Warschauer 2005). The 

advancement of computer hardware and software (especially, computer-mediated 

communications (CMC) technologies) has made it possible to integrate computers into SLA 

education and complement a content-based, socio-cognitive teaching paradigm.

However, Warschauer’s three-phase CALL history model is heavily criticized by Bax (2003) 

who has questioned both its dates and its nomenclature. He points out that the historical
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phases Warschauer and Healey (1998) and Warschauer (2000b) defined are far from 

corresponding to what CALL status really has been. He asserts that Warschauer s 

nomenclature is at best based on CALL educators’ wish list rather than reality. While Bax 

agrees with the stage of ‘Structural CALL’ (or ‘Behaviouristic CALL’), he finds the time 

periods of ‘Communicative CALL’ and ‘Integrative CALL’ do not render sufficient 

empirical research evidence to justify their titles. Bax (2003, p. 18) claims that the CALL 

software during the 1980-1990 phase ‘had very little to do with realistic communication at 

all’, although CALLers did wish ICT could provide communicative environments for 

language acquisition purposes. Indeed, by the end o f the 1980s, many educators felt that 

CALL was still only making marginal rather than central contributions to the language 

learning process (e.g., Kenning and Kenning 1990; Sanders and Kenner 1983). However, 

Jung (2005a) points out that in actual practice one can observe something that might be 

termed as ‘off-computer’ communicative CALL in the 1980s: often a background or context 

for a language activity was provided by a CALL program and the learners could then 

communicate with each other for this activity in the class. Jung (ibid) suggests that this 

phase should be called post-behaviouristic ‘as it is an experimental phase with teachers 

trying to distil an essence of speaking out of software that was essentially deaf and dumb’ 

(p.9). However, this off-computer communication stage was fundamentally changed with 

the advent of the Internet which makes a first appearance in 1993 in Jung’s (2005b) database 

of CALL bibliography. The Internet has made it possible to apply strategics such as 

collaborative (e.g., Belz 2001) and tandem learning (e.g., Kotter 2003) more easily. 

Communication is ‘no longer exclusively classroom-centred’ where learners’ interlanguage 

systems communicate with each other and it could even be said that ‘the learning/acquisition 

barrier breaks down’ (Jung 2005a, p. 12). The year 1993 became the watershed between 

online and offline media which brought about a major shift in the pedagogical and research 

focus away from traditional drill-and-practice computer-aided instruction (CAI) toward 

multimedia, intelligent and interactive models (Zhao 2003).

Nevertheless, many researchers would probably agree with Bax’s (2003) claim that we are 

still in the ‘communicative CALL’ phase as CALL has not been truly, fully integrated into 

our foreign language teaching practice yet. Like any other technology innovation, true 

integration of CALL should be characterized with the normalisation of the technology which 

means it becomes invisible (ibid, 2003), but clearly CALL has not reached that stage yet. 

Among the 6 stages before normalisation: Early adopters, Ignorance/scepticism, Try once, 

Try again, Fear/awe, and Normalising, Bax (ibid) reckons that many teachers and institutions
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are still at the ‘Fear/awe’ and ‘Normalising’ stages. However, according to Coleman (2005), 

we may still be at the Ignorance stage in that CALL research and development still remains 

peripheral to the concerns o f many language specialists. This is echoed by Skehan (2003, 

p.391): ‘in the main, second language acquisition research and the applications o f technology 

to language learning have remained relatively separate areas’. This marginalisation of 

CALL in L2 language teaching and research is vividly described by Coleman (2005, p. 18) as 

such:

Just as a sluice gate diverts part o f a water course into a stream which drives a 
water-wheel to power a mill, so CALL research progresses separately from 
the mainstream of Second language Acquisition (SLA) in both teaching and 
research. The mill-race may be fast-moving and productive, but it can be 
ignored by those sedately fishing the mainstream.

The predicament that CALL has experienced in trying to integrate itself into the mainstream 

language classrooms can also be a result o f the fact that CALL is ‘not a grassroot movement’ 

(Jung 2005a, p.9)1, but rather a top-down movement in that in many cases it is implemented 

by institutions before teachers and learners are psychologically and technologically ready for 

it, not to mention pedagogically. After decades of exploration o f CALL pedagogies, we are 

still a long way from the general aim of ‘integrated CALL’ (Bax 2003). Furthermore, it is 

almost impossible to demarcate ‘clear-cut phases or watertight periods in CALL’ (Jung 

2005a). These three types o f CALL do not mutually exclude each other in reality, e.g., we 

still have behaviouristic CALL in some areas for certain purposes. This, in part, reflects the 

‘post-method condition’ o f the SLA pedagogy in general where language teachers are 

endeavouring to make principled use o f alternatives to methods.

If we are not in the Integrative CALL era yet, then integration and normalisation is obviously 

where CALL should be heading for. Coleman (2005, p.20) calls for an effort to:

make ICT part of the very fabric o f the discipline o f SLA, ... to make it 
impossible for experts to continue to cold-shoulder CALL. It should become 
unthinkable to write any research-based book on language learning without 
taking into account the role of ICT.

However, ironically, to achieve this goal o f full integration, CALL practitioners would be 

aiming at their own extinction (Bax 2003), because when a technology becomes normalised,

1 Jung (2005) claims CALL is not a grassroot movement because it trickles down from tertiary 
education into secondary schools, opposite to what we saw in the 60s when language labs trickled up 
into university teaching.
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it will not be recognized by either teachers or students any more. Nevertheless, when 

learners are no longer aware o f the technology which overcomes the barrier between foreign 

language acquisition and learning, Jung (2005a, p. 13) enthuses, ‘Is it not what we foreign- 

language teachers have always wanted? Is there not plenty of reason to be overjoyed?’ even 

at the cost of our own extinction.

2.5. CALL for TESOL

It has been argued that computer capabilities promise to improve both the quality and the 

extent of the learning experience in general (Adnanes and Ronning 1998). Second/foreign 

language educators have been no slower in jumping onto this ‘bandwagon’ of E-leaming 

than their more science-oriented peers. As Jones (2001) has observed:

.. .the truth is that today no language centre in the developed world feels that it 
can do without high technology in the form of computers. Students expect to 
find computers among the facilities available to them, while teachers and 
administrators are aware that the field o f computer-assisted language learning 
is gathering prestige, and that they must keep up with the trend (p.360).

This section is naturally going to discuss how ICT can aid ESL/EFL teaching and learning in 

light o f the language acquisition theories and TESOL methodologies.

2.5.1. Flexibility and Individualization

As CALL is a specialized area of E-leaming, it naturally has the implications that E- 

leaming has for education in general. Crawford and Kevill (1999, p.5-1) claim that 

computer-based learning emancipates students in the following ways:

[It] can increase the consistency, reliability and quality of student learning ...
It allows the students to work at the pace, time and location of their own 
choosing, with immediate feedback and evaluation o f their learning 
outcomes. These factors optimise learning conditions and increase the 
flexibility of the learning experience.

The flexibility and individualization in E-leaming have proved to be more beneficial 

than their traditional counterparts (e.g., Dahlqvist and Ramberg 1999). In L2 learning, 

individual factors such as aptitude, motivation, age, L I, learning styles, are known to 

play a cmcial part (Hubbard 1996), and many o f them may be accommodated equally by 

the flexibility o f E-leaming that reduces an instructor’s subjective control to the 

minimum (Skehan 1989).
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Wilson and Whitelock (1997) claim that E-leaming can meet learners’ cognitive needs 

and requirements in three dimensions: social, motivational and knowledge. The 

flexibility of E-leaming, which can foster an autonomous approach to study, also helps 

with the development of learners’ intrinsic motivation and belief that they can succeed 

(Esch and Zahner 2000). For instance, Heift (2005) developed an online German 

learning system with an integrated learner report interface which could create a profile 

o f each learner’s progress and performance that s/he could inspect and manipulate. Heift 

(ibid) reported that, not only did students review their learner profiles frequently, but 

also they utilized and were influenced by the profile information (e.g., 70% of them 

repeated exercises after having inspected their profiles).

CALL also has many advantages at pushing learners to take more risks in both obtaining 

more input and producing more output (Pennington 1996). The privacy o f learning with 

a computer enables students to have as many ‘try-and-error’ occasions as necessary 

without feeling embarrassed. The lack of social cues in CMC also encourages learners 

to test out their language hypotheses in a more uninhibited manner. For instance, 

Hoffman (1996) noted that network-based communication offered a real audience for 

English among Chinese students who would not ordinarily speak the foreign language 

with each other.

According to Pennington (1996), the computer is also a catalyst for a more constmctivist 

and autonomous learning cycle:

The computer expands the learner’s ‘zone of proximal development’, to a 
virtually infinite degree, as the machine partners and supplements the 
learner’s knowledge and capabilities, while also adding other partners and 
forms of supplementation to assist in building information and skills. In this 
way, the computer ‘sparks’ the learning process, gives direction for it, and 
eventually helps the learner to gain independence in acquiring the skills 
modelled and trained by computer means (p. 10).

Such a learning cycle can activate cognitive and metacognitive learning strategies which 

force learners to concentrate and reflect on their learning processes rather than the 

ultimate presentation of objective knowledge (Esch and Zahner 2000; Heift 2005). 

Chamot and O ’Malley (1994) suggest that explicit metacognitive knowledge about one’s 

own learning and strategies and about the demands of task is a major determiner of 

language learning effectiveness. The computer, in many ways, is able to encourage and
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help learners externalize their thinking and reasoning processes, making them more 

transparent and explicit. For example, learning programs that allow the learner to view 

his/her own learner model (learning process) have been found to promote self- 

assessment which is one o f the necessary metacognitive skills for effective learning (e.g., 

Kutay and Ho 2003; Mitrovic and Martin 2002; Morales, Pain and Conlon 1999; Zapata- 

Rivera and Greer 2002). In addition, over the past decade, an increasing number of 

researchers have studied how natural language processing (NLP) systems can produce 

error-contingent and annotated feedback to learners’ language input into the systems and 

help raise their linguistic awareness o f the target language (e.g., Ahmed 2002; Chen, 

Tokuda and Hou 2005; Kriiger and Hamilton 1997; Pujóla 2001). For instance, in an 

intelligent tutoring system with NLP, Heift (2001) found that their students read and 

attended to the metalinguistic feedback o f 79.5% of the sentences they had inputted; also, 

as iterations increased students paid more attention to the feedback messages. The 

metacognition developed, Cartes-Enriquez, Rodriguez and Letelier (2004) assert, will in 

turn help learners plan their subsequent learning and monitor and evaluate the 

procedures and strategies they apply.

Learning strategies that promote autonomous learning, risk-taking and metacognitive 

reflection have always been seen by SLA theorists as very conducive for language 

acquisition. Nevertheless, not all learners are aware of the benefits of metacognitive 

skills. Most language learners just want to ‘get on with it, to see rapid results’ and they 

may need some convincing that effective learning is not just about following instructions 

from the teacher or textbook and doing drills (Hurd, Beaven and Ortega 2001, p.343).

For teachers, the advantages of computer-based systems are significant, too. In his 

research into Internet-based ‘third generation distance learning’, Katz (2002) points out 

that E-leaming allows teachers to monitor the overall progress o f students as well as 

permitting tutors to modify, reinforce and even model educational processes. Debski 

(1997) claims that the currently prevalent communicative approach has been rejuvenated 

and fully articulated by the instrumental use o f computer technology in language 

learning:

Students are now able to extend their thought processes beyond their 
immediate learning environments and perform language acts in a virtual 
space enabled by technology, thereby vitalizing certain assumptions about 
language learning theory that formerly remained more speculative.

29



Chapter 2: Literature Review Part II: CALL

Apart from the general advantages mentioned above, CALL still has much more 

potential for more specific SLA objectives. The following section will examine ICT 

uses in L2 education at a more micro level.

2.5.2. SLA Key Variables

When computers were still a relatively novel phenomenon in language education, 

research was often geared towards comparing students’ attainment between computer- 

based activities and other kinds of activities (Chapelle et al. 1996). Whereas, language 

teachers now are more interested in ‘how’, instead of ‘whether’, CALL or some 

common software applications can aid language acquisition (Brett 1995). According to 

the review on SLA theories in Part I of this chapter, the most crucial variables that 

influence the effectiveness of L2 acquisition are: comprehensible input, conscious 

noticing, affective filter, interactional output, and instructional feedback. Hence, how 

CALL can fit in with these variables will be reviewed hereafter.

Input

Comprehensible input has been recognized as a fundamental basis for L2 acquisition. 

Both the quantity and quality of input can be enhanced by ICT in many forms.

<#> Authentic Resources
The Web and the ever-increasing hardware capacity have established the unsurpassable 

status o f the computer as the inexhaustible source of authentic information, knowledge 

and learning activities in the target language (especially English) at learners’ fingertips, 

and as the enormous storage warehouse o f individually chosen resources. For TESOL 

purposes, the raw materials available on the Internet, such as online newspapers, 

digitalized radio and TV programs, databases, text archives and corpora, and specialised 

research collections and presentations, are offering possibilities undreamt o f by earlier 

generations of English learners (Bumage 2001). Grandjean-Levy (1997) claims that the 

fact that technologies bring students closer to the reality of another language and another 

culture is very motivating, which in turn brings about more willingness to search, to 

discover and to learn (also see Cobb and Stevens 1996; Felix 2001). However, we also 

have to bear in mind that making large and varied amounts o f input available is no 

guarantee for automatically promoting deep processing; therefore, we need to do much 

evaluation and sifting before we turn our students to ‘cruise the information highway’ 

(Cobb and Stevens 1996, p.l 17).
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# Comprehensibility
However, most o f the authentic resources provided by technologies are not easily 

comprehensible as they are not produced for language learning purposes. Fortunately, 

there are many ways in which ICT can help to make such input more comprehensible 

and meaningful.

Annotation is the most common technique to aid comprehension. The hypertext 

technology has made annotations available instantly to learners’ commands by mouse 

movements. ICT’s multimedia capacity can further enhance annotations with visual or 

audio effects. Sakar and Ercetin’s (2005) reported that their intermediate-level English 

learners, when doing reading tasks, preferred visual annotations significantly more than 

textual and audio annotations. Hew and Ohki’s (2001) experiment with animated 

graphical annotation demonstrated that it improved their students’ listening skills. Not 

only can visualization enhance learners’ comprehension o f authentic linguistic input and 

better productive use o f language (e.g., Borras and Lafayette 1994), but also the appeal 

factor of multimedia visual messages is important in sustaining learners’ interest and 

retention o f the information (e.g., Brett 1995; Hsu, Chappelle and Thompson 1993).

E-dictionaries and e-glossaries are efficient tools which are widely available in stand

alone CD-ROM packages or online, e.g., the Cambridge dictionaries. The sophisticated 

e-dictionaries nowadays can offer hypermedia-based (in text, audio, picture or video) 

explanations and pronunciations o f any word on a computer screen, and can even 

capture it and add it to the learner’s personal vocabulary list. Research on such 

referencing facilities almost unanimously reported learners’ very positive reaction, 

suggesting that learners tended to consult the hyperdictionary more frequently than 

traditional dictionaries (e.g., Aust, Kelly and Roby 1993), and they felt that not only 

could they understand linguistic components and context better but also they could 

remember better because of the ‘double information (pictures and text together)’ (Sakar 

and Ercetin 2005, p.36).

Noticing

With regards to helping learners notice certain linguistic features, CALL is apparently 

much more versatile than the traditional learning media. ICT can enable noticing in a 

variety o f audio and visualisation techniques, such as different font sizes and styles,
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colours, subtitling, hyperlinks indicating additional information, audio instructions 

accompanying texts, and animated pop-ups. Another ICT utility, concordancing, has 

recently attracted great attention as a power tool to sensitize learners with both lexical 

and grammatical features. Computers and the Web provide us with enormous corpora of 

authentic linguistic instances, and concordancing software makes it possible to gather 

and present samples of authentic language uses instantly.

When it comes to the acceptability of grammatical or vocabulary usage, native-speaker 

intuition and judgements are notoriously unreliable (Stubbs 1983). Non-native speakers 

are even less able to trust their intuitions and are unlikely to have easy access to native 

speaker judgments. In addition, it is probably equally important for learners to acquire 

sociolinguistic as well as linguistic knowledge. In traditional TESOL classrooms, 

students often do not have sufficient access to the norms of native speakers as even 

native-speaker teachers are often reluctant to teach sociolinguistic dimensions o f English 

since sociolinguistic rules are generally so complex and difficult that a good deal of 

explanations and examples are needed (Pica 2000). Therefore, Chapelle et al. (1996) 

suggest that unconfident non-natives as well as native speakers can thus turn to a 

concordancer to provide them with reliable, objective data on grammatical and lexical 

usage. Concordancers have made it possible to create ‘an invaluable interplay between 

learning the language and learning about the language (author’s emphasis)’ (Ahmad et 

al. 1985, p.126).

Feedback

Immediate and individualized learner feedback has long been recognised as a significant 

advantage of CALL over the more traditional language instructions (Heift 2001). CALL 

is capable of providing instant machine-generated feedback to the learner as well as 

mediating feedback from other learners or the tutor. Types of feedback that CALL can 

offer range from those as simple as ‘Wrong, try again’ model to elaborate Natural 

Language Processing (NLP) analyses that try to imitate the comprehensive, human- 

speaker-like diagnosis o f language deficiencies. One o f the popular areas in CALL at 

present has been the development of Intelligent Computer-Assisted Language Learning 

(ICALL) which features error-specific and individualized feedback using NLP 

technology. ICALL has been mainly implemented in the areas of pronunciation training 

(this aspect will be discussed in the section on ‘Output’) and grammar acquisition.
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Many studies have found that NLP-based intelligent feedback which explains the source 

o f an error is more efficient and effective for a wide range of learners than traditional 

feedback (e.g., Chen et al. 2005; Tokuda and Chen 2004).

Affective Filter

There are many ways in which CALL may help lower learners’ affective filter, and thus 

help them turn more input into intake for acquisition.

First o f all, it is well-known that computer technologies are able to provide much greater 

flexibility than traditional classroom learning in terms o f study time, place, pace and 

content, which means learners may be physically and psychologically more ready and 

motivated to learn and absorb the knowledge presented. For example, it can offer slow 

learners and fast learners remedial and extension exercises respectively (Ahmad et al. 

1985). Being machines, computers are also well-known for their objectiveness. CALL 

treats every learner equally in terms of instruction and assessment. This may boost 

learners’ confidence and motivation.

Secondly, the privacy accompanying learning through CALL is also a factor in lowering 

anxiety levels (Ahmad et al. 1985). It is well known that it is often a very embarrassing 

task for some learners (especially very introverted or accuracy-oriented students) to 

produce target language in class only to fmd they have made mistakes. However, with 

CALL, they can make mistakes and try as many times as they want without feeling 

embarrassed. Neither do they need to reveal their identities if  they are communicating 

with others online. Learning may therefore be encouraged through increased confidence.

Lastly, IT technologies have already blurred many of the social boundaries between 

different groups of people. People from all social strata have become more accessible 

with computer-mediated communication. It is found that learners often attach properties 

such as intimacy/warmth, collegiality, better social relations, greater interactivity, and 

connection, to those communication tools incorporated in many CALL systems 

(Coghlan 2004). Therefore, learners may feel more comfortable or encouraged to obtain 

learning support through CMC from sources that are at higher academic levels or 

authoritative positions with which they were once deterred to associate.
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Output

Here output refers to production in the target language for non-interactional purposes, 

which can be in both text and voice modes. The interaction-based output will be 

discussed in the following section of ‘Interaction’.

#  Text-Based Output
Apart from the text writing tools embedded in specially designed language learning 

systems, many non-specialist programs are equally effective if the tutor is imaginative 

enough, such as Microsoft Word and Powerpoint for presentation, or Adobe products for 

desktop publishing. Some newly emerged online publishing technologies have been 

quickly explored by many innovative ESL/EFL teachers around the world, too. Among 

them, the most promising are blogs and wikis. Blogs, or Web logs, are essentially online 

journals which can be highly personal, while wiki sites are open for editing by anyone or 

selected members (but the changes are logged along with the ID of the modifier) and 

hence fundamentally collaborative(Godwin-Jones 2003). Learners can create a blog or 

wiki website with no knowledge of HTML (hypertext mark-up language— the 

programming language for creating webpages). On the one hand, language learners can 

keep updating a personal blog as an electronic portfolio, showing his/her learning 

development over time. On the other hand, wiki sites can be created for a certain group 

of learners and provide them with an excellent collaborative platform where they all can 

contribute something to completing projects or building a knowledgebase. Self- 

publishing encourages ownership and responsibility on the part o f learners who may be 

more thoughtful if  they know they are writing for a real audience that may be beyond 

classmates (Godwin-Jones 2003).

♦  Spoken Output
Such output includes utterances of phonetics, single words, sentences, or voice reading 

o f texts. The computer is a very useful tool for helping learners produce 

‘comprehensible output’ in oral forms in that it is an excellent recorder, an accurate 

reproducer of the oral output, and an efficient digital data analyzer. Much attention has 

recently been paid to some new voice tools. For example, audioblogs, the audio version 

o f weblogs (Coghlan 2004). A very useful form of audioblogging is called ‘podcasting’ 

with which one can record and ‘broadcast’ audio/video files online. Users can set up 

podcasting sites with their own oral productions and other users can subscribe to them 

using a ‘news aggregator’ program (RSS) which can be set up to monitor the site and 

download the new files automatically at a scheduled time (Godwin-Jones 2005). Many 

EFL teachers have been experimenting with this technology in order to encourage

34



Chapter 2: Literature Review Part II: CALL

students to produce oral output online in different activities which can be in turn 

accessed and assessed by the tutor and other learners (information from email exchanges 

on mailing list NETEACH2 in May and June 2005).

However, the most documented ICT use for improving spoken output is the 

voice/speech recognition technology3. A good number of software packages have been 

developed since 1993 to apply speech recognition algorithms to evaluate oral production 

in EFL teaching (e.g., Goh 1993; Hew and Ohki 2001; Hincks 2003; Menzel et al. 2001; 

Neri et al. 2002; Neumeyer et al. 2000). L2 speakers have been observed to make 

serious efforts when using such software in order to improve articulation o f their 

utterances, so it can be used as a corrective tool (Myers 2000). However, most o f the 

current voice recognition devices are still not able to take into account the very great 

variations in people’s acoustic characteristics which are related to factors such as gender, 

age and regional dialect. Coniam’s (1999) study hence concludes that voice recognition 

technology is still at an early stage of development in terms o f accuracy and single- 

speaker dependency. The computerised pronunciation assessment up to date is still 

largely inaccurate (e.g., Neumeyer et al. 2000).

Interaction

The Internet and numerous local area networks around the world have brought us 

various forms of computer-mediated communication (CMC): asynchronous (e.g. Email, 

forum, bulletin board, web blog, and mailing list); and synchronous (e.g. chatroom, 

instant messenger, and video conferencing). With much emphasis being placed on 

interaction in TESOL classrooms nowadays, CALL certainly seems to have plenty to 

offer.

Grandjean-Levy (1997) saw her students were very motivated in communicating with 

native French correspondents through email exchange programs. Despite the fact that 

some FL teachers may ‘cringe at the idea o f some not-quite-perfect foreign language

2 The web address of NETEACH is: http://hunter. listserv.cunv. edu/ scriptshc/wa-
hc.exe?A0=NETEACH-L&X=38900107A63E5361C6&Y=vuhua.hu%40education. ed.ac.uk

3 Very often voice recognition is used interchangeably with speech recognition, although some 
people (e.g., Coniam 1999) insist that a distinction be drawn between Voice Recognition (VR) and 
Speech Recognition (SR): VR requires machine training and is speaker-dependent-, speech recognition, 
in contrast, is speaker-independent.
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floating around the Internet’, Grandjean-Levy (ibid, p .l) observed that email had 

actually driven her students to pay more attention to the form of the language. Pellettieri 

(2000) also claims that task-based synchronous CMC, such as chatting, indeed pushes 

learners to form-focused linguistic modifications, and hence can play a significant role 

in the development of grammatical competence.

Most online language learning is still supported by asynchronous text-based 

communication for reasons of cost and bandwidth limitation rather than pedagogical 

advantages (Barr, Leakey and Ranchoux 2005; Brown and Baggaley 2003; Hampel 2003; 

Lamy 2004). Som e teachers worry that CMC contains too few social context cues to be 

appropriate for language acquisition, but Spears and Lea (1992) argue that the common 

assumption that more social cues mean more communicative power is not necessarily 

true. They point out that plentiful o f empirical work has suggested that the ‘cuelessness’ 

of CMC actually elicits more uninhibited or riskier behaviour than face-to-face 

interaction, and they hence claim that CMC accentuates the effects o f both social and 

individual aspects o f interactional behaviour. Gunawardena (1995) agrees that 

computers are capable of fostering personal and friendly interactions that are crucial to 

language acquisition. For instance, Nunan’s (1999) study on the students’ online 

conferencing discourse concluded that the interactive opportunities provided by 

technology clearly facilitated ‘the evolution of a shared culture between participants in 

the learning process’(p.70). Pellettieri (2000) and Blake (2000) also found that CMC 

promoted students’ noticing of gaps in their inter language and they were actively 

negotiating meaning and sharing insights about linguistic matters. Furthermore, CMC 

promotes more equal and better participation, leading to more output o f higher level of 

expressiveness and accuracy in both oral and written fonns (e.g., Gonzalez-Bueno 1998). 

Many researchers have also emphasized CMC’s potentiality to raise intercultural 

awareness as well as the linguistic awareness (e.g., Kinginger 1999; Warschauer 1997; 

Zeiss and Isabelli-Garcia 2005).

On the whole, studies have demonstrated that, not only do computer-assisted interactions 

quantitatively ensure more balanced participation among students (and between students 

and teachers), but also qualitatively they are lexically and syntactically more complex 

than face-to-face discussions (Kem and Warschauer 2000; Warschauer 1996).
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2.6. E ffective im plem entation of CALL

For the benefits o f CALL to be fully realized, language educators are still faced with many 

challenges. On the one hand, although CALL’S self-accessibility is very conducive to the 

promotion of learner autonomy, learner autonomy in turn requires the learning process to be 

as personalized as or even more personalized than classroom learning. Human learning and 

teaching is essentially characterized by ‘free input from students and error-contingent, well- 

considered feedback’ from the teacher (Tokuda 2002, p.324). However, human language is 

so unpredictable that it is still impossible for computers to cope with open-ended dialogue 

with learners or give consistently accurate, comprehensive feedback on learners’ natural 

language input. Although much effort has been made to develop tutorial software packages 

that try to be more sensitive in assessing and meeting learners’ needs (e.g., Baker 1997; 

Biddulph 1997; Brooks 1997). Tokuda (2002) asserts that advanced Ai technologies are 

badly needed if  a CALL system aims to emulate a human teacher. Higashi (1997, p.78) 

claims that ‘most of the excellent programs available provide guided student-computer 

interaction which is useful for practicing grammar, functions and even lexical items but not 

for real communication.’ Therefore, CALL still needs robust technology and sound 

pedagogy to integrate as much communicative capacity into the whole learning process as 

possible.

On the whole, CALL’S role in the L2 classroom has not outgrown some o f its major 

limitations even after nearly half a century’s evolution. That is, it is still not that of ‘a 

spontaneous dialogue partner in either the written or the spoken medium’ (Ahmad et al. 1985, 

p.54). Fortunately, with the advent o f the Internet, computers are at least able to mediate 

communications between humans. Currently, the Internet is seen to be the most fertile land 

where communicative language activities can flourish (e.g., Arnold et al. 1997; Higashi 1997; 

Lee 1999). Yet, much effort is still needed to design more effective CALL features with 

which written or spoken communications can be conducted as productively and 

spontaneously as possible for learners.

After taking into account both the technological advantages and limitations, the successful 

implementation of CALL is still dependent on human factors. Research has revealed that the 

following factors are often crucial for effective CALL practice.
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Change of Teacher & Student Roles

In the traditional TESOL classroom, the teacher is like Atlas who supported the heavens on 

his shoulders, assuming full responsibility for everything that goes on in the classroom, 

whereas, students are merely a vessel to fill, and their success is solely dependent on how 

well they conform to the teacher’s standards and master the knowledge imparted from the 

teacher (Lam and Lawrence 2002). This dominant role of the teacher persisted through most 

of the second language teaching methods in history, however, the advent of educational 

technology has changed the roles of teachers and students profoundly. The teacher’s status 

as authority and expert has been challenged by the computer which contains richer, more 

accurate and interesting information and resources. ‘Technology has not only taken away 

some of the teachers’ managerial responsibilities but also their personal sense o f expertise, 

which is at the core of a teacher’s identity’ (ibid, p.297). They are now expected to assume 

three new roles (Lai 1993):

#  As Planner and Manager: Teachers have to understand why and how computers 
should be integrated into the existing curriculum, therefore, they have to be 
innovative and willing to take risks in their curriculum planning. Meantime, 
teachers also have to manage classroom computing resources.
As Guide or Lacilitator: Teachers have to be sensitive to learners’ learning process, 
foster their metacognitive skills and provide encouragement and help whenever 
needed.

#  As Participant: Since teachers are no longer the knowledge authority, they have to 
learn alongside students.

On the other hand, students are obtaining more autonomy in their learning (Peterson 1997, 

2000; Warschauer, Turbee and Roberts 1996) and they are no longer limited to ‘dutifully 

absorbing the pearls of wisdom dispensed by the teacher’ (Lam & Lawrence 2002, p.296). 

Although such a change is in line with the objectives o f the more communicative and 

learner-centred language pedagogy, a fair proportion o f teachers and students may feel 

uncomfortable in adjusting to such role changes. Some researchers (e.g., Saye 1997; Shin, 

Schallert and Savenye 1994) even found that many students seemed to value teacher control 

more highly than their teachers did. Not surprisingly, Lam & Lawrence’s (2002) study 

found that, after a short period of CALL experience, their students gained some expert and 

managerial functions and more autonomy, but generally remained recipients o f knowledge. 

However, it is suggested that on many occasions such continuation o f the traditional roles is 

not necessarily due to the rejection of other roles, but rather due to external factors such as 

time pressure and the use of unfamiliar software which is in the target language.
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User Attitudes

Both the teacher’s and the learner’s attitudes toward E-leaming have been critical variables 

in the effective use of educational technology. Concannon, Flynn and Campbell (2005) 

found that when their subjects’ previous computing experience did not pose any problem for 

their present use of ICT, their attitudes to computers and awareness o f online resources 

seemed to be a stronger predictor of students’ likelihood to use ICT resources. The literature 

reveals generally positive and welcoming attitudes from learners (as can be seen in Part IV 

of this Chapter). Students typically find ICT makes learning ‘faster, easier, more fun, more 

interesting, more real, more up-to-date, helps identify mistakes better and helps to learn from 

each other’, however, most of them still seem to ‘sit on the fence and have no clear view, as 

yet, o f the impact of technology on their learning’ (Sontgens 2001, p.65).

Concannon et al.’s (2005) study demonstrated that teachers’ enthusiasm for the ICT facilities 

and tasks was an important initial motivator for the students to access the online learning 

material. Knezek, Miyashita and Sakamoto (1993) predicted that future generations of 

teachers would come to their teaching positions with well developed computer skills and 

positive attitudes. However, Veen (1993) claims that teachers’ beliefs are hardly changed by 

the influence of information technology. Until 2002, Gillespie and Barr (2002) reckon there 

are still three kinds o f reactions from teachers towards ICT use in education: radical 

(enthusiastic about E-leaming), reluctant, and resistant. At present language teachers’ fear o f 

and resistance to using ICT in their practice is still not negligible if any CALL system is to 

be truly integrated and effective in facilitating learning.

Organisational Support

Organisational support includes factors such as institutional policies, curricular design, 

hardware facilities, supporting technical and administrative staff and training opportunities. 

Barr and Gillespies’ (2003) comparative study of Cambridge, Toronto and Ulster University 

is an excellent example which highlights the importance o f organisational support for 

effective implementation of CALL at higher education level. Although both Toronto and 

Cambridge had extensive CALL resources (both software and lab facilities), in Cambridge 

CALL did not fit in with the university curriculum. Consequently, many students were 

unaware o f the available CALL resources. The evaluation procedure in Cambridge, where 

most courses were assessed entirely through sessional examinations also meant that many 

resources were used solely for self-study or for examination revision. On the contrary, in
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Toronto, ICT was considered a natural part o f the teaching and learning experience, which 

meant students used CALL both in and after class and participation coursework marks were 

awarded to those students who used CALL. This e-culture in general helped the integration 

of CALL into the university curriculum. Barr and Gillespie’s study also showed that 

dedicated staff were required to coordinate and ensure the use o f CALL. In Toronto, a very 

comprehensive staffing structure was available to coordinate the use of ICT. Academic staff 

had access to state-of-the-art facilities, and they could call upon the expertise of technicians 

whenever they wanted to create their own materials.

What is worth noting is that even if all these conditions are met, teacher factors still 

outweigh organisational factors in explaining teachers’ use o f E-leaming facilities (see Veen 

1993). Therefore, at the implementation level, an infrastructure o f both innovative academic 

staff and supportive non-academic staff need to be put in place before learners can truly 

benefit from CALL systems. Just as Allum (2002) puts it, ‘CALL is the medium, but the 

method and results are not CALL-specific’(p.l49).
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Part III: Learning Style

The importance of individual differences in learning contexts has been recognized from the 

early 20th century (Thorndike 1903). Research on learning styles has enjoyed an abundant 

literature which comprises not only many conceptions concerning learning style, but also 

confusions and controversies about its composition and its implications for education.

2.7 . Conceptualization of Learning Style

What constitutes learning style and how it should be measured has been an area well 

explored and debated. The field boasts an impressive number of definitions, constructs and 

controversies.

2.7.1. Definitions

Definitions o f learning style are innumerable in the literature which has resulted in ‘a 

bewildering confusion’ (Curry 1991, p.248). Each researcher is usually only interested 

in one of the dimensions of the learning process, and their theoretical foundations are 

often very different (Cano-Garcia and Hughes 2000). However, there are some general 

definitions that can roughly demarcate the area o f this research discipline. For example, 

Reinert (1976, p .161) proposes that an individual’s learning style is ‘the way in which 

this person is programmed to learn most effectively, e.g., to receive, understand, 

remember, and be able to use new information.’ The word ‘programmed’ gives a notion 

o f predefined qualities despite the learner himself/herself. However, Gregorc (1979, 

p.234) maintains that Teaming styles consists of distinctive behaviours which serve as 

indicators of how a person learns from and adapts to (author’s emphasis) his 

environment’, and ‘it also gives clues as to how a person’s mind operates’. This latter 

perspective indicates that learning style can evolve within certain innate limits. On the 

whole, the core definition o f learning style— that is, such preferred or habitual patterns 

o f learning are consistent over long periods of time and across many areas o f activities—  

remains virtually the same (Sternberg and Grigorenko 2001), whereas, the width of the 

concept and the degree o f its mutability varies from one researcher to another. 

Therefore, learning style should be construed in a broader sense as a set of habitual 

behaviours prescribed by both nature and nurture in educational settings.

41



Chapter 2: Literature Review Part III: Learning Style

2.7.2. Learning-related Style Concepts

Due to its numerous definitions, Verheij, Stoutjesdijk and Beishuizen (1996) describe 

the construct of learning style as ‘rather fuzzy’. There has never been a consensual 

theory as to what constitutes learning style. In fact, there seem to be an endless list of 

sets of dimensions and different labels for them from different researchers. Moreover, 

definitions in this area also resulted in loose distinctions between style, strategy, and 

approach. To better understand the construct of learning style, it may be useful to 

differentiate between these concepts first. Cano-Garcia and Hughes (2000, p.414) 

suggest that ‘one o f the best to have analysed the concept of style, its origins, its 

development and the different explicative theoretical models’ is from Grigorenko and 

Sternberg (1995) who have classified style theories into three types: cognition-centred 

styles, personality-centred styles and activity-centred styles. All these three types of 

style conceptions have been, to more or less extent, applied in investigations on learning 

styles.

Cognition-Centred Styles

The term ‘cognitive style’ was developed by cognitive psychologists who proposed that 

there are characteristic modes of functioning in individuals’ perceptual and intellectual 

activities that are independent o f individuals’ abilities and intelligence (Grigorenko and 

Sternberg 1995). Messick & Associates (1976) define cognitive style as the preferred 

ways o f ‘organizing and processing information and experience, which are 

conceptualized as stable attitudes, preferences, or habitual strategies determining a 

person’s typical modes o f perceiving, remembering, thinking and problem solving’ (p.5).

A variety o f theoretical models flourished mostly over a 30-year period beginning from 

the 1940s (a detailed list of the key works can be found in Rayner and Riding 1997). 

The most foundational cognitive style theory is W itkin’s Field Dependence/Field 

Independence dichotomy. Field independence is defined as ‘the extent to which a 

person perceives part o f a field as discrete from the surrounding field as a whole, rather 

than embedded, or ... the extent to which a person perceives analytically’ (Witkin et al. 

1977, pp.6-7). The field independent person tends to articulate figures as discrete from 

their embedding contexts, whereas, the field dependent person tends to view objects 

globally in an undifferentiated fashion (Messick & Associates 1976). To be more 

specific, field-independent (FI) learners may be able to abstract information more readily 

from learning materials and prefer more nonverbal and solitary learning behaviours;
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whereas, field-dependent (FD) learners may need more social cues (visual and verbal) 

and more reinforcements in order to learn effectively (Witkin et al. 1977).

While studies generally support the FD/FI framework (Saracho 1998), the validity o f the 

instrument is still controversial. The measurement of field dependence, Embedded 

Figures Test (EFT), consists of a set of figures where simple-structured objects are 

embedded in the more complex objects. The degree of field dependence is measured by 

the time the subject uses to find the simple objects inside the complex objects. Sternberg 

(1999) questions that the test is not measuring styles but abilities in effect. Ability 

measures usually emphasize correctness or accuracy o f response and level o f overall 

performance (Messick & Associates 1976). The nature of Witkin’s EFT implies there 

are ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answers and it measures the trait by the length o f time used to find 

the ‘right’ answers. However, Messick & Associates (1976) claim that in reality ‘there 

are varying degrees of difference and overlap between particular cognitive styles and 

abilities (author’s emphases) in terms of both conception and measurement’ (p. 11). 

Therefore, many researchers still regard FI/FD as cognitive styles even though they are 

assessed in terms of correctness as in an ability test.

Besides Witkin’s FI/FD theory, the field of cognitive style also sees several other 

prominent conceptualizations, e.g., Pask’s (1976; 1988) Holist-Serialist model, and 

Gregorc’s (1979; 1984) Abstractly-Concretely and Sequentially-Randomly distinction. 

Most o f these theories demonstrate that the basic construct of ‘cognitive style’ is mostly 

viewed as bipolar as well as value-differentiated (each extreme of the bipolar model has 

an adaptive value in different circumstances) (Cano-Garcia & Hughes 2000). In general, 

most cognitive style models are, to some degree, concerned with the extent to which a 

person pays attention to details and how open/flexibly a person perceives things or ideas 

(field independent/ random (global) /abstract or field dependent/sequential/concrete.). 

Plenty o f research has shown that such cognitive preferences have an effect on learning 

effectiveness in different educational settings. For instance, the two experimental 

studies o f Miller (2005) with a non-linear computer-based course, which carefully ruled 

out the possible effect o f factors such as learners’ previous computer-based instruction 

(CBI) experiences and subject knowledge and the time spent on the course, revealed 

that students with sequential learning styles learned significantly less than those with 

global styles. In contrast, Ross and Shultz’s study (1999) on a computer-assisted 

instruction (CAI) program in a linear format found that concrete students and abstract-
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sequential students all made gains while abstract-random students’ performance 

decreased. Hence, Miller (2005) suggests that learners with the global/random style are 

more comfortable with E-leaming systems designed with non-linear structures while 

sequential learners will do better with linear, highly-structured E-leaming systems.

Personality-Centred Styles

Personality is something that everybody knows yet nobody can tell (Pervin 1990). It is a 

concept historically notorious for its apparent yet elusive qualities. Little wonder that 

‘the study of personality continues to be a many-faceted field, with diverse conceptions 

o f its subject matter’(Klein, Barr and Wolitzky 1967, p.467). While significant progress 

has been made in the theorising o f personality, the educational implications o f such 

theories remain problematic. Some definitions hold that the science of personality 

revolves around ‘the study o f individual difference variables and behavioural 

predispositions which underlie trans-situational consistencies in behaviour’ (Sarason and 

Smith 1971, p.433); some define personality as ‘the interlocking, the structural or 

architectural totality rather than the sheer generality, o f one or more traits’ (Klein et al., 

1967, p. 469); yet others combine these two types of definitions and offer a general 

consensus o f this psychological concept. For example, Eysenck (1950, p.25) proposes a 

comprehensive definition o f personality as follows:

We may say that personality is the sum-total of the actual or potential 
behaviour-pattems o f the organism, as determined by heredity and 
environment; it originates and develops through the functional interaction of 
the four main sectors into which these behaviour-pattems are organized: the 
cognitive sector (intelligence), the conative sector (character), the affective 
sector (temperament) and the somatic sector (constitution).

With this large array o f different style definitions, there have emerged a seemingly 

infinite supply o f personality dimensions which have generated an ‘ever-increasing 

number of commercially available questionnaires and inventories’ (John 1990, p.88). 

The field has thereby been separated into different camps with each adhering to a set of 

dimensions different in number, nature and name (ibid). There are a few milestone 

theories in the development o f personality research, three o f which will be reviewed 

hereafter because they have evolved from different backgrounds and methodologies but 

all contributed significant insights into the personality taxonomy.
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1) Cattell and the Discovery of ‘Big Five’

Cattell was guided by the ‘lexical’ approach (study of personality-relevant terms in 

dictionaries) to identifying major personality traits. This approach postulates that ‘most 

of the socially relevant and salient personality characteristics have become encoded in 

the natural language’ (John 1990, p. 67). Originally, Allport and Odbert (1936) 

examined a Webster dictionary and provided a list o f 17,953 words that ‘distinguish the 

behaviour of one human being from that of another’ (p.24). Cattell (1945) then 

condensed the list to 35 variables, o f which the 16 most famous are included in his 

Sixteen Personality Factors Questionnaire (16PF). However, virtually everyone who 

factored Cattell’s data found only 5 factors (Goldberg 1981). These five major factors 

have appeared repeatedly in both peer ratings and self ratings in a large number of 

different studies (e.g., Fiske 1949; Norman 1963), hence they were called the ‘Big Five’ 

later (Goldberg 1981).

The Big Five theory contends that most human personality traits can be boiled down to 

five broad dimensions, regardless of language, culture, or age (e.g., Acton 2001; 

Sulloway 2005). A growing body of research, with some (e.g., Sulloway 2005) even 

involving millions of people globally over a few years, has pointed to the five-factor 

model as a recurrent and more or less comprehensive taxonomy o f personality traits 

(McCrae and Costa 1987). The strong test-retest reliability and concurrent validity of 

the five-factor model has been extensively documented (e.g., Busato et al. 1999, 2000; 

Fumham 1996; John 1990; McCrae and Costa 1987). In scientific circles, the Big Five 

is now the most widely accepted model o f personality. As a result, Costa and McCrae 

(1997, p.271) very confidently claim that:

The five-factor model provides a common basis for classifying natural
language trait terms, scales from a wide variety o f personality inventories, ...
Because it is comprehensive, conclusions about the five domains ... can
confidently be treated as conclusions about the full range o f personality traits.

However, Big Five theorists disagree on precisely how to conceptualize the factors 

themselves (McCrae & Costa 1987). Between 1949 and 1989, there emerged 12 Big 

Five personality models with their differentiated labels (see John 1990 for the complete 

list). There is, therefore, no single Big Five, and there are often questions such as 

‘Which Big Five?’ or ‘Whose Big Five?’ Luckily, these ‘fuzzy and partially 

overlapping’ labels are often represented with some common, consistent prototypical 

exemplars which can help researchers correlate them (John 1990, p.78-79). As McCrae
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and Costa’s labels (abbreviated as OCEAN) are more frequently cited nowadays, the 

defining features of OCEAN are described here as a typical five-factor model (McCrae 

& Costa 1987):

Openness to experience: original, imaginative, broad interests and daring.
♦  Conscientiousness (versus undirectedness): conscientious, careful, thorough, 

dutiful, moralistic, hardworking, purposeful and adherent to schedules or 
requirements.

♦  Extoversion (or Surgency): sociable, fun-loving, affectionate, friendly, and 
talkative.

#- Agreeableness (versus antagonism): [low agreeableness means] cognitively 
mistrustful and sceptical; affectively callous and unsympathetic; behaviourally 
uncooperative, stubborn and rude.

♦  Neuroticism (versus emotional stability): worrying, insecure, self-conscious, and 
temperamental.

2) Eysenck

Eysenck’s theory of personality was derived from a very different background from 

Cattell’s. Eysenck and his colleagues carried out a series o f questionnaires and 

experiments with patients who showed neurotic defective symptoms. The analyses of 

the ratings from questionnaires with hundreds of neurotic patients resulted in a three- 

factor personality model: 1) a general factor o f ‘neuroticism’ (‘N ’); 2) a bipolar factor 

labelled ‘extroversion-introversion’ (‘E’); and 3) psychoticism (‘P ’) (Eysenck 1950; 

Eysenck and Eysenck 1976). According to Eysenck (1990), a personality model must 

be a hierarchical system that has four levels (illustrated in the following figure):

Figure 2: Tiered Personality Model

Eysenck (1990) argues that the E (Extroversion) and N (Neuroticism) from the Big Five 

model are higher-order type factors while ‘Conscientiousness’ and ‘Agreeableness’ are
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only lower-order traits. Therefore, Eysenck considers his 3-factor model a sufficient 

‘paradigm’ of personality and claims that his construct is mirrored in many other 

personality models and proved to be robust with subjects from different backgrounds 

(ibid). Zuckerman, Simons and Como (1988) studied the intercorrelations between 46 

personality scales and came to the conclusion that a three-factor model is the best 

solution.

3) The Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI)

Myers-Briggs’ personality theory was established upon the Jungian typology. Jung 

proposes that personality has a structure o f 3 tiers: conscious, personal unconscious and 

collective unconscious, but only four different functions o f consciousness can be 

distinguished— sensation, thinking, feeling and intuition, and there are two levels of 

conscious development: extroversion and introversion (Cartwright 1979). The Myers- 

Briggs model interprets Jung’s typology with four basic distinctions (Myers et al. 1998):

♦  Extroversion-Introversion (E-I): Extroverts are often friendly, talkative and 
express emotions easily while introverts are more often reserved, quiet and 
more likely to bottle up their emotions.

♦  Intuitive-Sensing (S-N): An intuitive person prefers to go beyond the 
information given by the senses, perceive information holistically and look for 
meanings and potentials while a sensing person perceives realistically through 
the senses.

■# Thinking-Feeling (T-F): Thinking people tend to be analytical and logical 
whereas feeling people are more subject to their emotions and values.

♦  Perceptive-Judging (J-P): Judging people prefer things to be planned and 
orderly, to be completed and issues to be resolved, whereas, perceiving people 
tend to live in a more flexible, reactive manner, and keep options open and 
adapt to life.

With these 4 categories, theoretically there can be altogether 16 different types (4><4) of 

personality. The style test, namely the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI), is a 

questionnaire that has evolved from Form C, D, F, G to H. Form G is now the standard 

form of the test which contains 126 items with each offering two options to choose. The 

MBTI is probably the most commercially successful personality test (Amau et al. 2003). 

It stands out among varieties of personality assessment devices for three reasons:

[I]t is based on a classic theory, it purports to measure types rather than traits 
or continuous variables, and it is widely used to explain individuals’ 
personality characteristics not only to professionals but also to the individuals 
themselves and their co-workers, friends and families (Fumham 1996, p.303).

There are many researches that have reported its fairly strong scale reliability (e.g.,

Saggino and Kline 1995) and test-retest reliability (e.g., Saggino and Cooper 2001).
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Some studies also lend support to the validation of the four-factor construct ot the test 

(Harvey, Murry and Stamoulis 1995; Jackson and Lawty-Jones 1996). The three 

literature reviews on the research on the MBTI in three different decades (Carlson 1985; 

Carlyn 1977; Murray 1990) concluded that it seems to be a reasonably valid instrument, 

although it ‘may not reflect Jung’s typological theory as accurately as the authors hoped 

or claimed’ (Murray 1990, p. 1199).

However, there are also many strong critics o f the MBTI who have questioned the 

inherent psychometric problems of the test and its unsatisfactory concurrent validity 

with other major personality models. Myers et al. (1998) contend that the structure of 

the Jungian typology is categorical as opposed to dimensional, that is, the indicator is not 

trying to measure people, but to allocate them into groups. Hence, the forced-response 

format o f the test assumes that individuals have dichotomous preferences for attitudes 

and functions. This is precisely what many researchers find most problematic (e.g., 

Cowan 1989; Girelli and Stake 1993; McCrae and Costa 1989). Amau et aids (2003) 

study on three Jungian personality measures (including the MBTI) demonstrated that the 

preferences appeared to manifest as continuous dimensions rather than dichotomous. 

This suggests that differences between preference types as defined by the MBTI ‘are 

more likely variations in degree and not variations in kind’ (ibid, p.249). Moreover, 

Furnham (1996) asserts that the forced-response format of the test, which is an ipsative1 

measure, distorts data (more about ipsative scales will be discussed in the following 

section). Apart from the scoring method and the typological rather than trait approach, 

McCrae and Costa (1989) are also very critical o f the fact that the MBTI has omitted 

Neuroticism which all serious theorists believe is a fundamental dimension of 

personality. However, empirically, Saggino and Kline’s (1996) correlational study of 

the MBTI against Cattell’s 16PF and Eysenck Personality Questionnaire (EPQ) did find 

that the MBTI scales resemble three out of five factors o f the Big Five model and are 

more precisely related to E, P, N factors of the EPQ. This shows that even though the 

MBTI does not include Neuroticism in its construct explicitly, it still emerges as an 

underlying factor. Nevertheless, Saggino and Kline’s study still adds itself to the list o f 

the investigations which suggest that the MBTI items fail to form the factorial structure

1 An ‘ipsative measure’ is a self-reporting measure. It often involves forced choice between two 
extremes or ratings of a number of choices. To be specific, in the first case, if one chooses extreme A 
then s/he has excluded possibility of extreme B by default; or in the latter case, if one has to rate 3 
choices and if s/he gives a value of 2 to choice A, then the other two choices will have either value 1 
or 3 by default.
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hypothesized by the test’s authors; instead, very often a three-factor model or a five- 

factor model fits the data better (Amau et al. 2003; Fumham 1996; Saggino & Kline 

2001). Therefore, some researchers argue that MBTI is invalid and needs substantial 

modification.

In the view of the above three influential personality models, we may see that different 

personality theories often have similar groups of traits and descriptions of 

dimensions/types, just as Mackinnon (1944, cited in Eysenck 1950) points out, they will 

invariably overlap because they are only crude pictures of personality. The following 

table, which has been adapted from John’s account of personality research history (John 

1990, p.89), may offer a clear view of the overlap and correlations between the three 

personality style models described above:

Table 1 : The Big Five and Dimensions of Other Similar Models of Personality
Five

O t h e r s \
Extroversion Agreeableness Conscientiousness Neuroticism Openness to 

Experience

Eysenck Extroversion-
Introversion Psychoticism Neuroticism

Myers-
Briggs

Extroversion-
Introversion

Feeling
Thinking Judging—Perception Intuition-

Sensing

Activity-Centred Styles

Activity-centred styles refer to those that people display when they are engaged in 

certain kinds o f activities or settings. Students’ styles observed in educational settings 

are termed as learning styles and for their teachers’, teaching styles.

The most influential theory o f learning style per se is Kolb’s Experiential Learning 

Theory (ELT). Its measuring instrument, Learning Style Inventory (LSI) was developed 

in the 1970s and has been the most documented learning style construct in the literature 

ever since (Cano-Garcia and Hughes 2000). The ELT postulates that knowledge is 

created from grasping and transforming one’s experience (Kolb 1984). The theory 

suggests that there are four dimensions of the learning process: 1) affective (sensing, 

feeling); 2) symbolic (cognitive, thinking skills); 3) behavioural (doing); and 4) 

perceptual (skills of observation) (Koob and Funk 2002). Corresponding to these four 

dimensions, there are two modes of grasping experiences— Concrete Experience (CE) 

(feeling) and Abstract Conceptualization (AC) (abstractness, thinking)— and two modes 

o f transforming experience— Reflective Observation (RO) (watching/ reflection) and
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Active Experimentation (AE) (doing/action) (Mainemelis, Boyatzis and Kolb 2002). 

These four modes form a four-stage learning cycle which starts from concrete 

experience as shown in Figure 3. Plotting the two bipolar continuums (CE-AC and RO- 

AE) orthogonally, we have four quadrants that categorize learners into ‘divergers’, 

‘assimilators’, ‘convergers’ and ‘accommodators’.

C o n crete  Experience

Active
E xperim entation

Abstract Conceptualization

Figure 3: Kolb’s ELT Learning Cycle

#  Convergers: tend to be abstract conceptualizes, relatively unemotional, good at 
deductive reasoning and are interested in active experimentation.

#  Divergers: prefer concrete experience and reflective observation, interested in people, 
imaginative and emotional.

♦  Assimilators: are more interested in reflective observation and abstract concepts than 
people, like to create theoretical models and use inductive reasoning.

♦  Accommodators: like concrete experience and active experimentation, enjoy being 
with people and new experiences, like to take risks.

Kolb’s instrument includes 12 questions, each of which starts with a phrase such as ‘I 

learn best from ...’, and has four endings corresponding to the four learning modes (i.e., 

CE, AC). The subject ranks the four ending from 1 (the least like him/her) to 4 (the 

most like him/her). Thus, an ipsative scale results. The instrument has been widely 

employed by researchers from various disciplines and cultural backgrounds, such as 

nursing, medicine, sociology, economics and psychology, etc. Moreover, Kolb’s model 

has influenced the development of several other models o f learning style. For example, 

Honey and Mumford’s (1986) Learning Styles Questionnaire (LSQ) replicated and 

attempted to apply Kolb’s theory in commercial settings.

In general the LSI has been found particularly useful in heralding an appreciation for 

diversity among learners and identifying useful interventions (Koob & Funk 2002). For 

instance, Sein and Robey (1991) discovered significant differences when the students

Diverger Accommodator

Reflective | 
O bservation

Converger
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learned a text-based electronic mail filing system using an abstract and an analogical 

model: the convergers performed with greater accuracy with the abstract model and the 

accommodators performed better with the analogical model. O ’Connor (1998) 

suggested that hands-on computer-based simulation games may be conducive for 

concrete learners. Also, it was found that assimilators are less ‘instructor intensive’ and 

prefer sequential and organized delivery o f information (Blackmore 1996).

Nevertheless, Kolb’s LSI has also received profuse criticisms despite its popularity in 

various areas. Cornwell and Manfredo (1994) claim that the empirical studies have 

generally not been supportive o f Kolb’s theory. Kolb revised the LSI in 1985 due to 

criticisms about the psychometric property of the questionnaire. However, there have 

still been many doubts about the validity and reliability of the instrument. Although the 

test-retest reliability of the revised LSI is no higher than the original one (Cornwell, 

Manfredo and Dunlap 1991; Newstead 1992), the criticism is mainly on the construct 

validity. Only very few researchers have produced supportive studies on the construct 

validity of the LSI (e.g., Ferrell 1983; Katz 1986; Loo 1999). Although researchers have 

found support for the model of two bipolar dimensions, often the bipolar continuums are 

different from Kolb’s theory (thinking— feeling and watching— doing). For example, 

Geiger, Boyle and Pinto (1993) found two strong bipolar dimensions, but they were 

running from feeling to watching and from doing to thinking. Many researchers have 

tried to replicate studies using the LSI and factor-analyzed the results, but failed to 

verify the four learning types Kolb theorized (e.g., Cornwell and Manffedo 1994; 

Cornwell et al. 1991; Geiger et al. 1993; Loo 1999; West 1982). They suspect that the 

emergence o f the bipolar structure without the 4-dimensional learning types is attributed 

to the ipsative scales of the LSI. Cornwell et al. (1991) explain as follows:

[Ajlthough ipsative scoring is appropriate to identify the primary or strongest 
factor for an individual among several construct valid dimensions, the 
inherent lack o f independence of such scores precludes their use to evaluate or 
confirm a factor structure based on theory (Gorsuch 1974) (p.461).

Ipsative scales by their very nature produce negative correlations. When 
analyzed by factor analysis, an intercorrelation matrix with many negative 
correlations will tend to produce bipolar factors (p.459).

In other words, ipsative scores are not considered suitable for factor analysis by some 

researchers. Cornwell et al. (ibid) proposed that a confirmatory analysis of Kolb’s 

theory using non-ipsative scores is necessary for evaluating the LSI’s construct validity.
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As a result, Geiger et al. (1993) created an alternate normative version o f the LSI which 

still consisted of the original items but was scored on a 7-point Likert Scale. Their study 

compared the construct validity of their normative version with that of the original 

ipsative version, and revealed that only the thinking dimension was supported by 

ipsative inventory, whereas, the normative version produced strong support for the four 

separate learning dimensions even though it did not produce any bipolar dimensions. 

Therefore, Koob & Funk (2002) assert that the LSI does not provide an adequate 

measure of learning style due to its ‘suspect methodology, misapplication of statistical 

procedures, logical inconsistencies in theory construction and a general lack o f support 

for reliability and validity’ (p.303) and call for great caution for using it in social work 

research. Nonetheless, Loo (1999) still reminds us that the issue o f factoring ipsative 

scores and all these criticisms about the factor structure ‘do not take away from the 

usefulness of the LSI as a pedagogical tool’ (p.216).

Thinking Style

Another important conception, which can hardly be compartmentalized into any o f the 

aforementioned categories, is thinking style. It is often used interchangeably with 

learning styles, however, many researchers do not see them as identical (e.g., Cano- 

Garcia & Hughes 2000; Rayner & Riding 1997, Sternberg 1999). The most widely 

documented thinking style theory is Sternberg’s (1999) ‘Mental Self-government’ theory. 

Believing that ‘we do not have a style, but rather a profile o f styles’ (ibid, p. 19), 

Sternberg proposes that just as there are different ways of governing society, there are 

different preferences with which people use their abilities. This style framework 

comprises five facets (adapted from Sternberg 1999, pp.20-26):

1) Functions
Legislative: legislative people like to decide for themselves what to do and come up 

with their own ways of doing things 
Executive: executive people like to follow rules and prefer problems that are 

prestructured or prefabricated.
Judicial: Judicial people like to evaluate rules and procedures, and prefer problems 

in which one analyzes and evaluates existing things and ideas.
2) Forms

Monarchic: a monarchic person is single-minded and driven.
Hierarchic: the hierarchic person has a hierarchy o f goals and recognizes the need to 

set priorities.
Oligarchic: oligarchic people tend to be motivated by several, often competing goals 

of equal perceived importance.
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Anarchic: the anarchic person seems to be motivated by a potpourri o f needs and 
goals that can be difficult for him or her, as well as for others, to sort out. 
Anarchic people take what seems like a random approach to problems.

3) Levels
Global: global individuals prefer to deal with relatively large and abstract issues.
Local: local individuals like concrete problems requiring working with details.

4) Scope
Internal: internal individuals tend to be introverted, task-oriented, and sometimes 

socially less aware.
External: external individuals tend to be extroverted, outgoing, and people-oriented.

5) Leanings
Liberal: The liberal individual likes to go beyond existing rules and procedures, to 

maximize change, and to seek situations that are somewhat ambiguous.
Conservative: The conservative individual likes to adhere to existing rules and 

procedures, minimize change, avoid ambiguous situations and stick with 
familiar situations in life.

These 5 dimensions produce 13 thinking styles, which in turn form three types of 

people (see Zhang 2005). On the whole, what Sternberg terms as ‘Forms’, ‘Functions’ 

and ‘Fevels’ seem to be very similar to what studies on cognitive and learning styles 

are concerned about, whilst ‘Scope’ and ‘Leanings’ reflect more of the social and 

affective (personality) factors that contribute to individual differences. The 5 

dimensions are in remarkable resemblance with the characteristics described in the Big 

Five model. They may be correlated with Costa and MaCrae’s OCEAN model on a 

one-to-one basis in the following table except that the pair Levels—Neuroticism is 

relatively far-fetched:

Table 2: Thinking Style vs. Big Five
Sternberg’s Thinking Style Costa & MaCrae’s Big Five

Functions Agreeableness
Forms Conscientiousness
Levels Neuroticism
Scope Extroversion

Leanings Openness to experience

In general, thinking style describes a comprehensive combination o f dimensions of a 

human being’s personality and intellectual characteristics. The Mental Self- 

government model has been proved a reliable and valid general theory of style in both 

academic settings (Zhang & Sternberg 2002) and non-academic settings (Zhang 2005).

2.7.3. Construct of Learning Style

The complexity of the countless style models may look like a spider’s web, however, the 

interrelationships among the four types of styles presented above can be more 

simplistically described as ‘different layers of an onion’ (Curry 1987, cited in Rayner &
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Riding 1997). Curry (ibid) suggested that the inner core o f a ‘style onion’ is made up of 

personality-centred models, leading to a second stratum of information-processing 

models and then to the outer layer o f instructional-preference models o f learning styles.

Much of the recent comparative research between different style conceptualizations has 

started to unveil a clearer picture of their interrelations. Firstly, as cognitive style looks 

at a person’s mental preferences for processing information, it can be naturally seen as 

one aspect o f thinking style. Secondly, although numerous authors use cognitive style 

and learning style interchangeably, there is a technical difference between the two terms. 

Cognitive style focuses on the ‘form’ of cognitive activity (i.e. thinking, perceiving, 

remembering), but not its content. Whereas, learning style is seen as a broader construct 

that includes cognitive along with affective and physiological styles (Triantafillou, 

Pomportsis and Demetriadis 2003). Therefore, ‘it is arguably useful to think in terms of 

cognitive style representing the core of an individual’s learning style’ (Rayner & Riding 

1997, p.23).

Thirdly, learning can be considered a thinking sub-product, the trace which our 

thoughts/memories leave (Craik and Lockhart 1972). Learning is related to thinking, 

and as individual differences intervene we fall into certain patterns when we think as 

well as when we learn. Hence, the term ‘thinking style’ has been used just as much as 

Teaming style’ in the domain of educational psychology (Cano-Garcia & Hughes 2000).

Lastly, cognitive style is frequently described as a personality dimension which 

influences attitudes, values, and social interaction (Triantafillou et al. 2003). 

Furthermore, personality is generally considered to play a crucial role in the formation of 

learning styles. Numerous researches using differentiated descriptions of learning 

orientation indicate that learning style is a subset o f personality or a leamt component of 

personality (Duff et al. 2004; Fumham 1992; Furnham, Jackson and Miller 1999; 

Jackson and Lawty-Jones 1996). Fumham (1996, p.296) claims that ‘if  well-established 

and theoretically sound personality variables related closely and coherently to learning 

style or interpersonal behaviour (accounting for between 10-25% of the variance), some 

may argue that it may simply be more valuable to measure only the former.’ However, 

Busato et al. (1999) conclude from their research that personality and learning style 

measurements should still be used separately in educational settings. Interestingly,
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Fumhara et al.’s (1999) later research also confirms that learning style measurements are 

better predictors of academic achievement than personality instruments.

On the whole, ‘the tendency o f recent theories in styles is to integrate cognitive styles 

into learning styles and learning styles into thinking styles’ (Cano-Garcia & Hughes 

2000, p.424). However, the interrelationship between these style layers may now look 

like a different onion from Curry’s in that the breadth of each layer is different in the 

light of the discussion above. While personality is widely seen as the foundation of 

cognitive and learning styles, it is still not clear whether or how much it dictates thinking 

styles. Therefore, the relationship between the four style conceptions may look like a

C=Cognitive Style 

L=Learning Style 

T=Thinking Style 

P=Personality Style

A B

Figure 4: Learning Style ‘Onions’

To summarize, a learning style measure should comprise elements from 3 facets: 

cognitive (thinking), behavioural (learning), and affective (personality). Just as Rayner 

and Riding (1997) point out, we need to emphasize developing measurement constructs 

that reflect a profile of an individual’s learning style.

2.8. Im portance of Learning Styles

One of the controversies about learning styles is whether it is meaningful or possible to take 

learning styles into consideration of our educational practice. The argument is that educators 

should not endeavour to create a wide variety of materials to suit different learners, but to 

produce designs that are good for everyone and train learners on better methods o f l earn i ng 

or to get diverse children aligned with the education system (Draper 2003; Landauer 1999).

Nevertheless, there are innumerable researches that have demonstrated that learning can be 

enhanced when instructions accommodate various learning styles of students (e.g., Buch and

single onion or a twin-onion as depicted in the following figures.
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Bartley 2002; Entwistle, McCune and Walker 2001; Kolb 1984; Leone et al. 2005; 

Lounsbury et al. 2005; Moutafi, Fumham and Paltiel 2005). Gregorc (1984) found that 

individuals learned with ease when the learning environment was compatible with their 

learning style, but learning was thought of ‘as a challenge, hard, or distasteful’ when there 

was a mismatch (p.54). Dunn, Griggs, Olson and Beasly (1995) conducted a meta-analysis 

of 42 experimental learning style studies over a 10-year period involving 3181 students and 

concluded that matching students’ learning styles with compatible educational interventions 

resulted in a measurable increase in their academic performance. In a similar vein, Zhang’s 

study (2005) o f thinking styles and students’ achievement has also revealed that physics 

students taught with combined styles outperformed those taught with single styles. She 

hence claims that teaching for a balanced use o f thinking styles has superiority over teaching 

that uses only one style. More specifically, in foreign language education, Oxford (1990, 

p. 13) claims that ‘general learning style, such as field dependence-independence, analytic- 

global orientation, or the judging-perceiving mode’, has a strong effect on language learning 

strategies which were found to be skilfully utilized by successful learners (e.g., Ramirez 

1986; Rubin 1975).

The importance o f identifying learning styles is also confirmed by evidence from 

neuroscience that educators must make provisions for individual differences in learning 

styles by providing alternative grouping arrangements, instructional materials, time frames 

and so on (Genesee 2000).

However, despite the abundant findings o f significant correlations between learners’ learning 

styles/approaches and their learning achievements, some research showed that it may not be 

fully justified to consider learning styles distinguishably predictive of attainment (see Busato 

et al. 2000; Duff et al. 2004; Fumham et al. 1999). The percentage of variance in learning 

performance explained by personality or learning styles is often very low (Fumham et al. 

1999). Nonetheless, Entwistle (1972) cautions us that:

[I]t is dangerous to assume wide generality in statements about the 
relationship between personality and academic attainment. Age, ability, sex, 
geographic area, classroom organisation, class size, teaching methods and 
teachers’ personality may all affect these relationships to some extent’
(p. 147).

Instead, in my opinion, study of learning style should not aim itself at predicting learning 

performance, but rather at identifying individual differences, and helping accommodate them
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and improve learners’ attitudes, motivations and their learning experiences, which may in 

turn encourage more meaning-seeking learning and enhance learning directly or indirectly in 

the long run.

2.9. E-learning & Learning Styles

It is proposed that learning styles should be taken into account in decisions regarding the use 

of the many delivery modes made available by the advancement o f technology (Buch and 

Bartley 2002). As ICT becomes more prevalent in education, it seems logical to extend the 

matching findings from classroom-based teaching and learning to E-leaming (Miller 2005). 

Considerable research has demonstrated that there is a kind of interaction between E- 

leaming designs and learner styles. For example, Ford and Chen (2001) revealed that 

students in conditions matched with their Field Dependent/Independent styles obtained better 

scores. Liu and Reed (1995) found that even when FD and FI students’ learning 

performances were equally good, their students chose different types o f media, tools and 

learning aids. It is also suggested that FD students may succeed best with socially oriented 

learning tasks (e.g. cooperative learning style) whilst FI students would rather work on 

abstract and less socially oriented assignments (Saracho 1998). Therefore, substantial 

evidence (e.g., Lee et al. 2005; Liu and Reed 1994; Papanikolaou et al. 2002; Triantafillou et 

al. 2003; Triantafillou et al. 2004) has accentuated the importance o f having different 

perspectives of hypermedia design for potential matching with various learner characteristics, 

which would possibly result in higher quality o f learning. Goodyear et al. (2001) assert that 

students o f all learning styles are likely to experience benefits when E-leaming courses are 

well-designed and well-managed.

Since the learning environment has changed greatly, a question prompted by Peter Honey is 

worth considering— ‘Are there E-leaming styles?’ He did an online questionnaire o f 242 

people about potential likes and dislikes about E-leaming. However, even Honey is aware 

that many researchers would dismiss this question by thinking that ‘The learning styles we 

have come to know and love apply to all types o f learning.’ Honey (2001) admitted that his 

survey has initially failed to reveal E-leaming styles as such, but he was confident that it still 

demonstrated some important differences about people’s approaches to online learning.

To speculate if  there will emerge E-leaming styles along with the growth of computer- 

assisted learning, what needs to be considered foremost is probably the mutability of
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learning styles. Learning style is believed by some researchers to be stable and not context- 

specific, but is it not changeable at all? On the one hand, the core component of learning 

style—cognitive style—is thought to ‘develop slowly and experientially’ and appear to be 

‘not easily modified by specific tuition or training’ (Messick & Associates 1976, p,6). On 

the other hand, it is largely accepted now that learning styles are indirect manifestations of 

personality which is still under debate as to how mutable it is depending on the influence of 

nature or nurture (Anastasi 1958). Pervin (1990, p. 15) claims that all schools ‘believe in the 

potential for personality change, but there are major differences in optimism concerning 

change (author’s emphases)’.

What is more, Genesee (2000) claims that cognitive differences may not be a simple matter 

of personal preference, but rather o f individual differences in the hardwiring o f the brain and, 

thus, beyond the individual’s control. According to neuroscience research, learning is about 

making neural connections in the brain. There is direct evidence now that when learning 

occurs less input is required to activate established connections (ibid), which partly explains 

why learners come to have different preferred styles of learning: the brain would opt for the 

established connections or more familiar information processing procedures which require 

less effort. Naturally, therefore, we may argue that for the brain to reconstruct the ‘well- 

trodden paths’ would take considerable time. Thus, learning style is not what an individual 

may be able to adopt or change overnight.

Learning style may be largely dictated by the brain development, however, new evidence 

from neuroscience also suggests that the brain is much more malleable than previously 

thought (Genesee 2000). Scientists have carried out ingenious experiments that reveal the 

incredible neural flexibility of the developing brain: new wiring can be manufactured and 

established in the adult brain, or old patterns o f connectivity can be converted to serve 

functions that they never served before (see Elman 1996; Sur, Garraghty and Roe 1988).

Progression in neuroscience consistently shows that the brain has certain plasticity. Hence, 

learning styles, largely based on brain activities, must be malleable to a certain degree, too, 

which means they will not be static throughout a learner’s life. As aforementioned, since 

styles are in part socialized, they can be modified by the environment in which people live 

(Sternberg 1999). In addition, the stability o f personality also varies in different stages o f 

people’s lives. It is found that between the ages o f eighteen and thirty, mean levels of 

neuroticism, extroversion and openness decrease slightly whereas agreeableness and
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conscientiousness increase slightly, and after the age o f thirty mean levels of personality 

traits change very little (Matthews, Deary and Whiteman 2003).

To sum up, it is safe to say that learning styles are learner characteristics that are relatively 

consistent under most learning situations. Nonetheless, they are also malleable if  a learner is 

either compelled to, or chooses to, change them (e.g. when faced with very different 

information stimuli and input quantity through E-leaming environments). It can be 

remoulded to certain degree through effort over a certain length o f time.

In my opinion, the existence o f E-learning styles is possible, but may not necessarily lead to 

a whole new camp o f style constructs. First o f all, apparently E-leaming presents information 

and knowledge in a very different pattern from the traditional classroom teaching. Therefore, 

E-leaming elicits a discrete style o f thinking. As a result, E-leaming may require a learner to 

not only use different or more sensory capacities (auditory, visual or tactile) at a time, but 

also to face a more comprehensive way o f processing the more intensive information 

provided. Recently, after comparing learning through electronic texts and textbooks, Cartes- 

Enriquez et al. (2004, p.551) concluded that e-texts can transform students from ‘horizontal 

linguistic reading’ (typical in reading printed texts) to ‘vertical cognitive reading’ (necessary 

in reading electronic texts), and consequently students develop elaborate thinking skills 

because they are presented with different perspectives from different sources by e-texts. 

This probably explains why research has found concrete sequential learners perform better in 

a traditional educational setting while random learners cope better with non-linear computer- 

based learning environments. Secondly, neural connections in the brain are first formed 

among adjacent neurons to form circuits, and then there will be a whole neural network of 

interconnected adjacent and distant neurons, simple circuits and complex circuits. 

Consequently, when an input is taken in by different senses or a combination o f senses 

through E-leaming, neurons from different sites of the brain will be activated at the same 

time and new neural networks will be created to process this input (Elman 1996). In other 

words, a new learning path will appear to handle the input o f different quality and quantity. 

For instance, Mitchell (2002) found a substantial increase in the number o f Australian 

learners who had obtained certain dispositions and readiness for flexible delivery and online 

learning than previous researches.

Therefore, this thesis would like to argue that learners will inevitably develop different styles 

for E-leaming as opposed to their prior traditional learning. However, this change may not
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necessarily result in some new style conceptions. After all, learning style is largely based on 

thinking and personality styles which are not likely to quickly produce some new types that 

the theorists have not already discussed. Even if there will be some transformation o f styles, 

it will take a considerable amount o f time to create new neural connections in the brain. 

Moreover, the extent of the transformation will be influenced by learners’ attitudes towards 

E-leaming as well. If  the learner rejects the form of E-leaming, s/he may not adjust their 

cognitive and behavioural habits to learning with computers. Therefore, there may not be 

much transformation in this type of learners’ styles and indeed they may find E-leaming 

awkward rather than beneficial.

Nonetheless, this research did not set out to investigate E-leaming styles in particular, but 

general learning styles instead. This was because: a) when the questionnaire containing the 

learning style instrument was conducted, the students had just arrived at the University. As 

CAL was still in its infancy in the country, it was assumed that these students had not had 

very much E-leaming experience before they came to the university; b) the students’ original 

learning style would still be a valid foundation for the possible formation of E-leaming styles 

which was likely to take a longer time than the fulfilment of this research.
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Part IV: Attitude

The published literature on learners ’ attitude toward computer assisted learning is relatively 

lhnited. Many researchers have noted that research in the UK and elsewhere, which 

examines the factors affecting computer use among students, has mainly focused on the 

institutional, departmental or staff perspectives, and tends to ignore the learner’s perceptions 

on and attitudes towards the computer and E-leaming (Hirscheim, Smithson and Whitehouse 

1988; McMahon et al. 1999).

2.10. Conceptualization of A ttitude

This study aimed to investigate attitudes towards E-leaming, however, due to the limited 

literature on E-leaming attitude measures, it was decided that understanding of the constmct 

for E-learning attitude could be drawn on the contemporary theorizing in the more general 

area o f the social psychological concept of ‘attitude’ (Hammond et al. 1992; Liaw 2002a).

2.10.1. Definitions of Attitude

The concept o f attitude has been thoroughly established as one of social psychology’s 

prime areas (Ostrom 1968). Attitude is often thought to be a response to an antecedent 

stimulus or an attitude object which may or may not be observable (Breckler 1984). The 

responses towards this object are visible, however, attitude itself is not directly 

observable or measurable.

Most o f the more elaborate definitions of attitudes point out that they are predispositions 

that respond towards a specified object or class o f objects in a characteristic, evaluative 

manner (e.g., Osgood, Suci and Tannenbaum 1957; Rosenberg and Hovland 1960; 

Smith, Bruner and White 1956). The most comprehensive definition is offered by 

Allport (1935, p.810):

An attitude is a mental and neural state of readiness, organized through 
experience, exerting a directive or dynamic influence upon the individual’s 
response to all objects and situations with which it is related.
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This definition encompasses more attributes o f an attitude than almost any other

definition because:

1) it recognizes the biological properties of attitudes, which many researchers have 

claimed to be essential in attitude formation (e.g., Eysenck 1970; Zajonc 1989).

2) it implies that attitude involves learned cognitive processes. This perspective is 

adopted by many attitude theorists (e.g., Ajzen 1988; Ostrom 1969; Rosenberg and 

Hovland 1960). However, Eagly & Chaiken (1993, p.3) suggest that:

[T]he idea that attitudes are learned is best not included in the definition of 
the attitude construct. Instead, the definition o f attitude should allow for the 
possibility that some attitudes are unlearned insofar as they originate at least 
partially from some biological base.

In this respect, attitudes are very similar to personality in that they have both been 

treated as the relatively consistent underlying dispositions to explain human 

behaviour and contain learned and socialized elements. Though, attitudes are 

typically viewed as more malleable than personality traits. Like personality traits, 

attitude is a hypothetical construct that is not directly observable and hence must be 

inferred from measurable responses (Ajzen 1988). Personality and attitude are also 

interrelated when contributing to behavioural intentions or overt actions. Smith 

(1947-1948, p.519) proposes that a person’s attitudes ‘may be pressed into service 

for the indirect gratification of underlying personality striving’.

3) it recognizes the importance of antecedent knowledge/experience. The impact of 

antecedent conditions/experiences on the formation o f attitude has been noted by 

many researchers (e.g., Bagozzi 1978; e.g., Jones and Clarke 1995; Ostrom 1969). 

The most cited comparison was Ostrom’s (1969) research on university students’ 

attitude towards church (a very common object) versus Kathandapani’s (1971) study 

on black women’s attitudes towards birth control (a controversial topic rarely 

discussed in public at that time). Such studies revealed that the greater quantity of, 

and the more diversified antecedent experience an individual has, the more 

convergence there is in his/her responses across attitudinal dimensions and in 

behaviour.

4) it points out the interactions between the above variables and the attitude object(s) 

or situation(s) in question.
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2.10.2. Constructs & Measurement of Attitude

Although formal definitions of attitude vary, most o f them seem to agree on the 

evaluative nature o f attitude (Ajzen 1988). Much of the early work before the 1980s 

(e.g., Fishbein 1963; Fishbein and Raven 1962; McGuire 1969; Smith 1947-1948; 

Thurstone 1931; Triandis 1971) was concerned with two questions: What kind of 

evaluative process is undertaken when an attitude is formed? How can we assess the 

degree of such evaluation as to differentiate different attitudes? Research conducted to 

answer these two questions has been closely related to an interest in the relationship 

between attitudes and behaviour. From very early on, social scientists have assumed that 

attitude could be used to explain or predict human actions (Ajzen & Fishbein 1980). 

Therefore, the conceptualization of attitude and how it should be measured have been 

largely influenced by the findings about the attitude-behaviour relations. Two major 

models of attitude formation emerged as the measurement techniques and the attitude- 

behaviour interrelation findings evolved: the unidimensional model and the tripartite 

model.

The Unidimensional Model

It is not surprising that originally attitude was seen as a unidimensional attribute. 

Thurstone (1931, p.261) defines attitude as ‘the affect for or against a psychological 

object’. It appears that people’s emotional response—affect—had been the only index 

o f an attitude in his theory. Indeed, ‘affect’ and ‘attitude’ were often used 

interchangeably (Ajzen and Fishbein 1980). This unidimensional position was 

strengthened when Thurstone (1931) brought about a major breakthrough in techniques 

for assessing attitudes—the Thurstone Scaling which reduced the measurement to 

obtaining a single score that would identify a person’s attitudinal position on a bipolar 

affective continuum. The Thurstone Scaling methods enjoyed widespread use in attitude 

assessments. Therefore, for nearly two decades, attention was concentrated on 

theorizing and measuring o f affect as the only component o f the concept of attitude. 

Another influential unidimensional model was provided by Fishbein and Ajzen 

(Fishbein 1963; Fishbein and Ajzen 1975) who asserts that beliefs are the only mediators 

o f attitude formation and change. To them, an individual’s attitude toward any object is 

the evaluative aspect o f his/her beliefs about the object.
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The Tripartite Model

Although early research seemed to confirm the validity o f unidimensional attitude scales, 

a few studies had produced alarming discrepancies between the attitudes assessed and 

the actual behaviour observed. The most well-known among them was LaPiere’s (1934) 

investigation on racial prejudice which found its respondents’ like/dislike of a certain 

race could not account for their actions towards that race. Mitchell & Olson’s (1981) in- 

depth study o f brand attitudes in marketing suggested that neither was belief the sole 

mediator of attitude formation. This had prompted some social scientists to contemplate 

the possibility o f alternative dimensions o f attitude which could account for such 

discrepancies (e.g., Allport 1935). Slowly, the construct o f attitude has evolved into a 

tripartite model which hypothesizes three components of an attitude— affect, cognition 

and conation.

4s The Framework

McGuire (1969) points out that the trichotomy of feeling, knowing and acting as 

three facets o f human experience can be traced back to the Hindus and to Plato’s and 

Aristotle’s time. Yet, ‘attitude’ was not conceptualized in terms o f the tripartite 

model until the late 1940s (Breckler 1984). Smith (1947-1948) first distinguished 

the three aspects of attitude as affective, cognitive and policy-orientation. By the 

1960s, the model had become the most prevalent in attitude and attitude change 

theories. McGuire (1969, p. 155) concludes that the trilogy ‘came early and stayed 

late’ in the scientific study o f attitudes.

The tripartite model hypothesizes that an attitude consists of three components: 

affective, cognitive and behavioural (conative) (e.g., Harding et al. 1954; Insko and 

Schopler 1967; Rosenberg and Hovland 1960; Triandis 1971). In general, the 

affective component represents a positive-negative emotional response, or ‘a gut 

reaction’ (Breckler 1984, p .l 191). The behavioural dimension depicts behavioural 

intentions, overt actions and verbal statements about behaviour. The cognitive 

component includes beliefs, knowledge, perceptual responses and thoughts. The 

following figure shows how each component manifests itself and contributes to the 

formation of an attitude.
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Measurable Intervening
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N
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N
Verbal: Expressions of 
behavioural intentions

Figure 5: Schematic Conception of Attitude
(adapted from Rosenberg and Hovland 1960 and Ajzen 1988)

A core assumption underlying the tripartite model is that all three components vary 

on a common evaluative continuum (Allport 1935). That is, affect can vary from 

liking to disliking, behaviour from supportive to hostile, and cognition from 

favourable to unfavourable. Traditionally, the model is construed as implying that 

these three aspects must be in place in order for a true evaluative tendency to emerge 

and thus a complete description of attitude requires that all three components be 

assessed. It follows that measures of attitude based on only one or two components 

are incomplete and that using such incomplete measures to predict overt behaviour 

does not represent a fair test o f the attitude-behaviour relationship (Ajzen and 

Fishbein 1980). However, some of the more contemporary researchers question 

whether attitudes must have all three of these aspects, either at the point of attitude 

formation or attitudinal responding. Eagly & Chaiken (1993, p. 16) contend 

decidedly that it is not universal that people respond to attitude objects by cognitive, 

affective, and behavioural reactions. Hence, they do not conceptualize an attitude as 

having three constitutional components, but rather as mediating three types o f  

responses sharing a ‘synergistic relation’ (ibid, p.201).

Nonetheless, an attempt to discuss attitude in terms o f affective, cognitive and 

conative components does not mean these categories can be clearly distinguished 

except for analytical purposes. Instead, they inevitably overlap (Harding et al. 

1954). Theoretically these three components are equally important for the structure 

o f the attitude concept, however, historically, they have never shared the same
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attention in empirical studies. Evaluation o f the affective component has been 

central and the cognitive dimension has been advocated as the sole construct ot 

attitude by some social scientists, while the behavioural component has perhaps 

received the least amount of systematic study.

4 t Validity of the Tripartite Construct

As any other conceptual hypothesis, the tripartite model has been subjected to 

numerous tests and meta-analyses regarding its construct validity. The main 

concern is the verification of discriminant and convergent validity. That is, the 

model should manifest both sufficient convergence and distinction among the three 

components to be a valid construct.

Greenwald (1968, p.367) argues that the tripartite model would display substantial 

internal consistency strictly on the grounds that the components all derive from the 

experience o f a single individual. Many attitudinal consistency theorists (e.g., 

Festinger 1957; McGuire 1966) believe that the desire for personal consistency is 

perhaps one o f the most basic human motives—people strive to maintain evaluative 

homogeneity among the attitudinal responses they emit. Ajzen (1988) proposes that 

people would try to demonstrate this consistency because it is essential for a 

person’s effective functioning in the society. Furthermore, some theorists even 

assume that human beings are inherently predisposed to think and act consistently 

since such an internal consistency is found to manifest itself in neuro-physiological 

dispositions (e.g., Eysenck 1950, 1970) and logical consistency (McGuire 1960).

Thereby, the convergence validity seemed to be a naturally built-in quality of this 

model. It is such a dominant feature that some researchers suggest any o f the three 

components would serve equally well as an index o f attitude (Fishbein 1966; 

Harding et al. 1954). Nevertheless, some more conservative proponents o f the 

model explicate that the consistency of evaluative responses reflects the degree of 

central tendency on the continuum rather than complete homogeneity o f responses 

(Ostrom 1969). Therefore, certain variability in responses should be acknowledged.

While common sense seems to expect a high degree o f triadic consistency, the 

research findings on the discriminant validity of the three components have been 

mixed. For instance, when measuring undergraduates’ attitudes towards the church,
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Ostrom (1969) demonstrated evidence for strong convergent validity, but relatively 

low discriminant validity. Using the same statistical technique, Kothandapani’s 

(1971) investigation on attitudes towards birth control confirmed the tripartite 

construct. In addition, higher intercomponent inconsistency (contributing to 

discriminant validity) was achieved in this study than Ostrom (1969) as a result of 

Kathandapani’s purposeful use of the controversial topic (contraceptive usage) as 

opposed to Ostrom’s topic of church. Both Ostrom’s (1969) and Kothandapani’s 

(1971) results were re-analysed by Bagozzi (1978) using a different statistical 

technique. The re-analysis o f Ostrom’s data produced sufficient discriminant and 

convergent validity, but Kothandapani’s data only indicated the convergent validity. 

Breckler’s study (1984) on attitudes towards snakes provided another explanation of 

the elusive discriminant validity of the tripartite model. He conducted two 

experiments: study 1 with snakes in presence and study 2 without snakes in sight. 

Study 1 lent very strong support to the tripartite construct, whereas, study 2 obtained 

higher intercomponent correlations. Henceforth, it seems, when the attitude object 

is unfamiliar or aberrant to the subject’s customary context, the correlation among 

the attitudinal components will decrease considerably.

On the whole, the three components are still prevalently recognized as the synergistic 

dimensions o f an attitude. However, no matter how much covariance they share, the 

components are not necessarily causative o f each other. For example, an individual may 

cognitively acknowledge an attitude object is useful, but may still be reluctant to act 

favourably towards it because s/he may regard it too difficult to understand or use— due 

to the difference between perceived usefulness and perceived ease o f  use (Davis 1989).

The validity of the tripartite model has also been tested through its prediction of overt 

behaviours. The accumulating research findings over decades have shown a very mixed 

picture. Wicker’s (1969) influential review of the relevant literature drew a clear 

conclusion that it is considerably more likely that attitudes will be unrelated or only 

slightly related to overt behaviours than otherwise (also see Doob 1947; Kothandapani 

1971). Whereas, there are also researchers who firmly hold that attitudes and behaviour 

are related causally (attitudes cause behaviour, behaviour determines attitudes or 

attitudes and behaviour are related reciprocally depending on circumstances) (e.g., 

Gibson, Ivancevich and Donnelly 1979). Nevertheless, Ajzen & Fishbein (1980) 

contend that, while knowledge o f a person’s attitude can tell little as to how s/he will act
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in a particular context, it can tell us something about the overall pattern of behaviour of 

this person. It is also clearly acknowledged that attitude measurement alone is not 

totally adequate as a predictor of behaviour (Tittle and Hill 1967). Other variables, such 

as personality and antecedent experience, have to be taken into account when 

understanding the attitude-behaviour relationship. The more contemporary researches 

have turned away from the mere verification o f the tripartite model, but rather 

concentrated on the more granular relationships between these components and 

interactions between each component, behaviour, and other variables such as motives, 

personality, and individual differences (e.g., Ajzen and Fishbein 1980; Balram and 

Dragicevic 2005; Huskinson and Haddock 2004). Therefore, Breckler (1984) suggests 

that attitude researchers should either measure each o f the three components or specify 

which o f the three is of major concern. For different research purposes, it seems 

worthwhile to study each of its components separately in some cases.

2.11 . Developm ent of Com puter A ttitude Scales (CAS)

The concept of computer attitude has been recognized by many researchers as a critical 

determinant in the acceptance and utilization of ICT (e.g., Al-Khaldi and Al-Jabri 1998; 

Hawk 1989; Liao 2005; Marcoulides 1991). For decades, researchers have been trying to 

develop instruments that can measure a person’s computer attitude efficiently and accurately 

(see Appendix V for a list o f the available CASs developed from the 1970s to present). It is 

clear that the development and use of CASs flourished during the 1980s. This probably has 

much to do with the fact that during the early stage of the information age, many people 

showed anxiety or even phobia for using computers, which became a crucial factor in 

(un)successful implementations of IT' in both general public and educational contexts. With 

the 1980s being the watershed, CAS development has distinctively manifested two phases 

from the 1970s to the present.

2.11.1. 1970s— 1980s

The earliest attempt to examine attitudes toward computers (ATC) was conducted by 

Lee (1970) who investigated 3000 individuals at the age o f 18 and older across the 

United States. Using exploratory factor analysis, Lee identified two independent 

attitudinal dimensions: (1) beliefs that the computer is a beneficial tool o f man, and (2) 

beliefs that the computer is a relatively autonomous entity which may be a superhuman
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thinking machine that downgrades man's previously unique significance in the order of 

things. This bi-dimensional ATC construct has been confirmed by other researchers 

(e.g., Brock and Sulsky 1994), and was reflected in almost all o f the more sophisticated 

computer attitude scales developed afterwards (e.g., Cambre and Cook 1987; Loyd and 

Gressard 1984; Loyd and Loyd 1985; Reece and Gable 1982; Richter, Naumann and 

Groeben 2000; Selwyn 1997).

As shown in the previous sections, attitude is predominantly conceptualized as 

consisting o f 3 components: affective, cognitive and behavioural. Almost all o f the 

published CASs are developed on the basis of this conceptualization. However, some of 

them try to encompass all three domains whilst others may focus on only one or two of 

the components. For example, Woodrow (1991) compared the attitudinal dimensions 

measured by four established CASs in the early times: Stevens’ Computer Survey (1980, 

1982, cited in Woodrow 1991), Griswold's Computer Use Questionnaire (1983, cited in 

Woodrow 1991), Reece and Gable's Attitude Toward Computers (1982), and Gressard 

and Loyd's Computer Attitude Scale (1986) (developed from Loyd & Loyd’s (1985) 

CAS, cited in Woodrow 1991), and she concluded that, although the reliability o f each 

scale was high, the scales appeared to vary considerably on the basis of the attitude 

domains that they measure:

■# The Computer Use Questionnaire sampled attitudes belonging only to the 
cognitive attitude domain. It would be a useful measure for the sociological 
impact o f computers.
The Computer Attitude Scale was found to sample attitudes from both the 
affective and behavioural domains but none from the cognitive domain. Its use 
for computer novices is particularly recommended.

#  The Computer Survey scale correlated well with all o f the other scales. However, 
the reliability coefficient o f this scale is relatively low.

♦  The Attitudes Towards Computers scale sampled the affective and behavioural 
domains of attitudes toward computers and was valid at the secondary and post
secondary education level.

The 1980s also saw a good amount of rigorous tests of the validity and reliability o f the 

computer attitude measures, many of which were often developed without theoretical 

foundation (Kay 1993). As is self-evident in Table 1 in appendix II, Loyd & Loyd’s 

CAS is the most used and tested until this date (e.g., Al-Khaldi and Al-Jabri 1998; 

Karrer 1991; Liaw 2002b; Nash and Moroz 1997). When first developed in 1984 (Loyd 

and Gressard 1984), this CAS contained 3 subscales, namely, Computer Anxiety, 

Computer Confidence and Computer Liking. Their study (Loyd & Gressard 1984) on
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the reliability and factorial validity of the scale confirmed that the scales did measure 3 

different factors which were also highly correlated to each other. However, the 

aforementioned Woodrow’s study has pointed out that this CAS only examined 2 

attitude domains: affective and behavioural, without the cognitive component. As a 

result, after some further testing, B. H. Loyd and D. E. Loyd (1985) modified it and 

added another subscale to the previous model: Computer Usefulness. Each o f the four 

subscales in the Loyd and Loyd’s version o f CAS consists o f 10 statements and uses a 6- 

point Likert scale measuring from ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly disagree’. The main 

features of the four subscales are as follows:

♦  Computer Anxiety, refers to fear of computers or the tendency of individuals to be 
uneasy or apprehensive about current or future use o f computers (Igbaria 1993). 
This subscale contains statements such as ‘Working with a computer would make 
me very nervous’, and ‘Computers make me feel uncomfortable’.
Computer Confidence: refers to the ability to use or learn about computers. This 
subscale consists of questions such as ‘I don't think I would do advanced 
computer work’, and ‘Generally, I would feel OK about trying a few problems on 
the computer’.

♦  Computer Liking: refers to liking or enjoying working with computers. Typical 
items for this subscale are: ‘I like working with computers’, and ‘I don't 
understand how some people can spend so much time working with computers 
and seem to enjoy it’.

♦  Computer Usefulness: refers to the degree of perceived usefulness of using 
computers for present and future work. Typical statements for this subscale 
include: ‘Learning about computers is worthwhile’, and ‘I’ll need a firm mastery 
of computers for my future work’.

If we examine the four subscales with regards to the concept of attitude, it seems that 

Computer Anxiety and Computer Liking represent the affective component, while items 

from Computer Confidence mostly indicate behavioural intentions and Computer 

Usefulness taps on the cognitive dimension. Therefore, the scale has been found a 

comparatively more comprehensive and reliable measure for computer attitudes.

Considering that many of the above instruments were limited by the fact that they were 

designed for either specific populations (e.g. university undergraduates) or specific 

purposes (e.g. the measurement o f anxiety), Nickell & Pinto (1986) developed an 

instrument with more general applicability across settings and populations. Nickell & 

Pinto’s CAS only categorized its items into those measuring positive attitudes (8 items) 

and those measuring negative attitudes (12 items), however, it is apparent that most of 

them tapped on computer anxiety and computer usefulness. Therefore, their model 

seems to cover responses from the affective and cognitive domain o f attitude. Rainer

70



Chapter 2: Literature Review Part IV: Attitude

and Miller (1996) confirmed that the construct validity, test-retest reliability of this scale 

and its ability to predict computer usage was acceptable.

2.11.2. 1990s— Present

From the 1990s to today, the computer technology has evolved at a phenomenal speed 

and the use of personal computers has increased exponentially. ICT has become so 

ubiquitous in people’s daily life that people’s attitudes towards computers are no longer 

very differentiated; instead, it has become rare to find very negative or phobic attitudes 

nowadays, especially among young people. That is possibly why the number o f CASs 

developed in this period is considerably less than previously.

Researchers of more recent times tend to develop CASs by adopting and customizing the 

items from those established instruments (often an amalgam o f items from many 

different models), usually under a theoretical framework o f attitude they identify with 

(e.g. a unidimensional framework with the affective dimension only or a multi- 

component model). For example, Roussos (2004) designed a CAS based on many of the 

aforementioned scales, which was purported to measure the affective, cognitive, 

perceived usefulness, perceived control and behavioural dimensions o f attitudes. 

Interestingly, the factor analysis o f the data in fact only revealed three factors which 

were identified by Roussos as the confidence subscale, the affection subsale and the 

cognitive subscale. In addition, most researchers consider ‘confidence’ a part of the 

general computer attitude measure (e.g., Francis and Evans 1995; Loyd and Loyd 1985; 

Shashaani 1994), but there are also researchers who treat confidence as a separate 

construct from attitude (Garland and Noyes 2005; Levine and Donitsa-Schmidt 1998).

Much fewer instruments have been developed to measure general computer attitudes 

after 2000. The more often investigated are users’ attitudes towards very specific uses 

of computers, such as the Internet (e.g., Liaw 2002a; e.g., Liaw 2002b), or educational 

software (e.g. Dewhurst, Macleod and Norris 2000). However, such attitude instruments 

are no longer very structured or explicitly constructed under certain attitude theories. 

For example, Francis (1993) only considered ‘affect’ an indicative dimension of 

computer attitude. Lee, Hong and Ling’s (2002) attitude scale was comprised o f items 

that measured perceived usefulness and perceived ease o f E-leaming from seven existing 

instruments without identifying that these two dimensions apparently belong to the 

cognitive domain o f attitude. Liaw, Chang, Hung and Huang (2006) proposed a 3-tier
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model for assessing attitudes towards educational use o f ICT, which seems to propose, 

not very explicitly, that E-leaming attitude measures should include: individual 

experience; the affective; cognitive and behaviour intention components. On the whole, 

as far as E-leaming attitudes are concerned, one can seldom find in research nowadays 

where a well-established traditional computer attitude scale was used directly, and often 

the measures were constructed with subscales labelled with different names, e.g., 

perceived control and ease of use, without explicit acknowledgement of the affective, 

cognitive and conative dimensions as extrapolated in general attitude theories (e.g., 

Garland and Noyes 2005; Liaw 2002b; Tsai, Lin and Tsai 2001; Yang and Lester 2003).

2.12. Individual D ifferences in A ttitudes

While the construct o f attitudes towards computers is mostly seen as triadic, the factors 

which may be causative of attitudes are manifold. Listed hereafter are some major 

individual differences in learners’ attitudes towards computers and E-leaming.

2.12.1. Computer & E-learning Attitudes

Early researches have produced very mixed findings on people’s attitudes towards 

computers or E-leaming. There were evidences that people held favourable attitudes 

towards computer uses in different areas while there was also a noticeable literature 

reporting individuals’ anxiety, distress, suspicion, aversion or even fear about using 

computers (e.g., Henderson et al. 1995; Pope-Davis and Twing 1991). Rosen and 

Maguire’s (1990) estimation then was that between one quarter and one half o f all 

college students, business people and school students were ‘computer phobic’. Lawton 

and Gerschner’s (1982) review of the literature on attitudes towards computers and 

computerized instruction concluded that:

[Tjhere is very little agreement on attitudes towards computerized instruction.
Few researchers are willing to guarantee that students could leam or would 
like to leam on computers.

Even in the early 1990s when the IT revolution was starting to take off, despite a widely- 

felt enthusiasm for computer technology applications in education among administrative 

policy-makers and some educators (see Gardner, Fulton and Best 1993; MacFarlane 

1998), learners still did not seem to embrace them so unanimously. Marcoulides (1991) 

compared the computer attitudes of two samples o f college students from the U. S. and
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the People’s Republic of China and found that computer anxiety were present in both 

groups to a similar degree. Such anxiety or phobia is often associated with the loss of 

privacy or depersonalization when working on computers. The fact that the machine 

was nowhere near as responsive as another human being and the lack of social cues in E- 

leaming environments was seen as problematic (e.g. McGorry 2002; Rice 1984).

Nonetheless, with the rapid evolution o f the ICT industry and the advent o f the Internet, 

computers can now offer much more powerful functionality and interactivity (both 

between the machine and the individual and between individuals from different 

locations). The drastic decrease of costs for ICT equipments has made the computer a 

common household appliance with which the majority of young people in the more 

developed countries grow up with—the so-called Net Generation or the ‘millennials’. In 

fact, to them computers are not technology any more (Frand 2000). When computer use 

has become a norm, rather than an exception, people naturally start to have much more 

positive attitudes towards it and show much less awe or fear. For the Net Generation, 

interactions through computers are no longer seen as ‘the opposite o f personal and the 

antithesis o f contact’ (Windham 2005, p.5.7). As a result, more and more researches 

have revealed positive learner attitude towards E-leaming at almost all levels and forms 

o f education in the past decade.

At university level, for example, Broudo and his colleagues (1999) produced a 

longitudinal report on the results of the computer use and needs assessment survey of 

medicine and dentistry students over a 4-year period. Their findings showed that there 

was consistent agreement across classes with the statement that computers are an 

essential study tool, and there had been an increasing progression of computer use as 

part of students’ normal study. Similarly, while continually innovating the hypermedia 

system for undergraduate biology students, Hutchings, Hall and Colboum (1993) 

observed consistently positive and interested attitudes over three years. Galanouli & 

McNair’s study (2001) reported that, when asked if  they enjoyed using computer-based 

learning (CBL) material, 81% of the students answered positively and 65% believed that 

CBL made lessons more interesting. In fact, the MBA postgraduate students in 

McGorry’s (2002) research were so positive about their completely internet-based 

courses that an overwhelming majority expressed they would like to take more online 

courses or recommend online courses to their friends and colleagues (also see Robertson 

et al.’s (2005) study with teacher education postgraduates). Kvavik (2005; Kvavik and
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Caruso 2005) echoed that their students’ negative perceptions about the course 

management system were minimal (only 6.6% negative or very negative). Overall, 

Oblinger (2003) noted that 79% of the American students said the Internet had a positive 

influence on their college experience (also see Jones 2002; Lenhart, Simon and Graziano 

2001).

At secondary level, Âdnanes & Ronning’s (1998) research in five secondary schools in 

Norway found that most students considered the network-based study more motivating 

than ordinary classroom teaching, and the students reported to have made frequent 

contact with fellow students ‘both on issues of course content and on technical matters’ 

(p. 153). At elementary level, Knezek, Miyashita and Sakamoto. (1993) compared 

children’s computer attitudes in US, Japan and Mexico over a three-year period, and 

concluded that students in all three countries showed consistently favourable attitudes 

regarding computer importance and enjoyment. In adult education, Issroff & Eisenstadt 

(1997) claimed that the Open University’s Virtual Summer School in 1994 was clearly a 

success and students who would have had little chance of communicating and working 

with other students and tutors evidently enjoyed the experience.

When it comes to students’ attitudes towards CALL in particular, the limited 

publications available generally show very positive learner attitudes, with some showing 

more mixed reactions (e.g., Fox, Holder and Weaver 1998; Piper, Watson and Wright 

1996). Holmes’ (1998) survey concluded that ‘there was overall agreement as to the 

benefits o f CALL in language education and the enjoyment of using computers to learn 

English’ (p.397). The real advantage o f using technology in class was linked to the 

students' goals of ‘communicating internationally’ (ibid, p.397). This insight is shared 

by many other researchers. For instance, Leh (1999) carried out an experimental study 

with two classes o f Spanish learners who were taught by the same instructor on the same 

days, but one class used e-mail to communicate with their Mexican pen pals while the 

other one did not. The comparison revealed that both the students and the instructor in 

the email group were in favour o f using e-mail as it provided a language learning 

environment that motivated the learners, fostered learning, and encouraged 

communication. The follow-up study one year later still indicated the consistent positive 

opinions toward the computer-mediated learning. Thus, she concluded that although the 

participants lacked social cues, such as gestures, the communications through the online 

community they had created were just as beneficial. More recently, Smith, Alvarez-
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Torres and Zhao (2003) have also reported that students rated learning English through 

computer-mediated communication (CMC) tools as highly favourable. Furthermore, 

Rosell-Aguilar (2004, p.220) also found that there were ‘extremely positive perceptions 

of the Web’ from the Spanish learners, it was their preferred method of obtaining 

information and they believed they were learning the language when using the Web.

Although many language teachers have observed that students generally have a positive 

attitude toward technology in the classroom, Chen (1996) warns second/foreign 

language educators to be more cautious about such enthusiasm:

...such attitudes and results may simply reflect the ‘normal’ outlook o f most 
people who live in the Computer Age. ... all o f the cultural signals being sent 
every day support the belief that technology is good, and that specifically 
computers are helpful in nearly every human endeavour. Even expressing the 
slightest doubts about the usefulness o f computers is likely to result in one 
being labelled as a Luddite1.

Therefore, Chen (ibid) advises educators and policy-makers not to rush into CALL 

without solid evidence o f its benefits.

To summarize, on the one hand, students of the current generation are ‘remarkably 

immersed in technology’ and think of ICT as ‘something akin to oxygen’ (Brown 2001, 

p.70). They trust technology implicitly, and have generally positive attitudes towards 

use of computer technologies in education (Elartman, Moskal and Dziuban 2005; Omar 

1992; Pope-Davis and Twing 1991). On the other hand, there are inevitably learners 

who still have negative feelings about computers. For instance, Shaw & Marlow (1999), 

in their research with undergraduate science students who were experiencing ICT use in 

their studies, found that a certain number o f students were uncomfortable with 

computers, unhappy about the lack o f personal contact, and would prefer to learn in a 

more traditional mode. This has intrigued some researchers to test whether this 

differentiation is related to students’ different learning styles2. Even without the 

influence o f learning styles, as the ‘digital divide’ is becoming more and more obvious 

(Hawkins, Rudy and Madsen 2003; Kaminski, Seel and Cullen 2003; Raines 2002), the 

increased use o f technology in education is bound to put some learners, who are less

1 The article is from an online source with no pagination.
2 This will be further discussed in Section 2.12.4 of this chapter.
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immersed in technology and thus more likely to have unconfident and negative attitudes, 

in a disadvantageous position.

2.12.2. Gender

It is veiy salient in the literature on computer attitudes that gender difference is the most 

probed, yet the most controversial, factor. Studies do not agree on whether males are 

significantly more confident in or keen on using computers or E-leaming than females. 

The overview o f the situation seems to show that, up till early 1990s, there were almost 

equal amount of findings of gender difference among both youngsters and adults (e.g., 

Farrell, Cuseo-Ott and Fenerty 1988; Heinssen, Glass and Knight 1987; Henderson et al. 

1995; Nickell and Pinto 1986; Shashaani 1994) and non-difference (e.g., Loyd and 

Gressard 1984; Pope-Davis and Twing 1991; Zubrow 1987). Rosen and Maguire (1990) 

concluded that even though women did appear to be slightly more computer phobic than 

men in general, differences were neither strong nor consistent across various studies.

Since the 1990s, there appears to be more studies reporting no gender difference than 

otherwise. For example, Knezek et al.’s (1993) longitudinal study with elementary 

students from US, Japan and Mexico revealed no gender difference in computer attitudes. 

The ten-year-long IT survey with undergraduates in a UK university, reported by Gunn 

et al. (2002), showed that in the early years of the survey, women reported themselves as 

less likely to own computing equipment and generally less positive in attitudes towards 

the importance and relevance o f IT to their studies and future careers. However, ‘over 

the decade, these differences have gradually and completely disappeared. ... Male and 

female students have reached a point o f agreement about the importance of computer 

technology in their work and study’ (ibid, p.35). Lee et al.’s (2002) study with 

Malaysian college students also found gender would not affect their perceived 

usefulness and perceived ease of using computers. Furthermore, Ory, Bullock and 

Bumaska (1997) have cast doubt on there being any significant computer attitude 

difference between males and females in general. However, it seems that it can not be 

generalized over different educational or cultural contexts where the users’ attitudes are 

examined (see Colley, Gale and Harris 1994; Shaw and Marlow 1999; Tsai et al. 2001). 

For example, Omar’s (1992) study revealed that while gender difference in confidence 

and liking o f computers did not exist among the US students he surveyed, it did exist 

among the Kuwait students.
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Some academics argue that this controversy over gender variance is caused by not 

exerting control over other variables related to attitude, such as computing experience 

(e.g., Zubrow 1987). Whereas, Popovich et al. (1987) suggested that the gender 

differences in reactions to computers may not be true for all computer uses. Their study 

with undergraduate psychology students showed that females were more positive than 

males about certain technology applications. In a similar vein, Gunn et al. (2002) 

suggested that male students may enjoy competitive educational games and challenges 

while communicative and collaborative features may appeal more to female students.

This controversy still remains in the research up to date, but generally, the belief that the 

gender differences do exist at least in some computer usages seems to be more prevalent 

nowadays. Moreover, gender differences should not be treated in isolation from other 

factors such as learning styles and educational backgrounds (Gunn et al. 2002).

2.12.3. Computing Experience

Unlike the gender factor, computing experience is regarded almost unanimously in the 

existing research as a prime explanatory factor for computer attitudes. It is mostly 

agreed that as the amount of computer experience increases, the attitudes towards the 

computer accordingly become more positive.

Over decades, exposure to computers has been found to be positively correlated with 

users’ attitudes in both academic environments (e.g., Liaw 2002a; Loyd and Gressard 

1984; Shashaani 1994; Tsai et al. 2001; Woodrow 1991) and non-academic contexts (e.g. 

Hawk 1989; Henderson et al. 1995; Mahmood et al. 2000). Shaw & Marlow (1999) 

found that computer experience was positively correlated to the affective and cognitive 

components of attitude and thus had a ‘halo-effect’ on the attitude on the whole (also see 

Lee et al. 2002). In addition, Levine & Donitsa-Schmidt’s (1998) study demonstrated 

that not only computer experience and attitude are positively related, but also they are 

mutually causal.

Not only the amount, but also the type o f computer experience is linked to the 

positiveness of attitudes. Much research has suggested the importance of good early 

experience and the quality of support in terms o f professionalism, friendliness and 

enthusiasm, which may create an ‘inoculation’ effect providing some protection against 

bad later experiences (Beckers and Schmidt 2003; Todman and Drysdale 2004).
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Furthermore, computing experience has been found to have a strong direct or indirect 

effect on behavioural intentions (Igbaria 1993). Thompson, Higgins and Howell’s 

(1994) study with 325 people from multiple organizations clearly indicated that 

experience was an important dimension in attitude-behaviour research. Al-Khaldi and 

Al-Jabri’s (1998) questionnaire survey with undergraduate students confirmed that there 

is a significant positive relationship between the degree o f computer experience and 

actual computer utilisation.

However, there are also a few studies that counter this generally accepted correlation 

between computer experience and attitude. For example, Pope-Davis & Twing (1991) 

found that computer experience was a significant factor on only the computer liking 

subscale, and their study did not support that the more computer experience leads to 

more positive attitudes. Moreover, Omar’s (1992) study with Kuwait students, using 

Nickell & Pinto’s CAS, found no significant correlation between computer experience 

and attitude at all, although such a correlation was found with the counterpart U. S. 

students. Garland and Noyes (2004b) point out that the significant correlation found in 

many previous studies have only small to moderate power in magnitude, indicating that 

the significance may have resulted from the large sample sizes or unsophisticated ways 

in which computer experiences have been measured.

Therefore, it seems cultural backgrounds, as well as the attributes of experience (e.g., 

quality, quantity, required or voluntary), all play a role in the relationship between 

computer experience and attitude. Even if  a significant relationship is found between 

them, it should be interpreted with great caution.

2.12.4. Learning Styles

It has been discussed in Part II of this chapter that learners develop or adopt different 

learning styles that best suit themselves. Therefore, there has been a hypothesis that 

certain learning styles may have compatibility issues with computer assisted learning. 

Similar to the gender factor, the findings on the relationship between learning styles and 

E-leaming attitudes have been mixed. For instance, Motter-Hodgson (1998) suggested 

that Divergers were ‘social learners’ who might feel isolated in an online environment 

and would need to have frequent contact with other learners online, while Assimilators 

would enjoy the individual focus of online learning. Buch and Bartley’s study (2002) 

found that Convergers seemed to be the most receptive to computer-based delivery and
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Assimilators the most resistant to this mode. Lee et al. (2005) suggested that FDs prefer 

guided navigation or linear-format representation but FIs prefer free navigation. 

Abouserie, Moss and Barasi’s (1992) study found that FD students were more prepared 

to rely entirely on E-leaming than FI students and that FD individuals performed better 

using program control while FI’s preferred more learner control (also see Liu and Reed 

1995). Nevertheless, there are also some research studies that have found no relations 

between styles and E-leaming. For instance, Chapelle & Jamieson (1986) claimed that 

different cognitive styles predicted no variance on students’ attitudes to, or use of, 

CALL lessons. Similarly, Hart’s (1995) study with final year undergraduate students 

accessing reading materials and tutorial activities in the form of hypertext documents 

demonstrated no attitude difference with respect to their different learning styles as 

measured by Kolb’s LSI. Shaw & Marlow (1999) used a modified version o f Kolb’s 

inventory, but reached the same conclusion as Hart.

2.12.5. Age
There have been mixed results from research into the effect of age on computer attitudes. 

Many researchers have discovered a negative correlation between age and computer 

attitude (e.g., Henderson et al. 1995; Igbaria 1993; Nickell and Pinto 1986). One 

common explanation is that the younger a person is, the more likely s/he has grown up 

in a computer culture where s/he has frequent contact with computers and thus has 

fostered a positive attitude towards computers. Nevertheless, there are also many studies 

that showed little evidence to support this popular myth (e.g., Al-Khaldi and Al-Jabri 

1998; Omar 1992; Rosen and Maguire 1990). Interestingly, some longitudinal studies 

following the same cohort of young learners have revealed decreased liking of 

computers with increased age (e.g., Knezek et al. 1993). This is often explained as the 

ebbing o f the ‘novelty effect’ of computer technology. However, Knezek et al. (ibid) 

found that their subject’s attitudes towards the importance of computers did not suffer 

from a novelty effect. They suggested it was due to the ‘chameleon effect’ of computers 

which have the capability to ‘grow with children’ (p.200). That is, computers, while in 

constant evolution, can be adapted to serve different functions at different stages o f 

children’s lives.

2.12.6. Academic Levels
‘Academic Levels’ here refers to different academic years at tertiary institutions only 

(e.g. freshers, or seniors). Although very often learners’ general computer attitudes do
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not change significantly at difference academic levels (e.g. Al-Khaldi & Al-Jabri 1998; 

Omar 1992), interestingly, much research conducted with university students has found 

that there is a clear negative correlation between students’ year levels and their E- 

leaming attitudes. For example, Zubrow (1987) noted that positive affect declined over 

the freshman year. More recently, Shaw & Marlow (1999) found that first year students 

exhibited a more positive perception of ICT-supported learning than second and third 

year students. Slotte, Wangel and Lonka (2001) also found that their first-year medical 

students had a more positive attitude than the fifth-year students. Lee et al. ’s (2002) 

study suggested that this decline o f favourable attitudes could be explained by students’ 

decreased evaluation of perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use for E-leaming. 

It is suggested that whatever causes this decline in the liking for E-leaming has much to 

do with many complicated attributes other than age.

2.12.7. Disciplinary Preference

‘Disciplinary preference’ refers to the subject areas that students choose to study. 

Generally, all the disciplines can be classified into two kinds: science & engineering (e.g. 

mathematics, mechanics), social science & liberal arts (e.g. philosophy, music, 

language). Many researches show that technical/science students tend to have more 

positive attitudes towards E-leaming than their humanities peers (e.g., Liaw 2002a). 

However, Lee et al. (2002) found that discipline would not affect the perceived 

usefulness or the perceived ease o f using computers. Therefore, learners’ disciplinary 

preferences do not necessarily indicate the tendencies in their attitudes towards 

computers or E-leaming.

2.13. More about E-learning A ttitude

The findings exemplified above have shown that learners’ attitudes toward E-leaming are 

influenced by many individual factors, such as their acceptance o f technologies and learning 

styles. However, there are two external factors that also play an important role in the 

formation of E-leaming attitudes—the traditional learning mode and the quality o f E- 

leaming materials.

Firstly, even though generally learners’ attitudes towards computer use in education have 

been positive, there is still an almost universally reported learner reliance on the traditional
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face-to-face learning mode which can not be ignored in the evaluation of E-leaming attitudes. 

Evidences are accumulating to show that E-learning should not replace, but be 

complementary to the traditional teaching and learning (e.g., Masiello, Ramberg and Lonka 

2005; Yazon, Mayer-Smith and Redfield 2002). As Dewhurst et al. (2000, p.240) point out, 

although their students developed a favourable attitude towards a computer-based learning 

program and attained equivalent results as their traditional learning peers, they still retained a 

preference for a ‘mixed economy’. It was reported that students do not want IT to be used 

100% of the time, and appear to desire IT for 40-50%  of classroom activities (Kaminski et 

al. 2003; Rickman and Grudzinski 2000). This is also in agreement with Garland and 

Noyes’ (2005) finding that students’ attitudes to books and computers were not significantly 

different. Therefore, the overall positive attitudes towards E-leaming are not accompanied 

by a corresponding decrease in attitudes towards the traditional alternatives (Garland and 

Noyes 2004a).

Secondly, researchers often find learners’ positive attitudes towards E-leaming decrease as 

they progress in their academic levels or as they experience more E-leaming (e.g., Masiello 

et al. 2005). Rickman and Crudzinski (2000. p.24) draw the conclusion from their 

experience that, after a period of time, ‘even motivated participants can be turned off by 

ovemse, or inappropriate use, of technology’. Indeed, this turn o f attitude is often found to 

be linked with the fact that, apart from other factors such as technical problems and teachers’ 

motivation, many E-leaming materials appear to be electronic versions o f the old, and 

probably boring, textbooks and teaching. When not realizing the lull potential of technology 

with an innovative pedagogy, E-leaming can ‘in fact amplify instructional weakness as well 

as strengths’ (ibid, p.30). In a word, technology itself does not guarantee an enhanced 

instruction or learning. Considerations of learner characteristics and an appropriate 

pedagogy, rather than the availability o f state-of-the-art technologies, should be the primary 

concerns o f E-leaming development for any subject.

81



Chapter 2: Literature Review Part V: TESOL, CALL & Learners in China

Part V: TESOL, CALL & Learners in 
Chinese Higher Education

2.14. The O verview  of TESOL in China

In China, English learning usually starts from middle school, which means students have had 

about 6 years’ formal English study before university or college. The English course in 

Chinese higher education, if  not taught as a major, is termed as ‘College English’ (CE). It is 

a 2-year-long compulsory course in most institutions. After the course, students are expected 

to take the national English proficiency test CET 4 (in some institutions, even CET 6), and 

they usually have to pass CET 4 in order to graduate. When they enter a university, their 

English proficiency is similar to what Allum (2002) has described about his students: their 

level would be classified as false beginner or elementary in speaking, writing or listening 

ability, they had intermediate reading skills, but their communicative ability was very limited; 

their six years’study at school would have introduced all the basic grammatical structures of 

English, but few had had a native speaker teacher, and fewer had any substantial contact with 

foreigners.

As Widdowson (1979b) has noticed, students, especially those in developing countries, 

frequently remain unable to use English in actual situations or to understand its use in normal 

communications. This perception may still largely hold true in Chinese TESOL education. 

Students have been trained to achieve high level o f ‘competence’ (not ‘performance’) 

through years o f traditional grammar and vocabulary drills in primary and secondary schools, 

which is famously known as dumb English (Su 2006). Nonetheless, competent English users 

are currently in great demand since English serves as a medium for the international 

exchange of knowledge, information, culture, technology and business (Savignon & Wang 

2003). The economic and cultural environment in the country has changed so much that 

English has become such an indispensable tool for both academic development and career 

opportunities (Gao 2006). Therefore, learning the signification of linguistic forms is no 

longer sufficient; learners need to be aware of the value conveyed by different forms as well 

to produce situationally, socially and culturally appropriate language. This has in turn 

become the impetus to the reform o f CE education (Zhou 2004). The head o f the Higher 

Education sector of the Education Ministry proposed in 2002 that CE education should move 

its emphasis from training learners’ reading ability to a more comprehensive ability for
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practical use o f English. Hence, a new CE syllabus was enacted in 2004 which has placed 

listening and communication in a more prominent position. Not only is a communicative 

methodology much emphasized, but also the reform explicitly requires the integration o f 1CT 

use in CE education. The new teaching model are supposed to include the following 

charateristics (Qi and Wang 2004):

#  Students are the centre of classroom activities. Teachers are organisers o f the 
teaching, but essentially are providing a kind of service to students.

#  Students can obtain more individualized learning through computer and network 
assisted learning systems.

#  Diversified teaching methods, e.g., self-study online and tutoring, in classroom or 
through multimedia, in order to motivate students and foster autonomy.

#  Listening and speaking are the focuses so as to prepare students to be competent 
communicators in their future career or social life.

Accordingly, Chinese TESOL teachers are encouraged to: a) use English as the medium of 

instruction; b) organise pairwork/groupwork on tasks; c) show tolerance o f learner errors; 

and d) create a learner-centred classroom atmosphere to encourage learner participation.

However, CLT, a methodology originated in the west, may not be the most efficient kind of 

training for those who are not from, or need not be a part of, the western culture (Anderson 

1993). Chinese TESOL teachers are known to be faced with problems and difficulties when 

practicing the communicative approach. The most critical issue has been the lack of quality 

and quantity of TESOL teachers (Huang and Shao 2001, 2002; Yang, Zhang and Xie 2001). 

As almost all the universities are enrolling a larger and larger number o f students each year, 

not only has the TESOL teacher-student ratio reached 1:130, but also the majority o f the 

current teachers are young graduates without sufficient teacher training or subject expertise 

(Sun 2006). Big class sizes and teachers’ lack o f communicative competence have resulted 

in the fact that teachers claim to practice CLT while in reality still dominating classes with 

their monologue talks and students’ obedient listening (Anderson 1993; Sato and Kleinsasser 

1999; Sun 2006). Neither have CE teachers many opportunities to attend seminars or in- 

service trainings which may help with their professional development (Cai 2006). In 

addition, the existing CET tests and the tight CE curriculum schedule force teachers to 

spoon-feed students as much as possible within a short time to ensure students’ good 

performance in tests. Due to all these restrictive factors in Chinese CE context, the majority 

of teachers still follow a ‘chalk and talk’ teaching model (Ying, He and Zhou 1998) and 

focus on vocabulary, grammar and translation activities in class (Cai 2006). However, these 

negative influences o f the CET tests have attracted so much attention that the Ministry of
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Education were propelled to propose a reform on CET 4 and 6 in 2005. The reform calls for 

more open-ended testing items which may encourage students to enhance their 

comprehensive language skills and their ability to use the language contextually; and it even 

suggests higher institutions to cease including CET tests in their graduation prerequisites (Xu 

2006). The effect of this testing reform on institutions’ curricula and teachers’ classroom 

methodologies remains yet to be seen.

2.15 . The Current S ta te  of CALL in China

CALL is still in its infancy in Chinese higher education. Research on CALL issues only 

started sprouting in the late 1990s. As a result, the published literature on Chinese CALL 

research is very limited.

It is said that Chinese higher education has been utilising computers for foreign language 

education for almost 20 years, and CE teaching faculties in the majority of universities have 

been equipped with computer-based language labs or classrooms (Dong and Fu 2004), 

however, these equipments have mainly been used as typewriters or warehouses o f test 

databases (Zha and Zhang 1999). As CE education entered a new millennium, the 

aforementioned syllabus reform put much emphasis on the utilisation o f ICT in facilitating 

CE education, which resulted in 4 computer and network based CE teaching systems 

developed within a few months from four major publishers commissioned by the Education 

Ministry (Wang and Sun 2005). Nevertheless, during this transitional stage, CALL in China 

is obviously undergoing substantial ‘growing pains’.

First o f all, it is claimed that educators in the country generally have three types o f attitudes 

towards CALL (Wang & Sun 2005):

1) over-optimistic about the efficacy of CALL: many institutions and teachers treat 
CALL as the only criterion for quality CE teaching, and therefore they often 
overemphasise the importance of using CALL courseware rather than the creativity 
o f innovative human teachers.

2) Complete rejection to CALL: according to Liang and Jiao’s (2002) investigation, 
nearly all the network-based courses in the country put substantial emphasis on the 
exposition and presentation of the teaching content and therefore are often identical 
with the sequential content of the corresponding paper-based textbooks. The overall 
poor quality o f CALL materials available has caused disappointment, even rejection, 
among teachers.

3) Technology phobia: many educators do not like complicated technology use in their 
teaching, and therefore are afraid of implementations of CALL.
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Even the CE reform policy-makers were holding the first type o f attitude and promoted 

CALL as a means to relieve the shortage of English teachers and reduce current teachers’ 

workload. However, in reality it has been widely acknowledged that CALL in fact increases 

teachers’ workload (e.g., Dong and Fu 2004; Ma and Ai 2004; Wang 2003). Teachers often 

have to spend considerably more time making lesson plans and managing classroom 

activities which may involve many emergent situations because o f the use of CALL.

Secondly, following the global theoretical trend underlying E-leaming, Chinese CALL 

practitioners have also attached much importance to constructivism in their CALL research 

and modelling (e.g., Dong and Fu 2004; Jia 2003; Wen and Liu 2005). However, similar to 

CLT, the western concept of constructivism (especially social constructivism) has enjoyed 

substantial theoretical importance with Chinese teachers, but teachers’ understanding o f it 

and its application in actual pedagogies is far from sufficient. According to Dong and Fu’s 

(2004) research on 129 college and university teachers, more than 60% of them did not hold 

a clear constructivism-based pedagogy as they seldom or never organised open discussions 

in class or assigned exploratory tasks for students to complete independently after class 

through multimedia and networks, and more than three quarters o f their class time was 

teacher-dominated. Moreover, less than half of the teachers would hold positive attitudes 

towards students’ alternative answers, innovations and risk-taking, nor would they encourage 

students to participate in design and evaluation of classroom activities and in-depth 

discussions. Some teachers only treat CALL as a means of feeding students with all kinds 

of study materials whilst seldom taking into consideration whether students are utilising and 

digesting these resources constructively (Yang 2005). Such practices often result in 

students’ anxiety about the course, decreasing o f interest or adoption of a pragmatic strategy 

that focuses on teachers’ tutorial-related online resources only, rather than conducting more 

extensive study. Therefore, the implementation of CALL and its accompanying 

constructivism do not seem to have changed most teachers’ classroom practice 

fundamentally. The only change is the blackboard being replaced by multimedia 

presentations, written lecture notes being replaced by downloadable electronic files, and 

teachers’ standing on a podium being replaced by sitting in front of a computer in class (Sun 

2006). Thereby, the quantity of teaching content might have been increased with the use of 

CALL, but teachers’ teaching methodologies have not really changed as much as the reform 

policies aimed for (Li 2004), and this, to certain degree, also has to do with students’ 

persistent traditional learning styles as we shall see in Section 2.16.
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The ultimate goal of the CE reform is to make CALL an integral part of College English 

teaching. However, research shows it is still far from the reality. Students often report that 

their CALL experience is: textbook is textbook, courseware is courseware, lecture is lecture, 

exam is exam, and none of them are integrated with each other (Ma & Ai 2004). Therefore, 

the implementation o f CALL seems to be still at a very superficial level in Chinese higher 

education. Many researchers have realized that this superficiality may have much to do with 

the fact that most universities still do not have a clear systematic assessment mechanism that 

can take into account students’ performance in a CALL system or resulting from CALL use 

(Li 2004; Ma and Ai 2004; Rao, Hu and Yao 2005).

Because of the rapid growth of the IT industry in China and the CE reform, CALL 

development has been much accelerated and technically kept abreast with that o f the rest of 

the world. However, as a result o f jumping onto this E-learning bandwagon hastily, there is 

a lack of sufficient pedagogical considerations and organisational support in most 

development endeavours, let alone the great shortage of people who have expertise in both 

foreign language teaching and IT knowledge and shortage o f sufficient and reliable IT 

facilities in most institutions. Therefore, in general, the CALL products available in the 

country have been noted as with much varied quality and unrelated to each other (Wang

2003), which indeed calls for a need to assess the overall effectiveness of CALL in China 

today from the perspectives of users rather than the technologies or policy-makers.

2.16. Chinese Learners

The often unsuccessful implementation o f CLT and constructivist CALL is not only a result 

of the overarching national syllabus, exam system and institutional curricula, but is also 

inevitably linked with Chinese learners’ learning styles. As styles are in part socialized 

(Jacobson 1993; 1997; Zhang and Sternberg 2002), students from the oriental culture have 

learning styles that differ distinctly from European or American students. There is a deep- 

rooted stereotype which portrays Chinese students as submissive, uncreative, rote learners. 

Many studies before the 21st century seem to support this stereotypical view. For example, 

Liu & Littlewood (1997) found that, because traditionally the teaching in China was 

dominated by a teacher-centred, book-centred method which emphasized rote memorisation, 

most students see knowledge as something to be imparted by the teacher rather than 

constructed by themselves. Anderson (1993) suggested that Chinese students tend to show 

great concern for precision and for not taking risks. Also, Oxford and Burry-Stock (1995)
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discovered that Chinese students show some features of field-independent styles and prefer 

strategies such as memorization, sequenced repetition, planning, structured review, etc. 

Another typical image o f Chinese learners is their reticence in expressing their views or 

raising questions, particularly if  this may be perceived as expressing public disagreement 

with either their teachers or their peers (Chan 1999). They generally show ‘a reluctance to 

participate in open discussions for fear of losing face by making mistakes’, and tend to trust 

‘prescriptive decisions’ (Anderson 1993, pp.474-475). Such learning styles often lead to 

teachers’ modification of their originally communicative method, which, understandably, is 

sometimes a return to form-focused teaching (Savignon and Wang 2003).

Recently, more and more publications in China have shown that Chinese learners’ learning 

styles, self-control and psychological traits are not yet adapted to some intrinsic requirements 

of computer assisted learning (Wang 2003). The most outstanding issue is that, after years 

of teacher-centred education, many learners often do not know how to study autonomously 

in an online environment. Students have reported that they would only do what teachers 

instruct them to do (Wang & Zhao 2006). They are very reliant on the teachers, and do not 

take the initiative to discover problems and find solutions, but rather follow the teachers’ 

instructions just to complete assignments. Wang and Zhao’s (ibid) study shows that 52.2% 

of teachers think the fact that Chinese learners can not do autonomous learning is the major 

reason for the unsatisfactory learning performance. Another noticeable mismatch is Chinese 

learners’ lack o f collaborative learning disposition. As is shown in the previous literature 

review (Section 2.5.2), computer-assisted collaborative learning is one of the most important 

features in western CALL practice. However, it is noted that Chinese students do not 

actively participate in online Teaming communities’ (Yang 2005). The deep-rooted teacher- 

dominated learning model and the country’s one-child policy are said to be the main causes 

for learners’ unfamiliarity with interactive and collaborative learning processes (Dong & Fu

2004). On the whole, although learners are disappointed at the traditional teaching methods, 

they still seem to be more comfortable with listening and taking down notes mechanically, 

memorising vocabulary without trying to use them, preferring to do multiple choice 

exercises, staying in silence in class rather than speaking up or participating in group 

activities (Sun 2006).

All these characteristics are often attributed to China’s being a collective culture, and to 

Confucianism which advocates a strong bias towards obedience, the importance o f rank and 

hierarchies and the need for smooth social relations (also known as ‘the importance o f face’)
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(Ho and Crookall 1995; Jin and Cortazzi 1993; Littlewood 1999). However, Stephens (1997) 

has cautioned educators that ‘the extent to which ideologies o f collectivism are internalised 

in the thought processes of Chinese people in general can be overstated’ (p. 121). Kennedy’s

(2002) study with Hong Kong students also claims that ‘Chinese learning styles’ are far 

more subtle and complex than they are often made out to be. Common assumptions ... may 

be in need of reappraisal’ (p.442). Indeed, some researchers have suggested that the current 

changes in China’s social, political and economic conditions may now be legitimising a 

more individualistic culture, which will eventually manifest in education (e.g. Friesner and 

Hart 2004; Gieve and Clark 2005). For instance, Wang and Zhao’s (2006) study found that 

89.6% of learners believe they are capable of becoming more self-reliant. Therefore, some 

of the mismatches between modem CALL and Chinese learning styles have been recognised, 

and greater attention has been called for to teachers’ conscious guidance and training in 

order for learners to truly benefit from CALL (Jia 2003; Xiao and Yu 2002).

Although the more recent studies start to show that some of the stereotyped images of 

Chinese learners may have become inaccurate, a majority of these studies sampled the 

Chinese students studying in regions other than mainland China. Chinese students may 

quickly adopt new strategies and practices as they are becoming less ‘Chinese’ and more 

‘Western’ when studying in a different culture, but admittedly in China Confucianism still 

has a strong influence on the society (Chan 1999). Moreover, the current literature on 

mainland Chinese learners’ styles tends to be anecdotal or subjective descriptions based on 

teachers’ personal perceptions and experiences. Therefore, this research aimed to find out 

current Chinese university students’ learning characteristics and how they may react to E- 

leaming and CALL through more systematic research methods.
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3.1. Research Settings

The study aimed to investigate the interface between technology and Chinese higher 

education with a focus on learners. The undergraduate students from the researcher’s home 

university in mainland China—Zhejiang University—became the logical choice of the 

subjects for this study. The university is one of the oldest and largest comprehensive 

universities in the country with more than 40,000 full-time students from 6 branch campuses. 

The undergraduate students, around 24,000 in number, engage in studies of 110 majors in 11 

disciplines. Like many other key universities in China, Zhejiang University has a very 

strong emphasis on science and engineering subjects. As a result, the majority of the 

undergraduate students major in science and engineering rather than humanities disciplines. 

As students were traditionally divided into two groups at their own will—science and 

humanities—in high school and were taught either mainly science subjects or humanities 

subjects before they were enrolled into universities, the subject of English might not be the 

best or most favourite one for many of the students at such a science-oriented institution as 

Zhejiang University.

The University offered computer-based or online learning materials for many courses, 

however, most of them were in the form of discrete e-exercises or e-lesson-plans for students 

to download. Therefore, most E-leaming resources were static, non-interactive and often 

more suitable for offline activities. However, a team of technicians and College English 

teachers developed a dynamic, interactive online learning environment (OLE) where 

students could conduct self-study of the College English course online. The system, namely 

‘NCE Online’, was accessible from both the university intranet and the Internet. Teachers 

and students could log into this OLE through the interface shown below:

f y c £

L o g in

® stc ■ O u

User ' r n
Password )  I lD

It was designed to facilitate both teachers and students through four major modules: ‘NCE’, 

‘English For Fun’, ‘Online Community’, ‘Reference’ (in students’ interface), and an 

additional ‘For Teachers’ module in teachers’ interface.
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Students’ interface after they log in

Teachers’ interface after they log in

The ‘NCE’ module, containing all the reading texts and vocabulary from the coursebocks 

‘New College English’, was primarily the e-version of the textbooks with which students 

could learn with more interactivity and ease than the paper version, such as hyperlinked 

annotations and voice-reading and translation of every sentence in the texts. ‘English For 

Fun’ was a module providing a fairly limited amount of extracurricular text, audio and video 

materials, such as film clips and jokes. ‘Online Community’ was an area where students 

could initiate or join discussions in text-based forums or chatrooms. There were different 

‘threads’ of discussion students could participate in, and they could volunteer to become the 

moderator for a forum. ‘Reference’ was the area where learners could find referencing 

resources such as grammar and glossary. The ‘For Teachers’ section was designed to help 

teachers exchange thoughts and resources among themselves through online discussions as 

well as managing their students. The following are a few sample screenshots of these 

modules:
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The system was initially funded by and developed for the College English course in the 

College of Distance Education, hence its major objective was for learners to have a self- 

study environment without being in a classroom. Thus, when it was adopted by the College 

of Foreign Languages, it was not a must for either the English teachers or students to use it.

3.2. Research Questions

The previous chapter has shown that there are noticeable mismatches between CALL and the 

Chinese educational context (especially learners), and the general quality of the existing 

CALL implementations for College English teaching and learning in the country is not 

satisfactory despite the strong promotion of CALL by the Ministry of Education. NCE 

Online at Zhejiang University, being one of the four earliest comprehensive network-based 

English learning systems (mentioned in the literature review), could be the most appropriate 

example to illuminate the factors that were affecting the quality of Chinese CALL. Hence, 

the following research questions were proposed:

1) In terms o f Chinese students’ computing experiences and attitudes towards IT 
technologies, are they ready for E-leaming in general and CALL for College English 
in specific?

2) What are current Chinese university students’ learning styles? Are they compatible 
with both the intrinsic requirements of CALL and the particular ways in which their 
institutions implement it?

3) What are Chinese students’ attitudes towards CALL? How do they utilise CALL in 
their studies? What do they need and expect o f CALL for College English learning?

4) What are the other factors, besides learners’ learning styles, that influence learners’ 
attitudes and uptake of CALL?

5) How can a CALL system better accommodate Chinese students, and how can the 
effectiveness of such a system be improved through considerations o f the factors 
revealed from this study?

3.3. Methods

The study was initially envisaged as a one-year longitudinal investigation from 2003 to 2004 

so that students’ computer and CALL experiences and attitudes could be compared after one 

year’s study, and their learning styles could be correlated with their E-leaming and CALL 

perceptions. It was decided from the very beginning that both quantitative and qualitative 

methods would be applied in that the researcher aimed to discover both the general patterns 

of the sampled population and the more in-depth, explicative causes behind such patterns. 

Therefore, survey questionnaires were utilised to provide a relatively large amount of 

quantitative data for generalization purposes, whereas individual and group interviews were
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conducted to provide complementary qualitative data. All except one questionnaire were in 

a double-sided A3 paper format in Chinese, and the interviews were conducted either 

individually or in groups. The design of the instruments and the choice of target participants 

evolved along the whole research period. The following chart shows the timeline of the 

whole research schedule:

09/2003 10/2003 11/2003 Î° n°n3'  05/2004 06/2004 10/2004 11/2004 2004

Questionnaire 
01 (2003)

Questionnaire 
02 (Pilot) Students (Y02)

liStSi
P p ; .

Student 
Interviews 01 Students (Y02)

Teacher
Questionnaire Teachers

Teacher 
Interviews 01 Teachers

NCE Online 
Team 

Interviews (D)

NCE Online 
Development 

Team

K IS S

Questionnaire 
03 (Online) Students (Y02)

Questionnaire 
02 (2004)

Students
Ä S c  <yo3)

Student 
Interviews 02 Students (Y03)

Teacher 
Interviews 02 Teachers

Hereafter, how each instrument was developed and what procedure and participants were 

involved will be described in detail (please refer to Appendix VII for complete copies of the 

student questionnaires in both Chinese and English versions).

3.3.1. Questionnaire 01 (2003)

The Subjects

This questionnaire was targeted at the newly enrolled undergraduate students in the year of 

2003 (abbreviated as Y03 hereafter). The new students started their university study on the 

8th of September. The College English course had a special feature: the classes were 

streamed according to students’ proficiency levels; therefore, all the new students were 

required to attend a placement test a few days before their first day of study so that they
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could be allocated to different classes when the new semester began. As matter of fact, this 

test had greatly influenced the number of participants the researcher was able to reach.

The sample size underwent a growth from when the questionnaire was first designed to when 

it was eventually conducted. When the instrument was first conceived, it was intended to be 

conducted online, located on the same server where NCE Online was hosted. Hence, the 

sample size was not definite, but predicted to be over 200 at least. At a later stage, when the 

researcher was discussing the implementation of the questionnaire with a senior colleague 

from the university, she suggested that the feedback rate of an online questionnaire would be 

very low and it would be better to choose a few College English classes to fill in the 

questionnaire in paper. Therefore, the researcher decided to target two classes at each o f the 

four proficiency levels, which would be about 500 students in total. However, when back in 

China in late August that year, the researcher further discussed with the NCE Online project 

leader about the specific implementation procedure. The project leader suggested that, since 

it happened to be the time for the placement test and the researcher had decided to conduct 

the questionnaire in paper, it could be arranged that the questionnaire be handed out to all the 

students immediately after they had finished the test and be collected back by the teachers 

who were supervising the test. The researcher finally adopted this suggestion in that the 

consequent sample would become much more homogeneous and less biased than if  it was 

picked specifically by certain standards. As a result, the sample size increased drastically 

from about 200 to almost the whole population of the freshmen that year which was 6,071.

The Instrument

This questionnaire was designed to investigate four main aspects of a student: 1) learning 

style; 2) computer experience; 3) English learning experience; and 4) computer and CALL 

attitude. Likert (1932) proposed the method of summated ratings which typically asks 

subjects to respond to each item in terms o f a five-point scale ranging from ‘strongly 

approve’, ‘approve’, ‘undecided’, ‘disapprove’ to ‘strongly disapprove’. This method has 

been found to have greater reliability and specificity than other major psychometric methods 

such as Thurstone scaling and Guttman scaling (Tittle and Hill 1967). Little wonder that it 

has since been most widely adopted in social psychology (Green 1954). Therefore, both 

learning styles and attitudes were measured by 5-point Likert scales from the lowest value 

‘Strongly Disagree’ to the highest ‘Strongly Agree’. In addition, demographic information, 

such as gender, age, college and hometown province, was collected, too.
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1) E-learning & CALL Attitudes
As the researcher did not know yet at that point of time, whether these participants 

had had sufficient E-Ieaming experience to be able to give meaningful responses, 

only a small number of tentative questions were asked to solicit subjects’ attitudes 

instead of a complex full scale. As is shown in literature review Section 2.13.2, 

attitude scales does not need to have 3 components all in place to be valid. 

Therefore, only ‘liking’ (affect) and ‘perceived usefulness’ (cognitive) were 

measured in this instrument.

In addition, attitudes toward computers in general were investigated to serve as an 

indicator of attitudes towards E-leaming. Many established computer attitude scales 

are (CASs) considerably out o f date, for example, they often contain items 

concerning the novelty effect o f ICT which is no longer a distinct trait o f the young 

computer users nowadays (Selwyn 1997). Therefore, the scales for attitude 

measures in this research were devised by both creating new items and adapting 

items from classic CASs such as Loyd and Loyd (1985) and Nickell and Pinto 

(1986). On the whole, eight items were used to indicate students’ liking and 

perceived usefulness of E-leaming and confidence in computers. Another 15 items 

were measuring how important and useful the participants considered CALL to be to 

their English study.

2) Learning Style Scale

There are a considerable number o f style instruments available as mentioned in 

literature review. According to John (1990, p. 66), researchers are faced with 

‘scales with the same name often measure concepts that are not the same, and scales 

with quite different names overlap considerably in their item content.’ The reason 

that there has not been a single agreed-upon instrument to measure learning 

preferences could be that ‘there has not yet been one that integrates all relevant 

individual differences’ (Miller 2005, p.288). The literature review has shown that 

learning style can be seen as a subset o f personality and thinking style while 

cognitive style is its core. Yet, most o f the existing style instruments/inventories 

concentrate on one particular level o f learning differences, such as measuring 

cognition-centred styles only, or more concerned about a person’s overall 

personality styles. Miller (ibid, p.303) suggests that ‘to avoid missing learning 

preferences that may be critical to evaluating the compatibility of computer-based 

instruction systems, perhaps future research should choose style instruments that
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focus on more than two dimensions’. Therefore, in this research learning style is 

considered to consist of characteristics from three layers: cognitive, experiential and 

affective. In addition, certain traits, according to some researchers (e.g., Oxford 

1990; Oxford, Hollaway and Horton-Murillo 1992), are particularly more relevant to 

both foreign language learning and E-leaming than the others. For instance, some 

cognitive dimensions (e.g., sequential-global, perceiving-judging) and affective 

traits (e.g., tolerance for ambiguity) have been found in second language acquisition 

research to be crucial for successful/less successful language learning (Ehrman and 

Oxford 1989; Ellis 1989b; Oxford 1989; Ramirez 1986). It would be interesting to 

see if these traits are in any way related to learners’ use of CALL materials.

The researcher had to decide whether to use a typological model (are people to be 

fitted into categories?) or a dimensional one (are they to be ordered along 

continuous dimensions?) for the style construct. Goldberg (1981, p. 152) claims that 

‘in all probability a dimensional approach will prove more useful’ and it is generally 

assumed that the dimensions have a bipolar structure. Therefore, this researcher 

conceptualized learning styles as bipolar dimensions on which an individual can 

show more or less tendencies towards one end.

Additionally, because the research subjects were Chinese undergraduate students, 

certain learning scenarios presumed in some style instruments did not apply to them, 

e.g., Chinese students are normally assessed by multiple-choice exams rather than 

essay writing or oral presentations at the end of a semester. In other words, the 

researcher needed a more tailor-made style instrument for the sake of both the 

academic subject concerned and the Chinese students in particular. Therefore, it 

was decided that the research should not conveniently rely on one existing style 

instrument, but devise a customized one based on a number of established style 

instruments.

After much assessing and comparing, the Myers-Briggs Type Indicator (MBTI) 

model was in the end adopted as the style framework for the following three reasons: 

a) it is a comprehensive model with more than 2 facets of style traits; b) it seems to 

have included all the particular cognitive dimensions this study intended to measure; 

c) MBTI is widely used and has been demonstrated with generally satisfactory 

reliability and validity. Therefore, it was assumed that an instrument based on this
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model would probably guarantee better construct validity and reliability. However, 

the researcher reckoned the four dimensions of the MBTI 

extroversion/introversion, sensing/intuition, thinking/feeling and

judging/perceptive— were too general to be practical guidance for comprising style 

measurement items. Consequently, Johnson & Saunder’s report (1990) which listed 

5 subscales for each o f the four categories was considered to be more informative 

guidelines for this study:

Extroversion/ Introversion

Sensing / Intuition

Thinking / Feeling

Judging / Perceptive

r

<

<

y

■/

Gregarious -  Intimate S  

Enthusiastic -  Quiet 

Initiator -  Receptor 

Expressive - Contained 

Concrete -  Abstract 

Realistic -  Imaginative 

Pragmatic -  Intellectual 

Experiential -  Theoretical S  

Traditional -  Original S  

Critical -  Accepting S

Tough -  Tender 

Questioning -  Accommodating 

Logical -  Affective 

Reasonable -  Compassionate 

Stress Avoider -  Proactive S  

Systematic -  Casual 

Scheduled -Spontaneous 

Planful -  Open-ended 

Methodical -  Emergent S

The ticked traits were the ones that were considered the most relevant to both E- 

leaming and language learning. Some items for these ticked subscales were thus 

selected and adapted to be used in this learning style scale.

As the MBTI is largely viewed as having an emphasis on personality measurement, 

items from the following learning style tests which specifically focus on the 

cognitive and experiential dimensions were also consulted and adapted for this 

research:
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♦  Kolb’s LSI (1984)
♦  Reinert’s ESLSI (1976)
♦  Soloman & Felder’s ILSQ (2002)
♦  Shindler & Yang’s Paragon LSI (2000)

Taking all these factors into account, this instrument for measuring individual 

differences in learning was therefore composed of items from these subscales:

♦  Gregarious -  Intimate
♦  Initiator -  Receptor
♦  Realistic -  Imaginative
♦  Experiential -  Theoretical
♦  Traditional -  Original
♦  Critical -  Accepting
♦  Stress Avoider -  Proactive 
^  Methodical -  Emergent

High-Low Ambiguity Tolerance
♦  Inductive-Deductive
♦  Sequential-Global

In the literature, many learning style tests tend to use 2-option questions in order to 

force a subject to fall into one or the other category o f a personal trait. However, the 

literature review has indicated that a dichotomised, ipsative scale would not be 

suitable for factorial analysis. In addition, as aforementioned, the researcher 

adopted a dimensional model of learning style measure rather than a typological one, 

Hence, the 37 statements about learning styles in this survey were all measured with 

5-point Likert scales from ‘Strongly disagree’ to ‘Strongly agree’.

This learning style instrument was essentially a self-report measurement. The 

design had called for several concerns over its validity and reliability from the 

beginning. First of all, Koob & Funk (2002) point out that the construct o f learning 

styles deals with hidden mental processes which can not be identified by direct 

observation empirically. Style measurement items are notorious for their 

subjectivity which inevitably adheres to procedures that involve the attribution of 

personal qualities to oneself (Eysenck 1950). Thus, one item could be interpreted in 

quite different ways by different participants, or by the same participant under 

different circumstances. Nevertheless, Watson (1924, cited in Eysenck 1950, p.23) 

claims that:

There is after all no scientific way o f investigating the inner, subjective
organization of a person’s fundamental needs and drives except by
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studying ‘the sum of activities that can be discovered by actual 
observation over a long enough time to give reliable information’.

Secondly, almost all the items for this learning style instrument were more or less 

modified and adapted from established western style instruments (English versions). 

They were translated into Chinese so that the participants could feel at ease 

completing the questionnaire and have as little misunderstanding of the items as 

possible. The modifications were made in order to make the items: a) more relevant 

to learning activities rather than general life behaviours; b) more relevant to 

language learning behaviours wherever possible; c) more natural and appropriate 

after being translated into Chinese. These modifications may have shifted the 

measuring focus while the translation may have distorted their original meanings 

even further. In turn, the participants’ interpretations o f the translated items may 

also vary from person to person. Hence, even though the instrument had been 

piloted with a small number o f Chinese students based in Edinburgh, it had to 

largely rely on its face validity. As a result, the interpretation o f the data from this 

instrument was again put to test in the questionnaires and interviews that were 

conducted after this questionnaire.

The Implementation

Questionnaire 01 (2003) was printed 2 days before the aforementioned placement test (the 4th 

September 2003) and was handed out to all the students immediately after the test. It was 

declared that it was a completely voluntary act and any student could choose to leave after 

the test without filling in the questionnaire. The questionnaire sheets were collected by the 

supervising teachers and returned to the researcher after the test.

3.3.2. Questionnaire 02 (Pilot)

This questionnaire was designed to be a pilot study for the subsequent Questionnaire 02 

(2004) in the following year.

The Participants

Because Questionnaire 02 (2004) was going to target the Y03 students when they were 

entering their second year in 2004, the most comparable group for a pilot would be students 

enrolled in 2002 (termed as Y02 hereafter) and starting their second year in 2003. Hence, 

several classes of different English levels from the Y02 population were selected at random 

to fill out this questionnaire.
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The Instrument

This questionnaire consisted of questions about students’ computing experience, English 

learning experience and demographic information. It also included a scale measuring 

students’ attitudes towards their CALL system—NCE Online— since it was assumed 

students would have had some experience in using this system after one year’s study at the 

university. Totally 32 items were used on 5-point Likert scales to measure students’ 

enjoyment with NCE Online, their confidence or anxiety for using computers and NCE 

Online, and the importance and helpfulness of NCE Online to their study.

The Implementation

After Questionnaire 01 (2003) was conducted, the researcher contacted several College 

English teachers who were teaching the Y02 students and asked for permission to conduct a 

questionnaire with their students. They kindly handed out the questionnaire and their 

students completed it during class time. The researcher was not in any o f the classes when 

the questionnaire was being filled in, but collected the sheets from the teachers after each 

class.

3.3.3. Questionnaire 02 (2004)

This questionnaire was designed to be compared with Questionnaire 01 (2003) as a follow- 

up study. It was one o f the most important instruments in this research.

The Participants

Since Questionnaire 01 (2003) covered almost all the 2003 freshers, the researcher only 

needed to select a relatively small number of the students from the same population for this 

second questionnaire. Six classes at different English levels were randomly chosen for this 

survey. As the students were asked to write down their student numbers for both 

questionnaires, those who completed both questionnaires were identified so that their data 

could be subject to longitudinal comparisons.

The Instrument

The questions concerning learners’ computing and English learning experience and 

demographic data in this questionnaire were identical with those in Questionnaire 01 (2003).

Originally the researcher wished to use the items for CALL attitudes and perceptions from 

Questionnaire 02 (Pilot). However, both the pilot and student interviews revealed that the
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majority of the students had not been actively using NCE Online during their first academic 

year. Consequently, it would not be meaningful to keep using the CALL attitudes items 

from the pilot study which were mostly NCE Online-specific. Nonetheless, the previous 

instruments found that these learners had not had very much computer and E-leaming 

experience prior to their university study. Therefore, their under-use of NCE Online might 

have to do with their attitudes towards computer technology and E-leaming in general. It 

was then decided that this questionnaire should include scales measuring learners’ attitudes 

towards computer, E-learning and CALL in general.

With the data from Q02P and sufficient space in the paper layout, a full tripartite model of 

attitude was able to be used to measure computer attitudes through 4 subscales: computer 

liking, computer confidence, computer anxiety and computer usefulness. The 1st subscale 

usually seen in traditional CASs— ‘Computer Liking’ was turned into measurement o f liking 

for E-leaming since the literature has indicated an almost universal favourable affect for 

computer technology itself among university students. The items used for this CAS were 

mostly from a similar instrument devised for the researcher’s Masters degree research three 

years ago, which was based on the established CASs mentioned in the literature review. 

Some related items from Q01 (2003) that proved to be informative were again included here. 

This instrument also investigated learners’ liking and perceived usefulness of NCE Online in 

particular.

The Implementation

The implementation o f this questionnaire was very similar to Questionnaire 02 (Pilot). The 

English teachers o f the 6 chosen classes helped conduct it in class and returned all the copies 

to a contact of the researcher’s at the university who delivered them to Edinburgh by post.

3.3.4. Questionnaire 03 (Online)

Questionnaire 03 (Online) was an additional instrument which was not in the original 

research schedule. It was designed as a reaction to a fundamental change in the pattern of 

the second-year students’ (Y02) use o f NCE Online which resulted from a new policy 

enacted by the university in early 2004. The university policy required that one third of 

teaching and learning o f all subjects should be done through online courseware. The College 

of Foreign Languages, therefore, started a trial o f using NCE Online more often in class with 

Y02 students. This had changed the status of NCE Online dramatically: from an E-learning 

environment that students could choose to use voluntarily to one that students had to use in
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class. The previous questionnaires have shown that NCE Online was not widely utilised 

among students, which resulted in the fact that the students were not able to give very 

meaningful description of what they thought o f such a CALL environment. However, due to 

this new policy, the students’ use of NCE Online had obviously increased, willingly or 

unwillingly. Therefore the researcher decided it was worth probing more into students’ 

perceptions and the reasons behind their use or underuse of it as they became more familiar 

with the system now than previously.

The Participants

The questionnaire was originally intended for Y02 students only. However, because it was 

conducted online without any restriction, anyone could access it freely when they were about 

to log into NCE Online. Interestingly a fair number o f Y03 students had completed it as well, 

obviously when they were accessing NCE Online on their own. Therefore, Questionnaire 03 

(Online) will be analysed in two parts: one with Y03 students and the other without.

The Instrument

This questionnaire aimed to probe more into learners’ use o f computers for their English 

study, including both NCE Online and other CALL materials of learners’ own choice. Most 

parts o f the questionnaire were similar to Questionnaire 02 (Pilot) as it was targeted at the 

same group of learners. Questions of particular interest were: their perceived usefulness of 

CALL; reasons for using or not using NCE Online; their expected resources from a CALL 

system; and favourite English learning mode. A small number o f items were also used to 

measure students’ learning styles again for triangulation with the data from Questionnaire 01 

(2003). A distinct advantage of this online questionnaire was that it was able to include 

many open questions for which the participants could type their answers in the blank boxes 

provided. Such text data, even though in large quantity, can still be easily recorded 

accurately and imported into data analysis software. Compared with Questionnaire 02 (2004) 

which also had an open question at the end, the students seemed to be much more willing to 

provide their opinions in this online questionnaire.

The Implementation

All the other questionnaires for this research were in paper format in order to achieve a 

higher return rate. However, Questionnaire 03 (Online) was designed to be conducted online 

because the above mentioned policy assured that many of the students would have to access 

some online learning materials in class from time to time. Therefore, an online questionnaire 

seemed to be a fast and economical solution whilst a satisfactory return rate could be
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guaranteed as well. It was mounted onto the NCE Online server so that the students could 

access and complete it when they were about to use NCE Online. The questionnaire was set 

up inside the NCE Online system in such a way that a student could choose to either fill in 

the questionnaire and then log into NCE Online or completely bypass the questionnaire. A 

group of teachers who were teaching Y02 students helped with the implementation. Their 

classrooms were all equipped with computers for every student. Elence, they spared a few 

minutes from their classes and asked their students to fill in the questionnaire on their 

computers voluntarily.

3.3.5. The Student Interviews

At around the same time of the questionnaires, interviews were conducted with participants 

from the same population groups. In 2003, after the administration o f Questionnaire 01

(2003), 5 groups o f Y02 students were interviewed with the instrument ‘Student Interview 

01 (SI01)’ while in 2004 after Questionnaire 02 (2004) 4 groups o f Y03 students were 

interviewed with the instrument ‘Student Interview 02 (SI02)’. Both groups were at the 

beginning o f their second academic year by the time they were interviewed. Each group 

normally consisted of 4~6 students, and lasted from 30 to 60 minutes. Some interviews were 

conducted immediately after a class. The teacher of that class would ask everyone in the 

room if 5 or 6 of them would like to participate in an interview about CALL, and then the 

volunteers sat around a table to be interviewed. On the other hand, some interviews were 

arranged beforehand. The teacher o f a class would have found the volunteers and then 

arrange for them to be interviewed 30 minutes before the lesson started. The interviews 

started with the researcher’s self-introduction and brief explanation of the purposes of this 

research. The interviewees mostly tended to answer questions one after another, however, 

occasionally they would conduct some mini discussions among themselves. In additional, 

when an interesting issue came up in an interview, the researcher would pursue for further 

information on it, but due to time limitation, the digression usually would not exceed 5 

minutes. After each interview, students were also given small gifts as a thank-you gesture.

SI01 contained 6 questions while SI02 consisted of 10 questions, some o f which were similar 

to SI01. However because the interviews were conducted in a semi-structured manner, the 

actual questions and the depth o f investigation varied from group to group. As 

complementary information providers, these two instruments tapped on the same main issues 

as the questionnaires: English learning experience, computing experience and attitudes, use 

of NCE Online and other CALL materials, effectiveness and expectations o f NCE Online.
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3.3.6. The Teachers’ Questionnaire & Interviews

The whole research was centred around learners, therefore, the original design o f the 

research was for students only. However, the researcher had several informal talks with 

some College English teachers when the first questionnaire was carried out, and discovered 

that the teachers’ attitudes and behaviour had great influence on their students’ experience in 

NCE Online and CALL. Therefore, it was decided that investigations on teachers were 

needed to understand students’ behaviour more fully.

There were 83 College English teachers in the College at the time of the research. A 

questionnaire extending to one side of A3 was delivered to every teacher during their lunch 

break in the staff rooms and then collected by the researcher. The questionnaire consisted of 

questions about teachers’ computing experience and competence, previous experience with 

CALL, attitudes towards and expectations o f NCE Online.

Shortly after the teacher’s questionnaire in 2003, 5 teachers were interviewed individually to 

obtain further information about teachers’ experience with CALL and NCE Online. At the 

same time, the NCE Online project team leader and two other team members were also 

interviewed individually to reveal the whole process o f developing NCE Online and their 

future directions. Then, in 2004 another 4 teachers were interviewed with a similar 

instrument in order to detect difference in teachers’ attitudes and behaviour. Both interview 

instruments— Teacher Interview 01 (TI01) and 02 (TI02)—were semi-structured. The time 

and locations for teacher interviews were much more flexible than the student interviews. 

Most of them were interviewed when they were having lunch breaks, and the others were 

interviewed at their homes. There was no strict time restraint, therefore, interview lenghths 

varied from 30 minutes to around 2 hours depending on the interviewees’ willingness to go 

into depth on certain issues. All the interviewees were the researcher’s former colleagues, 

therefore, the interviews were all conducted in an informal manner where digressions from 

the original questions occurred frequently. The researcher also thanked all the teacher 

interviewees with small gifts at the end o f interviews.

3.4. V a lid ity  and Reliability  Issues

Due to the implementation o f several questionnaires, each with over 30 questions, there was 

a large amount of quantitative data that needed to be analysed with different statistical 

techniques. Many statistical calculations and tests are based on certain assumptions by
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nature, and thus their processes and results should be treated with caution to ensure true 

validity and reliability.

Special attention has been paid to the t tests in the quantitative data analyses. Different types 

of t tests were used to make comparisons between cohorts or different stages o f one cohort. 

The underlying assumptions of t tests are: a) interval scales; b) normality of distribution; and 

c) homogeneity of variances. However, Hinton (1995) reassures us that t tests are robust so 

that even if the distributions are only vaguely normal the t tests are still likely to be valid and 

this is especially true for large samples (greater than 30). In order to increase the power of 

the tests, Hinton (ibid) suggests to choose one-tailed tests which can reduce errors o f false 

alarm of significance, increase the number o f participants and look for big effects which will 

reduce the possibility of failure to detect significance. The teacher questionnaire was 

conducted with 57 teachers while the sample sizes o f the student surveys were all beyond 

250. Therefore, the sample sizes were conducive for the validity o f t tests used in the 

analysis. However, as the researcher did not intend to look for change in one particular 

direction, she still used two-tailed t tests but opted to set the significance level to 0.025 so as 

to reduce the chances of false alarms. Meanwhile, the eta square values were also presented 

to indicate the actual effect size of a significant difference. According to Cohen’s (1988) 

guidelines, eta square=.01 can be interpreted as small effect, .06 moderate effect, and .14 

large effect.

In addition, all the data from this research were of a self-reporting nature. Due to time and 

resources limitations, the researcher was not able to implement other research methods, such 

as testing or observation, to verify the validity o f the data. Therefore, this research generally 

relied on the validation o f consistency between participants’ questionnaire responses and 

interviews over different times.

3.5. Ethical Issues

The conduction of the questionnaires and interviews called for caution regarding several 

ethical issues. Firstly, when the questionnaires were handed out, although the students were 

free to choose whether or not to fill in the questionnaires, due to Chinese students’ traditional 

compliance with teachers, most students took part in the survey when asked. This might also 

suggest that the participants might produce socially desirable answers to the survey questions. 

Secondly, the selection process of the interviewees meant that the participants’ anonymity
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could not be strictly protected. The English teachers knew who in their classes took part in 

the interviews, although the interview data were kept confidential from the teachers. Further, 

the participants might view the interviewer as a friend to their teachers’, thus their answers 

may not be unrestrained or completely genuine. Similarly, the teacher interviewees were the 

researcher’s former colleagues, and they were aware that the researcher was in close contact 

with the NCE Online development team, therefore, their responses about CALL in general 

and NCE Online might have been constrained to certain degree as well. Some o f these 

ethical issues are probably intrinsic in social science researches, but some are particular, or 

even inevitable, in this research context. The researcher was aware o f them, and took them 

into account when interpreting the data.
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Chapter 4 Questionnaire Analysis

The 1st Year Students (Y03)
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All the quantitative data in Chapter 4 and 5 were analyzed using SPSS 12.0. As 

aforementioned in Chapter 3, wherever a Likert scale was used, value 1 represents the 

weakest or least positive while value ‘5’ or ‘6’ stands for the strongest or most positive in 

tendency, unless otherwise stated. Whenever the Pearson correlation statistics were 

presented, the superscript symbol means ‘significant at 0.001 level’ while the symbol

means ‘significant at 0.05 level’.

This chapter will start with an analysis on Questionnaire 01 (2003) (hereafter abbreviated as 

Q01 (2003)), then data from Q01 (2003) and Questionnaire 02 (2004) (hereafter abbreviated 

as Q02 (2004)) will be matched up and subject to a comparative analysis, and then data 

uniquely from Q02 (2004) will be analysed in Part III o f this chapter, followed by a 

summary discussion in Part IV.

P arti: Questionnaire 01(2003)

4.1 . Partic ipants’ Dem ographic Inform ation

6,000 copies of the questionnaire were distributed to newly-enrolled students in 2003 

immediately after they had taken the English placement test before their university study 

started. In total 5258 valid copies were returned. Most o f them were identified as the first 

year students (N=5154) as expected, with a few students from the other academic levels 

(N=10) and some not providing their IDs (N=94). Apart from very few extremely young 

students (aged under 15), the majority o f the students were aged between 17 and 20. They 

came from almost every province of the country, however, 59.5% of them were from 

Zhejiang Province where the University is located. The students’ gender and academic 

disciplines distributions were shown in the following table:

Chapter 4: Questionnaire Analysis (1st Year Students) Part I: Questionnaire 01 (2003)

Table 3: Demographic Data
Gender Disciplines

Female Male Science& Engineering Hum anities& Arts
N=1578 N=3575 N=4129 N=972
30.6% 69.4% 80.9% 19.1%

It was evident that the University was oriented dominantly towards science and engineering 

disciplines while humanities and arts participants were of a very small proportion. The 

strong disciplines bias was also correlated with the unbalanced male and female student 

ratio— there were more than twice as many males (69.4%) as females (30.6%).
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4.2. Prior Computing & English Learning Experience

The students’ previous experiences in both computing and English learning before they came 

to the university would inevitably affect their attitudes towards and perceptions of ICT use 

for their studies at university.

Computing Experience

Only the results of two basic questions concerning computing experience— home computer 

ownership and use frequency—were presented here, while the other aspects o f computing 

experience will be presented in Part II of this chapter.

About half o f the students (50.7%) had computers at home, and among these students the 

majority (83.5%) also had network connections (see Table 4 below). Table 5 showed that 

the percentage of the students for each o f the four permission categories was almost the same 

between computer use and network use. This indicated that as long as the students could 

access the computers, they were able to use network connections as much as they wanted. 

Parental control did not seem to be of an issue as only 8.1% and 10.4% of the students 

needed parents’ permission to access computers and networks respectively. In fact, the 

majority o f them (68% and 64% respectively) could use computers and networks anytime 

they wanted.

Table 4: Computer & Network At Home
Computer at Home Network at Home

Yes 50.7% 83.5%
No 49.3% 16.5%

Table 5: Computer & Network Use Permission
Use Permission Computer Use (%) Network Use (%)

Cannot use at all 2.9 2.3
W ith parents permission 8.1 10.4

Limited time 21.0 23.3
Anytime 68.0 64.0

English Learning Experience

Before they came to the university, the majority o f students spent more than 6 hours every 

week on English study, including class time and self-study time. They were asked to mark 

as many learning media as appropriate (as shown in Table 6) which they used mainly in their 

study: printed or paper-based materials, audio and video resources, broadcast programs on 

TV or radio, learning materials on CD-ROMs and the Internet, and extracurricular tutoring
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or training. The percentage for every medium here was the ratio of participants who marked 

it compared to the whole population.

_____________   Table 6: English Learning Media________ ____________________

Printed Audio TV Radio Internet CD-
ROM

Extra
Training Video

Percent
(%)

96.4 92.0 49.0 36.0 23.3 22.9 21.7 11.1

Naturally, printed materials (e.g., textbooks) were used most commonly (96.4%). Audio 

materials apparently were as widely used (92%). All the other types of media shared 

considerably less popularity in their English study. Video materials were the least utilised. 

CD-ROM-based standalone learning software, the Internet and private tutoring/extra training 

courses were shnilar to each other, and were not used by as many people as TV or Radio. 

The popularity of these learning media would undergo dramatic changes within a year as 

will be shown in Part II of the chapter.

4.3 . Com puter A ttitudes & CALL

Computer Liking & Anxiety

Overall, the students liked the use o f computers in their study, with the median values of all 

the questions concerning ‘Liking’ positioned at 3.0 or 4.0 (on a 5-point Likert scale). Also, 

the students did not show much anxiety about using computer technologies; instead, the 

majority o f them reported feeling very comfortable with computers (Mean=3.67; 

Median=4.0), and even if some computer applications were complicated, they would still 

like to use ICT in their studies (Mean=3.72; Median=4.0). However, at a micro level, we 

can see that the students had differentiated preferences for different usages o f ICT. On the 

one hand, the students had quite high ratings for the proposition that ICT would make their 

courses more interesting (Mean=4.2; Median=4.0). On the other hand, to learn a subject 

completely through computer-assisted learning was a significantly less favourable idea 

(Mean=3.31; Median=3.0; p<.01). The students distinctly preferred classroom learning 

where they could have face-to-face contact with other people (Mcan=3.58; Median=4.0). 

This indicated that although the students had good liking for the use o f E-leaming, they 

would still like to have classroom teaching and learning as their main form of study. 

Although the students had very positive attitudes towards E-leaming as a supplementary 

resource, they obviously did not think the existing multi-media learning materials were more 

helpful than printed books (Mean=2.96; Median=2.0).
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Perceived Usefulness of the Computer and the Internet

When asked about how helpful computers and the Internet could be for their English study, 

the students gave very high ratings to all the questions concerning ICT’s role as a provider 

for learning resources, information, self-assessment facilities, communication and distance 

learning opportunities. All the means were between 3.79 and 3.98 and all the medians were 

at 4.0, all with negative skewness values indicating an obvious tendency towards the positive 

end of the scales. However, while the resourcing and communicative functions of ICT were 

rated as the most helpful, extra distance learning opportunities from other institutions were 

seen as least helpful.

Since these students had not started university study yet when they completed Q01 (2003), 

they were asked to speculate how important the following features of NCE Online would be 

to them: 1) physical flexibility (when and where to study); 2) cognitive flexibility (what and 

how to study); 3) individualised feedback; 4) communication with others in English; and 5) 

collaborative learning opportunities. While all the ratings were positively high (all medians 

at 4.0), the importance of each feature was still noticeably differentiated. The physical 

flexibility was rated the most important to them, while cognitive flexibility was only ranked 

as the third most important feature. More individualised and timely feedback was rated as 

the second most important. Interestingly, the collaborative potential o f CALL environments 

(Mean=3.64) was rated far lower than the others (means between 3.95 and 4.05).

4.4. Learning Style

This questionnaire was centred around a learning style scale that consisted o f 37 items which 

were subjected to a factor analysis to uncover the underlying patterns.

4.4.1. Factor Analysis of the Scale

The 37 items were first subjected to a scale reliability test. The Cronbach’s Alpha Based 

on Standardized Items was 0.78, which indicated the scale was fairly robust. All the 

items were then subjected to principle components analysis (PCA). Prior to performing 

PCA the suitability of data for factor analysis was assessed. Inspection of the correlation 

matrix revealed the presence o f many coefficients o f .03 and above. The Kaiser-Meyer- 

Olkin value was .82, exceeding the recommended value of .6 (Pallant 2001) and the 

Bartlett’s Test o f Sphericity reached statistical significance, supporting the factorability 

o f the correlation matrix. Principal components analysis revealed the presence o f nine
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components with eigenvalues exceeding 1. An inspection of the screeplot revealed a 

break after the 5th component. Therefore, it was decided to retain five components for 

further investigation. To aid in the interpretation of these five components, Varimax 

rotation was performed. The rotated solution revealed a fairly similar number of strong 

loadings in each component. The 5 factor solution explained a total of 33.45% of the 

variance.

A closer study of the original items in relation to these 5 underlying factors revealed that:

1) Two statements did not load on any component, thus they were discarded as non
significant statements.

2) The items for each subscale the researcher set out to measure initially generally still 
clustered together, only that some of the subscales were possibly measuring the same 
underlying construct and thus were collapsed into five broad factors as a whole. 
After a careful study o f the wording o f all the remaining 35 statements, it was found 
that the five factors mainly reflected these learning styles:

Factor 1 Methodical— Emergent 
Factor 2 Open-minded— Close-minded 
Factor 3 Extraverted— Introverted 
Factor 4 High— Low Ambiguity Tolerant 
Factor 5 Proactive—  Passive

More specifically, most items from the original Methodical-Emergent, and Inductive- 

Deductive and Impulsive-Reflective subscales fell into Factor 1. Factor 2 consisted of 

items from Original-Traditional, and Imaginative-Realistic. Items from Gregarious- 

Intimate, Initiator-Receptor had high loadings on Factor 3. Items from High-Low 

Ambiguity Tolerant and Proactive-Passive subscales provided high loadings on Factor 4. 

Factor 5 consisted of items from such subscales as Critical-Accepting, Original- 

Traditional, and High-Low Ambiguity Tolerant.

Coincidentally, these factors, which resulted from completely different constructs, items 

and scales, corresponded surprisingly well with the well-known Big Five Factors in 

personality research. It is interesting to discover that the 5 components extracted from 

the data can fit well into Costa & McCrae’s Five Factors Model (OCEAN).

The Big Five Factors Factors in This Research
Extroversion Extroverted—Introverted
Neuroticism High—Low Ambiguity Tolerant

Openness to experience Open-minded—Close-minded
Agreeableness Proactive—Passive

Conscientiousness Methodical—Emergent
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4.4.2. These Participants’ Learning Styles

As shown in the nomenclature of the five dimensions revealed in the factor analysis, 

each of them was conceptualized as a continuum on which a participant could be at any 

point between the left end (e.g., methodical) and the right end (e.g., emergent). The 

label for the left end of each continuum was the index o f a dimension, i.e., the higher the 

score, the stronger tendency towards the left end. As a group, these Chinese students 

manifested certain tendencies on the continua o f these five dimensions.

The General Tendency

The item with the highest loading for each factor was taken up as the representative for 

that factor. The mean and skewness of these items were displayed in Table 7.

Table 7: Learning Style General Tendencies
Style Factors Mean Skewness

Factor 1: M ethodical— Emergent 3.37 -.16
Factor 2: Open-minded— Close-minded 3.02 .16
Factor 3: Extroverted—  Introverted 3.60 -.27
Factor 4: High— Low Ambiguity Tolerance 3.56 -.61
Factor 5: Proactive—  Passive 2.92 .12

As the table showed, Factor 1, 3 and 4 all exceeded the midpoint 3.0 and had negative 

skewness values. These statistics suggested that the students were more likely to be 

methodical, tolerant o f ambiguity and extroverted. However, as we shall see later, the 

extroversion indicator here may be problematic. Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Tests were 

conducted between Factor 2, 5 and the other 3 factors. The results revealed that Factor 2 

and 5 had significantly lower mean scores than the other factors. It could be suggested 

that Chinese students may have relatively strong characteristics o f being closure-oriented 

and passive.

Gender Difference

Significant difference was found between female and male students on all the factors. 

The difference on Factor 1, 2, 4 and 5 was at p<.01 level, but the difference on Factor 3 

was not as strong (p<.05). The statistics indicated that female students were generally 

less methodical, extroverted or open-minded, but they were more passive and better at 

tolerating ambiguity.

Discrepancy in the ‘Extroverted— Introverted’ Subscale

This subscale contained four items which specifically measured students’ preference for 

working with others in their study.
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Mean
Gregarious-Intimate 1 3.46
Gregarious-Intimate 2 3.45
Gregarious-Intimate 3 3.25
Gregarious-Intimate 4 2.27 (reverted)

The interesting finding here was the 4th item (Gregarious-Intimate 4) which resulted in a 

considerably lower mean score than the other three. While the other three statements 

were positive ones indicating extroversion, the 4th was a negative statement indicating 

introversion. Therefore, the score for this item was reverted, so that 1.0 represented 

‘Strongly agree’ while 5.0 ‘Strongly disagree’, which guaranteed the higher scores 

would still mean a stronger extroverted tendency. However, since its mean score was 

much lower than the other three, this item demonstrated a particularly strong 

introversion tendency. A further inspection o f the four statements revealed that the first 

three statements all implied the tutors’ interventions (working in groups in classrooms, 

and working collaboratively on tutors’ assignments), whereas, the fourth statement did 

not specify any contextual settings. It was a rather general statement: ‘I prefer to study 

alone’. Therefore, it seemed when they were not in a collective learning environment or 

not instructed to do groupwork, these students would rather work on their own than 

collaborate with others.

In addition, this probably explained why earlier the overall score o f extroversion for this 

cohort was higher than normally indicated in the literature. Because these students were 

more likely to be passive and compliant to their peers or teachers, they demonstrated 

marked agreement to the first 3 statements which implied that they were expected to 

work with others. Therefore, in reality, if collaborative work was not an explicit 

requirement or encouragement, these students would feel more comfortable studying on 

their own. This will be further confirmed by the data from Questionnaire 03 (Online) 

and student interviews.
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Part li: Questionnaire 01 (2003) vs 
Questionnaire 02 (2004)

According to the student ID numbers, 523 students with valid IDs were found to have 

participated in both Q01 (2003) and Q02 (2004). The following analysis was based on both 

questionnaires’ data from this group o f participants.

4.5. Computing Experience

Computer Ownership

It was the university’s regulation that all students, except those native residents o f the 

university city, should live in university dormitories on campus during semester times. One 

dormitory flat usually consisted of one room with 4 or more beds, writing desks, and an en- 

suite bathroom. Therefore, for most students, their dorms were their second homes for their 

undergraduate years, and it was very common for them to share private belongings in such 

intimate living spaces. The students were thus asked whether they owned computers in their 

dormitory both before they started their university study (in 2003) and after one year’s study 

(in 2004). There were four common options in both questionnaires: l) completely own a 

computer; 2) own a computer but let other students use sometimes; 3) do not own a 

computer, but can use a friends’/roommates’/home computer conveniently; 4) do not own a 

computer, neither can use anyone else’s computer conveniently.

Table 9: Computers in Dormitories

Ownership"--------- Q01 (2003) (%) Q02 (2004) (%)
No access 90.6 9.0
Use others 6.0 29.8

Let others use 0.7 27.3
Completely own 2.7 33.8

The overwhelming fact shown in Table 9 was that at the start of the academic year 90.6% of 

students did not own or have easy access to computers while in the end only 9.0% of 

students were still in that position. The students who owned and used computers exclusively 

for themselves increased from 2.7% to 33.8%. Together with the number o f students who let
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others use their computers, the total percentage of the students who owned computers has 

increased from 3.4% (2.7%+0.7%) to 61.1% (33.8%+27.3%).

______________  Table 10: Computer Purchase Intention___________________
^ ^ T im e

P u rch ase '""-^
Q01 2003) Q02 (2004)

Frequency Percent Frequency Percent
Not buying 278 59.1 109 62.3

Buying soon 192 40.9 66 37.7

Ironically, although a vast majority of students did not have access to computers at the 

beginning, when asked whether they would purchase computers in the near future, more than 

half o f them (59.1%) said they were not buying (shown in Table 10). This initial aversion to 

buying computers and the later rocketing increase in computer ownership suggested that the 

students might not have regarded computers as useful at the beginning but later realized its 

importance for their study and their daily life.

Table 11: 2003 by 2004 Purchase Intention Crosstabulation
-^ _ Q 0 2  (2004) 

Q01 (2003) — ' — —
Purchase

Not buying Buying soon
Purchase Not buying 79 44

Buy soon 20 16
Use others 10 2

Total 109 62

Nevertheless, among the students who still did not have their own computers by the end of 

the year, 62.3% (shown in Table 10) decided not to buy computers in future. Table 11 

showed that among the students who said they were not going to buy computers in 2003, 

64.2% of them [79/(79+44)] remained not buying. Even among those who said they would 

buy computers in 2003 there were more students who decided not to buy in 2004 (N=20) 

than whose who wanted to buy soon (N=16). In addition, among those who used others’ 

computers and still did not own a computer in 2004, 83.3% [10/(10+2)] decided not to buy in 

the end. This indicated that, if a student had not purchased a computer for him/herself after 

one year’s study, it was not very likely that s/he would want to own one soon. The reasons 

for this will be explored in the student interviews.

Network Connection

When designing the question about network connections in students’ dormitories in 2003, 

the researcher assumed the students would be either restricted to the university intranet or 

given access to both the intranet and Internet. However, it turned out that the university 

restricted network access at three levels and charged tiered rates: intranet (cheapest), intranet
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four options were put down for this question.

Table 12: Networks in Dormitories ___
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Time
Network Q01 (2003) (%) Q02(2004) (%)

No Network 38.2 0.6
Intranet Only 6.8 5.2

Intranet&N ational N/A 27.5
Intranet&Internet 55.0 66.7

From Table 12, we can see that the percentage of students without any network connection 

in their dormitories decreased drastically from 38.2% to 0.6%. While the percentage that 

had intranet alone more or less stayed the same (6.9% and 5.2% respectively), almost all of 

the students had got network connection beyond the intranet by the end of their first year 

(66.7%+27.5%=94.2%). Nevertheless, having access to different networks did not 

necessarily mean they were using them equally, as we shall see in the students’ interviews.

Network Uses

Seven common uses of networks were listed for the students to mark which ones they mainly 

utilised: ‘forum/chat’, ‘email’, ‘download’, ‘shopping’, ‘business’, ‘surfing’ and ‘game’. 

They could choose as many options as appropriate. The following figure is a bar chart 

showing the frequencies for each use both in 2003 and 2004.

N e tw o rk  U ses

Figure 6: Major Uses of Networks

The overall pattern of network uses remained consistent on both occasions. The numbers of 

students who used networks for ‘forum/chat’, ‘email’, ‘download’, ‘shopping’, ‘business’ 

and ‘game’ hardly changed. However, the number for ‘surfing’ increased remarkably (from 

207 to 374), which not only became the highest number among the 7 uses but also was the

7 For more detailed explanation about the network system, please see the discussion of the interviews.
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biggest increase over a year. A Chi-Square test indicated a statistically significant difference 

between 2003 and 2004 (p<.01) on ‘surfing’. This implied that students kept using networks 

for ‘forum/chat’, ‘email’, ‘download’, ‘shopping’, ‘business’ and ‘game’ in much the same 

ways they must have been before university, but ‘surfing’ had become particularly more 

prevalent during this academic year.

Study Use & Recreational Use

The students were asked how frequently they used computers for study and recreational 

purposes. Because Q01 (2003) was conducted at the start o f their university life, the 

researcher presumed the students were not using computers much for their study. Hence, the 

frequency intervals for this question in 2003 were: ‘rarely’, ‘monthly’, ‘weekly’, ‘several 

times/week’ and ‘daily’. However, as shown in Table 13, although ‘rarely’ took up a fair 

amount (22.3%), the majority were using computers frequently every week. Therefore, in 

2004, both questions on study and recreational use had a scale o f weekly hours.

Table 13: Computer Use for Study in 2003 & 2004
Study Use rarely monthly weekly several times/week daily

2003 22.3% 4.8% 30.4% 39.4% 13.1%

Study Use 0 hour 1-2 hours 3-4 hours 5-6 hours 7-9 hours >10 hours
2004 2.3% 31.2% 28.9% 20.7% 8.1% 8.8%

At the end o f the first year, hardly anyone had not used computers for study every week. 

Table 13 showed that ‘1-2 hours’ (31.2%), ‘3-4 hours’ (28.9%) and ‘5-6 hours’ (20.7%) all 

shared similar moderate percentages, but the students using computers for study purposes for 

more than 7 hours every week were much rarer (8.1%+8.8%=16.9%).

As for recreational use, the pattern had some obvious changes. The six options— ‘0 hour’, 

‘1-2 hours’, ‘3-4 hours’, ‘5-6 hours’, ‘7-9 hours’ and ‘over 10 hours’— were given values 

from 1 to 6. The median value o f the students’ time spent on recreation increased from 3.0 

to 4.0, which meant more than half o f the students in 2004 were using computers 

recreationally for at least 5 hours a week.
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Recreational Use (2003) Recreational Use (2004)

Figure 7: Recreational Use (2003) Figure 8: Recreational Use (2004)

Histogram distributions in Figure 7 and 8 presented an apparent shift towards the right end 

which indicated more hours o f use. Comparing the two figures, we can see two distinct 

changes: 1) the students who did not use network for recreational purposes had become 

almost non-existent (from 5.4% to 0.4%); 2) the number o f students spending more than 10 

hours/week had increased from 8.5% to 23.8%. This suggested that a considerable number 

of students started to use networks for recreational purposes for much longer hours.

In addition, Figure 8 also showed an interesting bi-modal distribution. There was an 

increasing percentage o f students from category 1 (0 hour) to 3 (3-4 hours), but then the 

frequency of students plummeted from category 4 (5-6 hours, 21.4%) to 5 (7-9 hours, 

15.8%), and about a quarter o f the participants then abruptly peaked at more than 10 

hours/week. The bi-mode may indicate a threshold level o f recreational use. That is, the 

students chose to use computers recreationally for less than 7 hours a week on average, but 

for those who had gone beyond this threshold, they were more inclined to engage themselves 

in substantially more hours o f use.

Naturally, the researcher was intrigued to find out from which group of the participants this 

increase had come from. Figure 9 and Table 14 below were drafted to study how the 

participants had moved among the 6 categories o f choices.
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Recreational Use 2003: 
1= 0 hour 
2= 1-2 hours 
3= 3-4 hours 
4= 5-6 hours 
5= 7-9 hours 
6= £10 hours

1 2 3 4  5  6

Recreational Use 2003

Figure 9: Recreational Use Time Difference 

Table 14: Recreational Use Time Difference
^~~~-~~--^Time Difference 

Recreational Use
Minimum Maximum Mean Median

1 0 hour 1.00 5.00 2.62 2.00
2 1-2 hours - 1.00 4.00 1.69 1.00
3 3-4 hours - 1.00 3.00 1.26 1.00
4 5-6 hours -2.00 2.00 .05 .00
5 7-9 hours -3.00 1.00 -.88 - 1.00
6 >10 hours -5.00 .00 -.84 .00

In the figure and table above, ‘Recreational Use Time Difference’ referred to the result o f the 

subtraction of a subject’s chosen value in 2003 from his/her response in 2004. Therefore, if 

a subject chose the same category for recreational use in 2004, his/her ‘Recreational Use 

Time Difference’ value should be 0, whereas, if  s/he chose a higher or lower-ranked 

category in 2004, s/he would get a positive or negative value. In other words, a score o f 0 

meant no change in time, a positive score indicated an increase while a negative score a 

decrease. The ‘Recreational Use Time Difference’ was mapped against the original 

‘Recreational Use 2003’ categories in Figure 9. The table and figure revealed some 

intriguing information:

1) The students originally in categories 1, 2, and 3 in 2003 had all increased their 
recreational use considerably. Evident in Figure 9, the lower categories the students 
were originally in, the greater the increase was in 2004. There was hardly any 
change among the students who were in category 4 (5-6 hours/week). In Table 14 
the mean of category 4 was .05, indicating a minute increase.

2) The students in category 5 (7-9 hours/week) saw a negative mean (-.88) and median 
(-1.0) which showed that a majority o f these students reduced their recreational 
computing time in 2004.

3) The mean of category 6 is -.84 which also indicated a decrease in the time spent for 
recreational purposes among the students who used to spend more than 10 hours per 
week. However, as the median of this group was 0, on average this group of 
students did not cut down their recreational use as steeply as those from category 5.
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In all, it seemed for most students, 5-6 hours/week recreational computing was a watershed 

of change: students who used to spend less time than that increased their use, those who had 

already been in that category only made a marginal increase in time, whereas those who had 

spent more than 7 hours per week for recreation were cutting down their time.

In addition, when we compare the study time and recreational time in 2004, we can see that 

many more students spent more than 7 hours a week for recreation (15.8%+23.8%=39.6%) 

than for study (8.1%+8.8%=16.9%). As neither o f them had a normal distribution, a non- 

parametric test— Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test—was conducted to evaluate the difference in 

time spent on study and recreational use in 2004. There was a statistically significant 

difference between ‘Study use’ and ‘Recreational use’ (p<.01). Therefore, during this 

academic year, the participants reported significantly more time spent for recreation rather 

than for study on computers.

Self-reported Computer Competence

As shown previously, during this academic year the students spent much more time using 

computers than before they came to the University. It was hence expected that their 

competence for some commonly used computer applications would have become higher. 

The participants were asked to rate their own computing skills for seven applications— word 

processing, web browsing, email, forum/chat, presentation software, webpage design and 

image editing. The skilfulness was measured on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from ‘never 

used, ‘need help’, ‘competent’ to ‘very competent’8.

Figure 10: Self-reported Competence for 7 Applications 2003-2004

8 The wording of these 4 options in Chinese used ‘confidence’ which actually meant ‘competence’ in 
Chinese in this particular context.
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Overall, students’ self-reported competence in all these applications did become better to 

different degrees. The boxplot above conveyed three important findings:

1) W eb Browser, Email & Forum/Chat

At the beginning, there were students in all the four categories (from ‘never used’ to 

‘very competent’) for these applications, but in the end the median lines of ‘web 

browser’ and ‘email’ had both risen from 3.0 to 4.0 and the boxes (the middle 50% of 

the participants) had moved up one point on the scale. This indicated that about 75% of 

the students regarded themselves as competent or very competent in using web browsers 

and email. This competence boost may have resulted from their more frequent use of 

networks, which corresponded with the earlier analysis on network use where ‘surfing’ 

enjoyed the highest frequency. However, the more intriguing was the non-change of 

their competence in using online communication tools such as forums and chatrooms. It 

was naturally expected that, as young people, these students would be using forums or 

chat programs extensively and thus become very proficient in using them. However, 

contrary to web browsing and emailing, the median for this category did not rise from its 

original 3.0 to 4.0. This could also be explained by the earlier analysis on network use 

which had not shown much difference in the percentages o f students who used 

forums/chatrooms regularly between 2003 and 2004. Table 15 below is a 

crosstabulation o f the use o f forums/chatrooms on both occasions.

Table 15: Forum/Chat 2003 by 2004 Crosstabulation
Forum/C lat 2004

Total
No Yes

Forum/Chat 2003 No 120 110 230
Yes 81 212 293

Total 201 322 523

In Table 15, it was found that about half o f the students (120/230=52.2%) who had not 

listed forums or chatrooms as their major network use in 2003 remained so in 2004, and 

27.6% of the students (81/293) who had used forums/chatrooms in 2003 stopped using 

them frequently in 2004. Altogether 38.4% of the students (201/523) were not using 

forums/chatrooms as one of their main network uses in 2004.

It seemed that a fair number of students did not show much interest in forums and 

chatrooms even though their frequency of using computers had increased in general. On 

the contrary, over one quarter o f the students who had used them often ceased to make 

much use o f them. This may suggest that many students either dislike or find no need
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for synchronous/asynchronous online communication. The literature showed that online 

communication tools have been very effective for enhancing both language fluency and 

communication skills. However, it seems they may not be as helpful for some Chinese 

learners who do not use them as much as their peers.

2) W ord Processing & Presentation Software

The students’ skills in using word processing and presentation software were reported to 

have improved considerably. Both o f their medians increased to one level higher 

(‘presentation’ from 2.0 to 3.0 while ‘word processing’ from 3.0 to 4.0). Everyone had 

used word processing software by the end o f the year while about 75% of all the students 

considered themselves proficient in using such software confidently. About three 

quarters o f students were not at all familiar with electronic presentation packages in 

2003 and only 8.1% stood out at ‘very competent’ level, but the median increased from 

2.0 to 3.0 in 2004. Although there still were students who had never used presentation 

software in 2004, about half of the students had become competent or very competent in 

using them. Since the interviews revealed that these two applications were closely 

related to their English study (and presumably other studies as well), it was no surprise 

that students reckoned they had become much more competent in them after one year at 

university.

3) W ebpage Design & Image Editing

‘Webpage design’ and ‘image editing’ are two slightly advanced applications which are 

not essential but can still be useful in certain areas o f study. Usually only those with 

particularly high levels of skill or interest in the use of these technologies are likely to 

have acquired these skills. Therefore, they are very good parameters to signal computer 

literacy. Students considered their skills for these two aspects had also increased, but in 

a less steep manner than the aforementioned applications. The median for ‘webpage 

design’ was 1.0 initially which meant the majority of students had hardly used any 

software to design webpages. In the end, the distribution o f students at all 4 levels 

spread out. There were even a number of students who regarded themselves as very 

proficient in creating webpages. ‘Image editing’ followed a similar pattern as ‘webpage 

design’, although it started at a higher level at the beginning (Median=2.0). The 

noticeable improvement o f self-assessed competence in such applications indicated that 

the students had become much more computer literate within a year.
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In order to find out whether the students’ overall computing skills had improved, their scores 

for the 7 applications were summed up and the subsequent total scores represented their 

general computing competence. Therefore, the highest possible total score was 28.0 while 

the lowest score was 7.0.

T .................I ..... ..............—  I...................  1----
10.00 15.00 20.00 25.00

Computer Competence

Figure 11: Self-reported Computer Competence 2003-2004

Figure 11 is a comparison of the histogram distributions of students’ self-assessed computer 

competence scores in 2003 (in the back of the graph) and 2004 (in the front). Evidently, in 

2004 the participants assessed their computing skills much higher in that the 2003 histogram 

started below 10.0 while the 2004 histogram started above 10.0. Furthermore, the 2003 

distribution was clearly skewed to the left—the lower end— while the 2004 distribution was 

gathered around the higher scores on the right. A paired-samples t test was conducted to 

evaluate the difference over this academic year. There was a statistically significant 

difference between 2003 (Mean=16.04) and 2004 (Mean=20.92, t(498)=-26.25, p<0.05, eta 

squared=0.58). Therefore, during this academic year, students felt their computing skills had 

improved considerably.

Computer Confidence

‘Computer Confidence’ refers to how comfortable, or confident, students feel about using 

information and computer technologies in their life. It was measured by a set of statements, 

such as ‘I believe with time and practice I will be able to use any software well’, ‘I feel 

comfortable working with a computer’, and ‘I feel apprehensive about using computers 

because I’m not very technically-minded’, etc. Because Q01 (2003) only contained 1 item 

for measuring computer confidence while Q02 (2004) contained 10 items, it would not be 

reliable enough to compare them. However, another questionnaire, Questionnaire 02 (Pilot) 

with the second year students in 2003, had 3 similar items, and both questionnaires used 5-
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point Likert scales measuring from 1 (‘not confident at all’) to 5 (‘very confident’). As both 

the participants for Questionnaire 02 (Pilot) and those for Q02 (2004) were just entering their 

second year, it became comparable whether they were different in computer confidence at 

this similar stage o f their academic life. It was found that the majority o f the students from 

Q02 (2004) had a higher confidence level (Median=4.0) than those from Q02P 

(Median=3.33). It seemed younger students became more confident in computer 

technologies even when it was only 1 or 2 years age difference.

4.6 . English Learning & E-learning

Liking for English Study

One question asked students to rate how much they liked learning English. It was assumed 

that their attitudes towards studying this subject could have a large effect on how they 

wanted to use computers for it.

English Study

1= Hate 
2= Dislike 
3= Neutral 
4= Like 
5= Love

2003 2004

One Academic Year 

Figure 12: Liking for English Study

As shown in Figure 12, the students’ rating dropped at the end of their first year. Initially 

about 75% of the students were above the midpoint 3.0 (Median=4.0) while in the end the 

general interest in English study decreased visibly (Median=3.0). As the histogram 

distributions o f ‘English Study Liking’ at both times were relatively nonnal, a paired- 

samples t test was conducted to detect the degree of difference. Statistically significant 

difference was found between 2003 (Mean=3.73) and 2004 (Mean=3.47, t(512)=-7.43, 

p<0.05, eta squared=0.10). Therefore, after the academic year, students’ enjoyment with 

English study had apparently diminished. The reasons for this decrease in interest will be 

tapped on in both the interview data and the comments from Q02 (2004) and Q03 (Online).
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English Learning Difficulties

A student’s English proficiency is traditionally assessed by his/her acquisition and fluency in 

four areas—reading, listening, writing and speaking. However, in order to assess more 

specifically, ‘reading’ was divided into ‘vocabulary’ and ‘grammar’. Which one of these 5 

aspects did these students find most difficult? Did the degree of difficulty change as their 

course progressed? The students were asked to rank these 5 aspects from 1 (easiest) to 5 

(most difficult) in both questionnaires, and this measure was thus ipsative. On both 

occasions vocabulary and grammar were rated as relatively easy, listening was of medium 

difficulty, and writing and speaking were considered the most difficult.

Table 16: English Learning Difficulties
Vocabulary Grammar Listening Writing Speaking

Mean
Beginning 2.44 2.61 2.86 3.47 3.64
End 2.77 2.58 2.98 3.35 3.32

Median Beginning 2.00 2.00 3.00 4.00 4.00
End 2.00 2.00 3.00 3.00 4.00

The statistics in Table 16 showed that the median for ‘Writing’ dropped from 4.0 to 3.0 

together with a slight drop in means. Even though the median for ‘Speaking’ did not change 

on the second occasion, its decrease in means indicated that it was on average considered 

less difficult than it had been in 2003. Although the medians of ‘Vocabulary’ and 

‘Grammar’ stayed at 2.0, there was a relatively perceptible increase in the means of 

‘Vocabulary’ (from 2.44 to 2.77). On the whole, the difficulties of their English study 

seemed to lie in the output of the language— speaking and writing. This corresponded with 

the students’ expectations (expressed in Questionnaire 03 (Online) and the interviews) o f a 

more ‘English-friendly’ environment and more opportunities to practice using the language.

Helpfulness of E-learning

Literature suggests that the most commonly recognized benefits of computer-assisted 

learning are: 1) instant feedback, e.g., when a student takes a self test on a computer, s/he 

can get immediate results or annotations; 2) self-paced learning— students can choose what 

and how fast they want to study; 3) flexibility— students can choose when and where to 

study; 4) efficient communication with peers; 5) efficient communication with tutors; 6) 

collaboration with others— students can share ideas or work on projects together; 7) distance 

education— students can take advantage of learning opportunities provided by other 

institutions or organisations. The students were asked to rate how useful they considered 

these characteristics were to them through a 5-point Likert scale ranging from ‘not helpful’ 

to ‘very helpful’.
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Table 17: E-learning Helpfulness
E-learning Features Mean Median Skewness

Instant Feedback 01 3.89 4.00 -.65
Instant Feedback 02 4.04 4.00 -.88
Flexibility (Time/Place) 01 4.05 4.00 -1.07
Flexibility (Time/Place) 02 3.86 4.00 -.80

Self-Paced Learning 01 3.99 4.00 -1.10
Self-Paced Learning 02 3.65 3.50 -.36

Tutor Communication 01 4.04 4.00 -1.03
Tutor Communication 02 3.64 4.00 -.41

Peer Communication 01 4.02 4.00 -1.17
Peer Communication 02 3.56 4.00 -.31

Collaboration 01 3.64 4.00 -.82
Collaboration 02 3.40 3.00 -.23
Distance Education 01 3.86 4.00 -.36
Distance Education 02 3.35 3.00 -.26

Table 17 listed the 7 features according to their scores in 2004 from the highest to the lowest. 

Most o f them were considered to be helpful at both times as they all had negative skewness 

and medians at or above 3.0. This indicated that the students’ opinions were skewed to the 

positive end. However, what is worth noticing is that the mean values of all but one trait 

(‘Instant Feedback’) from Q02 (2004) had more or less decreased. Wilcoxon Signed Ranks 

Tests confirmed that, regarding the helpfulness o f all the 7 traits, there was significant 

difference before and after the students had experienced E-leaming at university (p<.01).

In addition, the median ratings for ‘Collaboration’ and ‘Distance education’ had fallen to 3.0. 

Compared with other medians overwhelmingly positioned at 4.0, this score of 3.0 seemed to 

be fairly low. The means o f ‘Collaboration’ from both times were lower than the other traits. 

Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Tests found that ‘Collaboration’ was significantly different from the 

other traits in Q02 (2004) except ‘Distance Education’. In other words, ‘Collaboration’ 

seemed to be deemed significantly less useful than all the other traits except ‘Distance 

Education’ which shared the lowest ratings with ‘Collaboration’ on both occasions.

Online Communication with Tutors & Peers

With respect to students’ liking for online communications with tutors or peers, they also 

showed an interesting change over the year. They were asked whether they would rather talk 

to teachers face-to-face or online for study matters, and whether they would prefer to make 

suggestions or express opinions to their peers online or in front of the whole class. As is 

shown in Table 18, students’ preference for online communication with tutors increased,
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while preference for online communication with peers visibly decreased. Furthermore, in 

2004, the mean score of tutor communication was higher than that of peer communication. 

Table 18: Online Communication with Tutors & Peers
Online

Communication
Mean Median

2003 2004 2003 2004
Tutor 2.99 3.38 3.00 3.00

Peers 3.43 3.10 4.00 3.00

A paired-samples t test then found that in 2004, the students showed significantly more 

preference for communication with tutors online than with peers. The reasons why the 

students showed such a preference for communication with tutors online will be explored in 

students’ interviews.

4.7 . Individual D ifferences

Individual differences, such as gender, academic disciplines and learning styles, were found 

to be related to students’ computing experiences and their perceptions on E-leaming.

4.7.1. Gender Difference

As mentioned in Part I of this chapter, male students outnumbered female students 

considerably in this university by more than double. This cohort of participants reflected 

a similar ratio: 176 females and 347 males.

Gender & Computer Ownership

As shown earlier in this part, questions about whether or not students owned computers 

in their dormitories were asked in both questionnaires, and whether the non-owners 

would purchase computers in the near future was queried in the second questionnaire. 

The following crosstabulation tables showed the frequencies of male and female 

students on these two matters.

Table 19: Computers in Dormitories by Function of Gender

Comp
Ownershi

uter 
p (2003)

Total

Computer 
Ownership (2004)

TotalNo Yes No Yes
Gender Female 171 5 176 66 110 176

Male 330 13 347 137 210 347
Total 501 18 519 203 320 523
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Table 20: Purchase by Function of Gender (2004)
Purchase Total

Not buying Buying soon
Gender Female 34 25 59

Male 75 41 116
Total 109 66 175

Three Chi-Square tests were conducted regarding the above tables. That is, the 

ownership difference between the two genders in 2003 and 2004, and the purchase 

intention difference in 2004. No statistic significance was found between male and 

female students in any of the tests. Even though there were nearly twice as many male 

students as female students, their computer owning likelihood did not differ. Neither did 

their intention to purchase computers, if they had not already owned one. Hence, in this 

university, male and female students seemed to have the same need and ability to own 

computers. Also, among those who still did not have a computer in 2004, male and 

female students shared a similar inclination to purchase or not purchase a computer in 

the future.

Gender & Recreational Use

The previous analysis has shown that the students noticeably increased their recreational 

use o f computers over one year. However, did the male and female students spend equal 

amounts o f time on computers and networks for recreational purposes? As the data 

distributions of recreational use from both questionnaires were not quite normal, Mann- 

Whitney U Tests were used to detect the difference between male and female students. 

At the beginning o f their university life, there was no difference between male and 

female students (p>.05). However, by the end there was a significant difference (p<01). 

Therefore, it was suggested that male students had been spending significantly more 

time for recreation on computers than female students during this year.

Gender & Self-reported Computer Competence

A common stereotype is that male students are more technology-oriented than female 

students, hence, they usually have better computer skills than female students. With this 

cohort, the independent-samples t tests revealed no significant difference between male 

and female students’ self-assessed computing competence on either occasion. Although 

the questionnaires only measured a student’s skilfulness in some common applications, 

the non-difference at least indicated that male and female students had acquired basic 

level o f computing competence equally according to their own evaluation.
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On the whole, the gender factor was not found to be prominently discriminative 

regarding computing experience. This may have to do with the fact that the university is 

very science-oriented. As Zhejiang University is very typical o f such comprehensive 

universities in the country, these findings are very likely to be true with many other 

institutions too. Therefore, technically, CALL would not pose much challenge for either 

female or male students in most comprehensive universities.

4.7.2. Discipline Difference

The participants came from 25 colleges of the University, and they were classified into 

two categories: science & engineering; and humanities & arts. The common assumption 

is that science & engineering students are usually more interested in technologies or 

have to use technologies more often in their studies than humanities & arts students. 

Therefore, was there any difference in computer experiences between these two groups 

o f students in this investigation?

Discipline & Computer Ownership

The number of students for the two discipline categories was in distinct disparity (453 

science students and 68 humanities students, see Table 21).

Table 21: Ownership & Purchase Intention by Function of Disciplines

Disciplines

Computer 
Ownership (2004)

Total

Purchase (2004)

TotalNo Yes Not buying Buying soon
Science

&Engineering 178 275 453 92 60 152

Humanities
&Arts 24 44 68 16 6 22

Total 202 319 521 108 66 174

It was reasonably expected that science & engineering students would be more likely to 

own computers, probably both for their personal interests and their academic necessity. 

However, the Chi-Square tests conducted for Table 21 showed no significant difference 

between the groups either in ownership or the non-owners’ intention to buy computers.

Discipline & Self-reported Computer Competence

Independent-samples t tests were used to compare their self-reported competence scores 

both in 2003 and 2004. The tests indicated that in 2003 at the beginning o f their study, 

science & engineering students (Mean=16.36) were significantly more competent with 

the common computer applications than humanities & arts students (Mean=13.95,
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t(505)=3.59, p<.05, eta squared=.025). However, by the end o f the first academic year, 

the two groups did not show any statistically significant difference any more (science & 

engineering students: Mean=21.0; humanities & arts students: Mean=20.24, t(508)=l.57, 

p>.05). Apparently, humanities & arts students had caught up with their peers and had 

become equally competent in the basic computer skills after one year at university.

4.7.3. Learning Styles

The participants’ learning styles were measured in Q01 (2003), and the scale yielded 5 

style dimensions. Using the factor scores of the 5 components extracted from the data, 

the following analysis tried to examine the correlative relationships between the learning 

style traits and the learners’ perceptions of E-leaming.

Learning Styles & E-learning Perceptions

Pearson correlations were obtained between learning styles and students’ computer 

attitudes, frequency of computer use in their study, their willingness for using E-leaming 

materials provided by the university, and their liking for the online English learning 

environment— NCE Online. Although the correlations were all of small power (this 

could be due to the large sample size, or the ceiling effect of the data as most ratings 

were skewed to the very positive end), they still indicated certain learning style traits 

would influence learner’s perceptions about and behaviour towards E-leaming more than 

the others.

It was clear that: a) the more extroverted and ambiguity tolerant students had better 

attitudes towards computer technologies; b) the more methodical and tolerant of 

ambiguity they were, the more they used computers for their studies; c) the open-minded 

and extroverted students would tend to use the E-leaming materials more voluntarily; d) 

NCE Online appealed to those who were more open-minded, extroverted and methodical.

Learning Styles & E-learning Features

As discussed earlier in Section 4.6, the participants were asked to rate the usefulness o f 7 

commonly recognized features of computer-assisted learning in 2004. It was evident 

that two dimensions of learning styles are particularly important for the strength o f these 

features to be appreciated. If a student was more methodical or extroverted, s/he would 

be more likely to regard 6 out o f the 7 features as helpful. In addition, flexibility of 

study time and place and collaborative opportunities were also more appreciated by
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students with a higher ambiguity tolerance. Communications with both peers and tutors 

were considered more useful by extroverted students, but methodical students also 

valued communication with tutors. It seemed quite logical to find that the more close- 

minded students put more emphasis on instant feedback. As previously mentioned that 

Chinese learners tend to be closure-oriented and concerned about correctness more than 

other aspects of learning (see literature review and Part I of this chapter), this correlation 

explained why the rating o f helpfulness of instant feedback became the highest in 2004 

(see Section 4.6).
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Part III: Questionnaire 02 (2004)

Altogether 682 copies o f Questionnaire 02 (2004) (out of a total o f 695 copies) were 

completed and returned by Y03 students at the end o f their fust academic year. A large part 

of the questionnaire has been discussed in comparison with Q01 (2003) in Part II o f this 

chapter. In this part, only data from questions unique to Q02 (2004) will be analysed.

4 .8 . Computing Experience

Computer in Dormitory & Computer Labs

Among the students who owned computers in their dorms, 73.3% of them owned desktops 

and 24.5% owned laptops, but only 1 student owned both a desktop and a laptop. This 

suggested that not only were the majority o f students in possession o f computers (61.1% of 

the whole cohort, as reported in Part II), but also more o f them were proceeding to the more 

mobile digital technologies in 2004. For those who did not have easy access to computers in 

their dormitories (9%), they would have to go to computer labs to do any computer-based 

work. The Students’ interviews in 2003 had revealed that many students found it difficult to 

go to work in computer labs. Therefore, Q02 (2004) asked the participants to rate how 

difficult it was to use the labs.

Table 22: Access to Computer Labs
Very difficult Often difficult Occasionally difficult Convenient

4.8% 8.1% 46.8% 40.3%

The table showed that almost half o f the students (46.8%) found access to computer labs 

occasionally difficult. Although 40.3% thought it was convenient, still more than half of the 

students considered access to the labs more or less inconvenient.

Computer Confidence

Computer Confidence measured how well the students could cope with the ICT technologies 

they encountered or would encounter in their lives. On the one hand, there were 5 positive 

statements to describe a student’s confidence in using technologies. On the other hand, there 

were 5 negative statements to describe a student’s anxiety o f computer use. After the scores 

o f the negative statements had been reversed (hence the higher scores would still represent 

higher confidence), the scores for all the 10 statements were summed up and then divided by
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10 to produce a total computer confidence score. Hence, the lowest confidence score 

possible would be 1.0 while the highest possible would be 5.0.

The histogram of the confidence scores was a uni-modal, and fairly normal distribution, 

except that it was slightly skewed to the right. The expected mean would be 3.0, however, 

the actual mean was 3.91 which was noticeably above the expected value. The peak of the 

distribution gathered around 4.0 which was very close to the mean score, indicating there 

was no significant outlier effect. On the whole, students rated their own confidence 

remarkably high. The majority o f them did not seem to have a phobia for ICT technologies. 

Even if they encountered a new or unfamiliar technology they indicated to be confident 

enough in learning to use it quickly. This overwhelming confidence probably was due to the 

fact that most students enrolled in this science-oriented university were good at science and 

engineering subjects, hence much less likely to be afraid o f technology.

Gender & Study Use of Computers

The prior analysis found that both male and female students had increased their use of 

computers for recreational purposes over one year, with male students spending considerably 

more time than female students in 2004. The researcher was then interested to see if there 

was any significant difference in their computer use for study purposes. In Q02 (2004), both 

questions used the same 6-point Likert scale ranging from ‘0 hours/week’ to ‘10 or above 

hours/week’. As the histogram distribution o f the variable was not normal, a non-parametric 

test— Mann-Whitney U Test—was used to compare the difference between the two genders. 

Statistically significant difference was found, which suggested female students (Mean=3.49) 

spent relatively more time on computers for study than male students (Mean=3.2, p<0.01).

Computer Attitudes

Students’ overall computer attitudes were calculated by averaging the sum o f scores from 

‘Computer Confidence’ (including ‘Computer Anxiety’) and ‘Computer Usefulness’.

Table 23: Computer Attitude
Gender Mean Median Minimum Maximum
Female 3.98 4.00 2.3 5.0

Male 4.11 4.13 1.8 5.0
Total 4.05 4.07 1.8 5.0

The table showed that the students had very positive computer attitudes on average 

(Mean=4.05). Although the mean and median scores of female students’ attitudes were
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lower than those of male students’, the difference was not significant. Interestingly, the 

minimum attitude scores of females started at a higher level than that o f males.

4.9 . English Learning Experience

The participants were asked to choose how long they had been learning English from the 

following options: 1-3 years, 4-6 years, 7 years, 8-9 years, 10 years or more than 10 years. 

However, in Questionnaire 03 (Online), students were able to fill in the exact number o f the 

years on the online form, therefore the data were more accurate than Q02 (2004). Hence the 

data o f Y03 students from the online questionnaire showed that these learners’ English 

learning history ranged from 1 year only to 15 years in total by 2004. The majority o f them 

had had about 7 years’ experience in learning English at the time they were surveyed, which 

meant they had had about 6 years’ study before they came to university.

The students were then asked to mark whether they had increased or decreased their use of, 

besides textbooks, the following 6 kinds of English learning media listed in Table 24. They 

could also leave any o f them unmarked if  they did not think they had changed the frequency 

of using them. There are four patterns shown in Table 24.

Table 24: Change in Learning Media

' v Media 

Perce n t \ .

Printed
Materials

Recorded
Materials

Broadcast
Programs

CD-
ROMs

The
Internet

Private
Tutoring

/Extra
Training

Decrease 51.0 44.3 31.5 17.3 9.4 35.3
Increase 32.0 37.4 32.7 39.4 56.3 2.4

Broadcast programs

This refers to live programs on TV or radios. The percentages o f the students who decreased 

their use and who increased their use are almost identical. Therefore, the use o f broadcast 

programs on TV or radio did not change much within the year.

Printed & Recorded Materials

Recorded materials here refer to traditional cassette recordings only. Recordings through 

computer digitalization, such as mp3’s, were not included. There was a moderate drop of 

use of both these two media by the end of the year.
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Private Tutoring/Extracurricular Training

It is quite common for some students to hire a private tutor to help with certain subjects, or to 

attend some special training classes (organised by the university or some independent 

training schools). For example, many students attend training classes for IELTS or TOEFL 

tests. The table revealed that students who decreased using this type o f medium (35.3%) 

considerably outnumbered the students who increased its use (2.4%).

CD-ROMs & The Internet

In contrast with the previous three trends, there were markedly more students who increased 

their use o f these two media than those who reduced using. With particular reference to the 

Internet, students (56.3%) had overwhelmingly increased its use in the past year. As will be 

shown later in Section 4.11, the students did not use NCE Online very enthusiastically, 

which indicated that their much increased use of software and the Internet for English 

learning must have been directed at some other sources. This will be explored further when 

the student interviews conducted in 2004 are discussed.

4.10 . E-learning & CALL in General

Computer Usefulness & CALL Usefulness

There was an intriguing contrast between the students’ perceptions on the usefulness of 

computers in general and computer-assisted language learning. It was found that the mean 

and median scores for Computer Usefulness (Mean=4.3l, Median=4.4) and CALL 

Usefulness (Mean=3.59, Median=3.64) were markedly different. Although both medians 

indicated the majority o f students rated higher than average usefulness for both variables, 

ICT seemed to be considered relatively less useful for English study.

As the distribution of Computer Usefulness was skewed to the highest value, a non- 

parametric test—Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test—was performed to test the difference 

between Computer Usefulness and CALL Usefulness. The test showed that there was a 

significant difference between them (p<.01), which suggested that the students regarded 

computers as being very useful in life, but when it comes to computers for their English 

study, they did not think o f them as useful to the same degree.

137



Chapter 4: Questionnaire Analysis (1st Year Students) Part III: Questionnaire 02 (2004)

E-learning Voluntariness

One factor that may have influenced students’ attitudes towards using NCE Online could be 

their willingness to use E-leaming in general. Many courses required or encouraged students 

to utilise E-leaming materials, from simple forms, such as teacher’s classroom presentation 

downloads on an FTP site, to much more complicated systematic learning environments such 

as NCE Online. However, did the students access E-leaming materials mainly because of 

university or tutor requirement (as some courses counted online study time into final 

assessments)?

Table 25: E-learning Voluntariness
completely

required
mostly

required equal mostly
voluntary

completely
voluntary

2.9% 25.9% 27.0% 39.0% 5.2%

Only a marginal number of students (2.9%) utilised E-leaming completely because it was 

required, even though completely voluntary students were just as scarce (5.2%). It is 

gratifying to see that ‘mostly voluntary’ (39%) was the largest proportion of the cohort. The 

students choosing equal amount of required and voluntary E-leaming took up 27%. 

Therefore, it seemed the majority were fairly willingly utilising E-leaming for their study 

rather than being ‘forced’ to.

Favourite English Learning Mode

All the students had College English classes in two kinds 

of classrooms: a) the teacher has a computer and each 

student also has a computer in front of him/her; b) only 

the teacher has a computer and the students sit at 

pentagon tables in groups. The course was primarily 

still conducted in face-to-face classroom settings, but 

some teachers would utilise the computer facilities more 

often and in a much wider range of ways whilst some 

teachers would only use the computers as digital 

projectors for their lesson plan presentations.

Irrespective of their experiences however, in what ways 

would the students like to learn College English? Six options were offered as answers to the 

question about their favourite English learning mode: 1) completely face-to-face (F2F) 

classroom learning; 2) mainly F2F classroom learning + some online learning; 3) equal 

amount of classroom and online learning; 4) mainly online learning + some classroom 

learning; 5) online learning through courseware + online tutoring; 6) completely online
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learning through courseware. In Figure 13, ‘Mainly F2F’ took up the largest percentage 

(46.8%), which indicated that almost half o f the students would still prefer the traditional 

classroom teaching and learning mode. Flowever, they would not want to fall back to F2F 

classroom learning only (2.8%) or opt for completely online learning (3.4%) without any 

tutor guidance. The number of the students who had a preference for more online learning 

than F2F learning was not negligible (16.4%+11,5%+3.4%=31.3%). This suggested that the 

students were still largely relying on human contact in learning but CALL was also seen as 

indispensable and was gaining more prominence.

Usefulness of CALL

The students were asked to rate on a 5-point Likert scale the usefulness o f the commonly 

cited benefits o f ICT for English learning on the basis o f their one-year study experience. As 

shown in Table 26, some features were the same as those measured in usefulness o f E- 

leaming in general. The list of benefits was ordered from the highest to the lowest according 

to the mean values.

Table 26: CALL Usefulness
CALL Features Mean Median

Instant Feedback 4.04 4.00
Resources 4.04 4.00
Flexibility (Time/Place) 3.82 4.00
Autonomy (Study Management) 3.81 4.00
Tutor Communication 3.65 4.00
Peer Communication 3.54 4.00
Repeatability 3.48 3.00
Collaboration 3.39 3.00
Distance Education 3.33 3.00
English Communication Opportunities 3.18 3.00
Effectiveness (vs Printed) 3.16 3.00

Although the means of all the features scored above the average 3.0, there were apparent 

preferences for some features over the others. The two lowest ratings at the bottom of Table 

26 were both slightly surprising and yet understandable: 1) they did not think CALL was 

necessarily more useful than paper-based materials in helping them leam English (M=3.16);

2) they did not think computers and the Internet were that useful for providing them with 

more opportunities to communicate with other people in English (M=3.18). The reasons for 

these two observations will be demonstrated in the analysis o f students’ comments later in 

this part.
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The second important finding was that these students regarded ICT as most useful for 

providing abundant resources and instant feedback for online exercises. The flexibility o f 

time and place to study and the self-control o f study progress were viewed as secondary in 

CALL usefulness. This is an interesting finding in that, in most E-leaming research 

conducted with European students, flexibility is usually the most sought-after characteristic 

of E-leaming (e.g., Ward and Newlands 1998). Nevertheless, this emphasis on obtaining 

instant feedback again echoed with Chinese students’ strong tendency o f being closure- 

oriented.

The third finding, corresponding with the learning style results, was that ‘Collaboration’ was 

not thought o f as a very useful feature. This was also reflected in the slightly lower rating 

for ‘Peer Communication’ compared to ‘Tutor Communication’. They perceived that 

computers were more useful in enabling communications with tutors rather than 

communication or collaboration with their peers. The relatively low rating for ‘Distance 

Education’ also revealed that the students were not very open-minded about obtaining more 

and probably better educational opportunities from other institutions, which could also 

indicate that they still did not have a lifelong learning mindset as the society has not fostered 

such a culture for long.

CALL Attitude

The students’ CALL attitudes were derived from the mean scores o f the sum o f their 

‘Computer Attitude’, ‘E-leaming Liking’ and ‘CALL Usefulness’. Same as other scores, the 

CALL attitude scores ranged from 1.0 (very negative) to 5.0 (very positive).

Figure 14: CALL Attitude (2004)

As we can see from the histogram figure, the distribution o f the CALL attitudes was clearly 

skewed to the higher end, and the mean and median values were close to 4.0. This indicated 

students’ highly positive attitudes towards using ICT in their English study. However, as
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will be seen in the following section, a very positive attitude towards CALL in general did 

not entail an enthusiastic attitude towards the CALL system NCE Online.

4.11 . NCE Online

Liking for E-learning & NCE Online

There was another obvious contrast between the students’ enjoyment for E-leaming in 

general and NCE Online in specific (see Table 27). The mean value (M=3.77) revealed a 

very favourable affect for E-leaming, while the mean o f NCE Online Liking (M=3.14) was 

moderate. Moreover, the skewness of E-leaming Liking was distinctly negative (indicating 

more people were at the higher ratings’ end), contrary to the positive skewness o f NCE 

Online Liking.

Table 27: Liking for E-learning & NCE Online
Mean Median Skewness

E-learning Liking 3.77 3.80 -.38
NCE Online Liking 3.14 3.20 .01

Since both E-leaming Liking and NCE Online Liking’s distributions were normal, a 

parametric test— paired-samples t test—was conducted, and significant difference was found 

at p<.01 level. The eta squared statistic was 0.55, showing a very large effect size. This 

indicated that the students were very favourable about using computers in their studies, but 

their affect for the existing online English learning environment was not as strong. In fact, 

half o f them only used it a few times in total in the past year. There were a non-trivial 

number o f people (15.6%) who had never used it. Hardly any o f them (0.3%) had ever used 

it daily, and people using it several times/week (14.5%) and several times/month (19.6%) 

were apparently in minority. In general, the students’ utilisation of NCE Online did not 

appear to be very enthusiastic. The reasons will be explored in Q03 and the interviews.

Expectations on NCE Online

The students were then asked to indicate how much they would need NCE Online to provide 

the following resources or functionalities (as listed in Table 28). The scores ranged from 1.0 

(the least needed) to 5.0 (the most needed).

Table 28: Expectations
Mean

Oral Practice 4.15
Questions & Answers Area 4.06
Pronunciation Training 4.05
Reference Tools 4.04
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Exercises 3.92
More 'English For Fun' 3.89
Writing Training 3.89
Background/Cultural Information 3.87
Communication with Tutors 3.72
Peer Collaboration 3.67

Understandably, the students gave more than medium ratings for all the items, however, 

Table 28 showed some items enjoyed comparative priorities. What was most needed in NCE 

Online was apparently opportunities for oral practice, posting inquiries, obtaining answers to 

language problems, pronunciation training and good reference tools. The second important 

resource was exercises and ‘English For Fun’ materials (mainly audio/video). These 

expectations were reflected almost identically in the comments from this questionnaire and 

Q03 (more details in Section 4.14). In contrast, online communication with tutors and 

collaboration with peers were again the least needed. However, ‘Communication with 

Tutors’ was still rated higher than ‘Peer Collaboration’.

4.12 . S ignificant Correlations

Pearson correlation (2-tailed) procedures were run between several variables. Many 

informative correlations emerged, albeit fairly weak in power in many cases. All the 

correlation coefficients quoted here are significant at p<.0l level unless otherwise stated.

Computer Ownership

The ease o f computer access was found to have strong positive correlations with many 

factors: self-reported ‘Computer Competence’ (r=.24), ‘Computer Confidence’ (i=.25), 

‘Study Use Frequency’ (r=.l7), ‘Recreational Use Frequency’ (r=.2l), ‘NCE Online Use 

Frequency’ (r=.20), ‘E-leaming Voluntariness’ (r=.17), ‘NCE Online Liking’ (r=. 18). It was 

very natural that the easier computer access was (e.g., owning a computer completely), the 

more the students might have been using computers, and thus better computer skills and 

confidence. However, it appeared that the easier the access was, the more likely they would 

use it for recreational rather than study purposes. Apparently, ease of computer access 

contributed to students’ willingness and frequency for using ICT in their studies, but the 

open questions and interviews revealed that other factors, such as the quality o f network 

connection and students’ motivation, played a more important role in students’ actual use o f 

E-leaming and CALL.
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Self-reported Computer Competence

‘Computer Competence’ was significantly correlated with ‘Computer Confidence’ (r=.49), 

‘Computer Usefulness’ (r=.34), ‘CALL Usefulness’ (r=.23), ‘E-leaming Liking’ (r=.31), 

‘NCE Online Use Frequency’ (r=.17), and ‘NCE Online Liking’ (r=.17). Therefore, the 

better a student’s computing skills were, the more s/he liked using computers for study and 

the more s/he regarded CALL as useful and liked NCE Online. Both ‘Study Use’ and 

‘Recreational Use’ frequencies were positively correlated with ‘Computer Competence’ 

(r= .ll and .09). Competence’s correlations with confidence, usefulness and use frequencies 

might have been mutual influence. That is, for example, higher computing competence 

might have resulted in higher confidence while good confidence might have encouraged 

them to use and improve their skills as well.

E-learning & CALL Attitudes

As expected, ‘E-leaming Voluntariness’ had a positive correlation with self-reported 

‘Computer Competence’ (r=. 13) and ‘Computer Confidence’ (r=.14). It had also positively 

contributed to ‘CALL Attitude’ (r=.19), ‘NCE Online Use Frequency’ (r=.15) and ‘NCE 

Online Liking’ (r=.12). Not surprisingly, ‘Study Use Frequency’ also had significant 

positive correlations with ‘CALL Attitude’ (r=.20), ‘NCE Online Use Frequency’ (r=.24) 

and ‘NCE Online Liking’ (r=.16). Therefore, the more often a student used computers for 

study, the more favourably s/he viewed CALL, and thus would like NCE Online and use it 

more frequently.

‘Favourite English Learning Mode’ was expectedly correlated with ‘E-leaming Liking’ 

(r=.30), ‘NCE Online Liking’ (r=.34) and ‘CALL Attitude’ (r=.19). It was as expected that 

the more a student liked E-leaming and the better his/her CALL attitude was, the more 

proportion o f E-leaming s/he would like for his/her English study, and the more s/he would 

like to use NCE Online.

English Proficiency Level

How the students’ English proficiency affected their E-leaming perceptions was examined 

through Pearson correlations. Significant positive correlations were found between the 

students’ English placement test scores, ‘Study Use Frequency’ (r=.16), and ‘NCE Online 

Use Frequency’ (r=.13, p<05). Therefore, the higher a student’s English proficiency level 

was, the more likely s/he was to use computers in study and use NCE Online more 

frequently (See Table 29).
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Table 29: Entry Proficiency Test & E-learning

Pearson Correlation (2-tailed) Proficiency Scores
Favourite Learning Mode -.02
E-learning Voluntariness .03

Study Use Frequency ,16(**)
NCE Online Use Frequency .13(*)

However, two non-significant correlations here were worth paying attention to. Firstly, there 

was no strong correlation between the students’ proficiency level and their voluntariness for 

computer-assisted learning. As higher English levels normally predict higher academic 

achievement on the whole, it seemed that the higher achievers in this cohort were not 

necessarily more willing to use E-leaming. Secondly, there were non-significant, but 

negative correlations between their proficiency and favourite English learning mode. This 

indicated that there was a possible tendency that the better a student’s English was, the more 

s/he favoured the traditional classroom teaching and learning. If  we observe the distribution 

of preferred learning mode for each English proficiency band in this cohort, we can see a 

very consistent pattern among the different levels (see Figure 15): mainly face-to-face 

learning aided by some online study was always the most favourite learning mode. Hence, 

the frequency with which the students utilised the University’s E-leaming materials did not 

necessarily indicate their preference or willingness for hav ing E-leaming.

Favourite 
Learning Mode

□  F2F only 
_  Mainly 
■  F2F+Online
□  Equal 

Mainly
“  Online+F2F  

Online Study+
Online Tutoring 
Completely 
online

Band 2 Band 3 
English Level

Band 4

Figure 15: English Level & Favourite Learning Mode

Interestingly, among all three levels the students who preferred to have online learning with 

online tutoring always outnumbered those who wanted mainly online learning with some 

classroom teaching. This suggested that at every proficiency level, if  a student chose to have 

online learning as her/his main study mode, s/he was more likely to prefer online tutoring 

than classroom interaction.

144



Chapter 4: Questionnaire Analysis (1st Year Students) Part III: Questionnaire 02 (2004)

4.13 . Gender D ifferences

Independent-samples t tests were conducted to determine gender differences in students’ 

self-assessed ‘Computer Competence’, ‘Computer Usefulness’, ‘Computer Confidence’, 

‘CALL Usefulness’, ‘E-leaming Liking’ and ‘NCE Online Liking’. The only gender 

difference was found in Computer Confidence (female Mean=3.79, male Mean=4.0, p<0.01). 

This indicated that, even though they had comparable computer skilfulness, the female 

students were still psychologically less confident about technology than the male students.

4 .14 . Open-ended Questions on English study and NCE Online

Students’ comments about their English study and perceptions o f NCE Online were collected 

from the open questions in Q02 (2004) and Questionnaire 03 (Online). All the related text 

data were merged and subjected to qualitative analysis using the software NVivo. There are 

105 valid comments entries in Q02 and 637 valid entries in Q03.

4.14.1. Attitudes towards E-learning & NCE Online

Most o f the comments o f general attitudes toward E-leaming and NCE Online were from 

Q02. There were overwhelmingly more positive comments than negative ones (of course, 

this was largely due to the fact that most students directly pointed out the problems or what 

they wanted to have in NCE Online, without giving a general view on the system). There 

were altogether 47 favourable comments, and some of them were indeed quite strong. 

Simple comments were such as ‘Very satisfied’, or ‘The system is quite comprehensive’, 

while more detailed comments included:

>  ‘In English class, NCE Online should play a major role. The teacher should only 
act as someone who explicates the difficult language points, organises group 
activities, manages progress and assesses assignments. This would be the most 
ideal English course. ’

'E ‘Try your best to help students get rid o f  so many years' habit o f  studying with paper 
materials. ’

>  ‘Our normal class study seems to have nothing to do with NCE Online. This should 
be improved. ’

y  ‘Online teaching & learning should get rid o f  the influence o f  printed textbooks 
completely. It shouldn't exist ju s t as a supplementary method, but should become the 
mainstream study method. Only in this way will online learning gain good  
development ’.

Two comments about computer-assisted English learning were o f particular importance:
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>  ‘This is a kind o f  differentiated teaching9. I  fee l I  am alienated, but the networked 
classrooms here are very helpful. ’

>  7 think my English, especially speaking and reading comprehension, is fa irly poor. 
Learning via NCE Online can boost my confidence a little bit. ’

These two comments clearly demonstrated that some students needed a more individualized 

and private learning environment where they could build up confidence without feeling 

alienated. In addition, there was 1 unfavourable comment indicating learning via computers 

could do harm to eyes, and there were 5 comments which claimed the Internet was not that 

useful and 6 comments specifically pointing out books and classroom learning were 

preferred.

4.14.2.Reasons for Underuse of NCE Online

Corresponding to the earlier analysis, the students appeared to hold fairly amicable attitudes 

towards CALL, however, the use frequency of NCE Online was very disappointing. What 

had caused this discrepancy? Three types o f reasons were identified from the comments.

Technical

The online learning system itself was considered very easy to use by the majority. One 

student said ‘It is so simple. I believe no one would find it difficult to use’. Among the 23 

comments concerning the ease o f working with the system, only three students complained 

that it was difficult to operate the system. Nevertheless, there were obviously two very 

critical problems with the system: system availability and the interface.

1) Availability

The unavailability was by far the most hindering factor for the students’ use o f NCE 

Online. Fifty-six comments pointed to the fact that NCE Online was constantly not 

available. Two main reasons were: a) the university network was not very stable; b) the 

NCE Online server was not very robust either. Students had noticed that whenever there 

were too many people trying to use it, the server would either slow down enormously or 

collapse completely. Also, the students often had even more difficulties accessing it 

from their home computers (outside the university intranet). One student gave a very 

alarming comment: ‘If  NCE Online is not available eleven out o f ten times, even if  it has 

the best resources in it, how is it supposed to be used?’ The problems with the network 

and the server also created difficulties in accessing the resources within the system even

9 This was referring to the course setting where students were streamed into different proficiency 
levels and taught with different materials and at different paces.
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when the students were able to log in. One student’s comment was probably very 

representative o f their reluctance for using NCE Online: ‘Sometimes, the network speed 

is so slow, it wastes so much time when 1 work on those online exercises. This has made 

me not want to use the system very often.’ The most affected were the resources or 

functions with video and audio, which were often unplayable or were broken up 

constantly. The performance o f different components of the system was affected by the 

overall network inefficiency, which was probably as disheartening for students as for the 

system developers.

2) Interface

Thirty-eight comments were about the unsatisfactory usability o f the system interface. 

The feature students complained about most was that the interface took up the whole 

screen (including the Windows task bar at the bottom of the screen) without a 

minimizing button. Hence, many students did not know how to access other task 

windows without exiting NCE Online completely. They pointed out that such an 

interface was neither convenient nor friendly, and suggested the system should use a 

window-type interface like other programs so that they could easily switch between 

different task windows.

The clarity of the interface was also problematic. Many students found the text areas 

were ‘too crammed, often making me feel tired’, and the navigation buttons were too 

small to be visible or used easily. One comment highlighted this: ‘The text button for 

selecting which textbook to study is far too small. I couldn’t find it the first few times, 

and it’s not very easy to use either after I found it.’ Another student suggested: ‘It is a 

lot o f trouble to select the textbooks and the units. It’d be much better if  the navigation 

could be made into a tree map.’

The main navigation among different sections of the site was carried out by a fly-in 

object. That is, for example, as soon as you click on the link for choosing a textbook, a 

bullet-shaped graphic object will fly in offering you the choices of the books and their 

units. However, if  you are not quick enough to move your mouse over it, it will fly 

away. Although it was supposed to be a more interesting and eye-catching way to 

navigate, as the students here pointed out, it actually made navigation ‘fiddly’. Also, 

since the layout o f the interface was a fixed-size graph and only occupied about 80% of 

the browser window, there was a conspicuous amount o f blank space around it which 

was also a cause for the small font o f the texts on navigation buttons.
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Some students also found the colour scheme and layout of the interface unnecessarily 

complicated, ‘very distracting’, and some animation was very childish. Two students 

plainly pointed out the interface should be simpler, and the ‘fancy s tu ff would only take 

up more machine capacity. Some suggestions on improving the accessibility from the 

students again proved that learning system design technicians should always listen to 

what users prefer rather than follow their own design interests. Here are some sample 

suggestions:

>  ‘That flash animation preceding the login homepage should be deleted, so as 
not to affect the already-not-too-fast speed. ’ 

y  7  hope it can accommodate 800*600 screen size setting10. ’

The technicians had spent a considerable amount of time developing a very nice Flash 

movie for the entry o f the system, and exquisite graphics for the system interface. 

However, such design imposed certain requirements for users’ computers, such as the 

installation of the software Flash, and the adjustment o f screen size for the interface 

graphics. The comments above clearly showed that users would much prefer a simpler, 

but more accessible site, instead o f having to compromise to some not very relevant or 

familiar technologies. In fact, such technical requirements had proved to be more 

serious problems for the English teachers who were not as technology-sawy as their 

students.

Organisational

Another much less mentioned but equally important hindrance was the University’s policies 

on ICT implementation on campus. Seven comments were concerned with the costs of 

networks and the quality o f the public facilities. One o f them suggested the University have 

a fixed monthly charge for using the network to facilitate their online English learning, 

another suggested reducing the lab using fees. As mentioned previously, the University 

charged tiered rates for different networks. Accessing the national network and the Internet 

was charged according to the time spent. This was obviously very restrictive in that it is 

well-known that it often takes a long time to find and absorb the vast information available 

on the Internet.

10 The system requires users to set screen size to 1024*768 to be able to access the site.
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The existing ICT facilities in the English classrooms were not very satisfactory, either. One 

comment was, ‘The facilities in the classroom are too bad! Nine computers out o f ten have 

problems’, and another one asked, ‘Why don’t we use English-version Windows on the 

machines in our English classroom?’ Furthermore, the fully computerized English 

classrooms were not open to the students outside their College English class times. The 

facilities were therefore largely wasted most of the time.

These organisational difficulties are very much out of the control o f the NCE Online 

developers or even the Foreign Language College. To a certain degree, even the university 

did not have full control since the network services were provided by a private IT company. 

The company had initially prevented NCE Online from being accessed from outside the 

university by trying to overcharge, which forced NCE Online to purchase its own servers and 

wired network connection directly from a telecom company.

English Learning in General

Apart from the external factors, such as technical problems, the students’ attitudes towards 

their English study in general might have played a role in their utilisation o f NCE Online. 

Although they were aware o f the importance o f learning English well, about a dozen students 

confessed they did not have enough motivation or perseverance to study English as hard as 

they should have. Eight students found their classroom learning very boring and 

unmotivating. For example:

>  ‘It seems most people think College English class is fo r  sleeping because you don ’t 
learn much in class. ’

>  ‘Hope the class become more efficient, richer in content, stricter in requirement. 
D o n ’t be so slack any more. ’

>  ‘Students get more and more bored as they learn. Teachers get less and less 
enthusiastic as they teach, and even perfunctorily ask us to study on NCE Online on 
our own in class. ’

It was probably safe to infer that, if they largely held a disaffected attitude towards English 

learning in general, these negative attitudes were likely to have been transferred into the use 

of NCE Online.

However, many more students (26 in total) blamed it on the limited time they had. They 

claimed that they had far too many courses for their majors which were often very difficult 

ones, so they could not find much time for English study or to use NCE Online. Most o f 

them wished they could spend more time on English learning. However, one student’s
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comment is probably the most illuminating o f this dilemma: ‘Too many other courses, I ’m 

too busy. Since there’s not much pressure from the English course, I ’m a bit loose with 

English study.’ As a matter o f fact, it was more about priority rather than time constraints. 

Compared with their major courses, College English was not as important, and did not 

require as much effort for assignments and attainment. Therefore, English learning and use 

of NCE Online were both very easily superseded by other activities whenever there had to be 

a priority.

4.14.3.Engiish Learners’ Needs

The students listed a number of things they would like to have in their traditional English 

learning environment and in NCE Online. They were classified into four types o f comments: 

communication, resources, NCE Online functionality, learning activities ( for skills other 

than speaking). The total comments o f each category can be seen in the following table. It 

is evident that the most desired were opportunities to communicate and practice oral English 

with other people. The demand for more resources was also overwhelming.

Table 30: Learning Needs
Communication Resources Learning Activities NCE Functionality11

220 193 90 44

Communication

There are many kinds o f communication in terms o f locality, partner and medium. Therefore, 

the comments were coded into 5 sub-categories: communication with native speakers, with 

tutors, online, with voice, and general speaking practice. O f course there were sometimes 

overlapping comments, e.g. ‘I want to communicate with native speakers online.’ Such 

comments were only coded for one category. Here, ‘native speaker’ was regarded as a more 

important discriminator, so this was coded under ‘communication with native speakers’ 

rather than ‘communication online’. Overall, the priority o f the keyword discriminators is as 

follows (from the highest to lowest priority): native speakers tutors -> voice online 

general.

108 comment entries were about students’ wish to improve their oral English in general. 

Many students realised that their lack o f confidence in speaking up was one o f the factors 

that had prevented them from having more speaking practice. They reckoned they were ‘too

11 Comments suggesting having voice chat function in NCE Online were also included in 
‘Communication’

150



Chapter 4: Questionnaire Analysis (1st Year Students) Part III: Questionnaire 02 (2004)

timid to speak’ or ‘having some sort of psychological barrier from speaking English out 

loud’. Nevertheless, a much more critical fact was that they acutely felt there was not an 

‘environment’ in which they could communicate with other people in English. They did not 

have a natural environment where they were immersed in authentic English; neither did the 

University or their tutors create activities or opportunities (e.g., organised speaking practice 

venues such as ‘English Comer’) to encourage them to speak more. Here are some typical 

quotes:

>  ‘There’s fa r  too little speaking practice. Some compulsory practice activities are 
needed. ’

>  ‘There should be more communicative exchanges in English class. I  think the 
teacher should take the lead, and then let the students speak to each other freely. ’

>  ‘Although we have much more time during the summer vacation, the university do 
not organize anything fo r  us to have communicative exchanges. ’

>  ‘Hope the teacher can give us more chances to practice oral English, and exams 
should have less rote learning items (e.g., blank-filling). ’

>  ‘Chinese students ’ English learning environment is not good. They all avoid talking 
to each other in English. ’

>  7 think English study should increase opportunities fo r  communication and 
collaboration between students, e.g., collaborating on a presentation together. ’

Apart from general communication and speaking practice, the students were most eager to 

have chances to communicate with English native speakers (70 entries). This category 

included making friends with foreign students, having study partners for mutual language 

learning benefits, having language courses/help from native-speaker tutors, or even living 

with foreign friends for some time. For instance:

y  ‘Hope the Internet can give us chances to communicate with foreign students in 
English. ’

y  ‘English study should involve more communication with English native speakers, 
and create a naturalistic language environment. ’

y  ‘Ifpossible, the university should provide more oral English practice courses taught 
by foreign teachers. ’

y  ‘Hope there are more chances to speak to English native speakers. ... The foreign  
teachers shouldn ’t only work fo r  the Foreign Language School. Students from  other 
schools should have the right to get help and instructions from  them too. ... Can the 
Foreign Language School library be open to students from  other schools at certain 
times, too?’

On the whole, the students were very keen on more authentic, and real application o f English 

as a language. They were in great need o f an environment where they could use the 

language in less artificial but truly communicative contexts. There are also a few comments 

which suggested students would like to have more communications with teachers, although 

the purposes and means o f such communications were not very clearly stated.
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Understandably, to achieve the above mentioned communications between different parties, 

30 students emphasized what ICT may be able to do. Most of them suggested online forums 

and chatrooms where they could: a) communicate with each other in English; b) exchange a 

large amount o f information and resources; c) help each other with queries about language 

acquisition. A few students frankly pointed out the forum in NCE Online was very poorly 

designed, and they did not just want a forum where they could do artificial practice, but have 

real discussions about all kinds o f issues. They also realised that a human tutor’s role was 

important for such online communication. One student said: ‘Can we have online tutors to 

ensure effective communication?’ And another student said, ‘If  only we could have an 

English forum for each class and the teacher for that class is the moderator. I f  so, there 

would be more students going to NCE Online. At least I will go there often.’ Some students 

suggested there could be some online ‘get-togethers’ or oral English class which could be 

recorded and then the online tutor could assess students’ performances. Ten students 

specifically hoped for online voice communication tools in NCE Online. To improve 

speaking skills, communicating in text is obviously not sufficient. No wonder one third of 

the students who were in favour of online communication preferred to have synchronous real 

talking with others online.

Resources

Besides communicative environments, the second most needed was more resources, 

especially more authentic resources. 31 students emphasized that ideally they would like to 

have easy access to authentic English sources such as English-speaking radio or TV channels, 

English novels/magazines and English films. However, they were often either too expensive 

or too difficult to obtain in China. This explained why NCE Online was expected to provide 

a great deal o f such resources. As one student commented, ‘Computers and networks 

should mainly be uses to offer a lot of resources.’ The kind of resource the students wanted 

most in NCE Online was audio and video materials. The ‘English For Fun’ module of the 

system provided a certain amount of music, movie clips and games, however, the students 

found them significantly less than enough and they were also not updated fast enough. 

Altogether 68 comments were asking NCE Online to put up more listening materials and 

multi-media entertaining resources, such as commercial English learning materials (e.g., 

Family Album USA), TV/radio programs (e.g., BBC, CNN), and English films.

y  'Set up a bank o f  movies with English subtitles. ’
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>  ‘Hope there are more real-person speaking, Flash demonstration or video and MTV, 
to make teaching more entertaining, e.g. using segments from  Friends. ’

Another important resource students wanted NCE Online to offer was referencing and 

annotations. 25 comments mentioned the referencing facility of NCE was both slow and 

inconvenient to use, as well as not having enough vocabulary in the glossary. Four o f them 

suggested the vocabulary referencing should aim to function as well as a popular dictionary 

software—KingSoft. One comment may be of particular interest to NCE Online developers:

>  ‘I f  NCE can set up a personal notepad fo r  new words fo r  each student, similar to 
KingSoft dictionary (which can add any word on the screen to your new word 
notepad), I  think it will increase the efficiency and effectiveness o f  my use o f  the 
system. ’

Other students complained that there were not enough annotations for texts or answers to 

exercises and games, and the existing ones were almost identical with what they could obtain 

from their textbooks.

>  ‘Those games only provide a correct answer. This does not help with English 
learning much. I  can guess most o f  them right. I  hope there are more annotations 
and other relevant knowledge. ’

F  7  hope explanations o f  vocabulary and annotations fo r  the reading texts are not just 
copies from  the textbooks. We might as well read the textbooks i f  they are identical, 
which at least strain our eyes less. ’

The last major resource the students wanted to see in NCE Online was online tests and 

exercises. Apart from reading and listening exercises, the 20 comments mainly suggested 

NCE Online provide banks of previous exams, CET 4/CET 6 mock tests and international 

English tests (e.g. TOEFL, IELTS).

There were also more than 30 comments that mentioned some other resources NCE should 

provide, such as English classic literature, knowledge o f English culture, and links to other 

recommended English learning websites.

To summarize, what the students expected from the online learning environment was well 

expressed in these two comments:

>  ‘Online environment is not like a textbook. A textbook can only have a limited 
number o f  pages, but an online system can have as much as needed. Otherwise, 
there is not much point learning online; reading a textbook would be easier. ’

y  ‘The content o f  NCE Online should not ju s t be from  the classroom teaching. . . . I t  
should offer learning contexts that students can relate to easily. ’
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NCE Online Functionality

Although comparatively much fewer in number, the 44 comments in this category may be 

the most constructive to NCE Online designers. Among them, 14 suggested the system to 

enable students to download resources, 10 expressed the wish to have a voice chatting 

facility, and interestingly, two students suggested to build a platform on which students can 

upload good resources for other students to share or personal work (e.g., writings) for 

teachers to assess. This indicated that students were not only receptive o f knowledge and 

information, they also had a strong desire to participate, communicate and share.

There were also some more general suggestions which may be informative to any CALL 

designs for Chinese learners:

❖ Online submission o f assignments which the teacher can assess online
❖ A Model-Teacher featured column
❖ Streamed learning so that students o f different levels can all benefit from it
❖ More interactivity
❖ Help improve vocabulary memorizing
❖ More personalized learning

Learning Activities and Other Skills

The students expressed their need for more effective learning strategies, activities to enhance 

their language skills (other than speaking), and a genuine English learning environment. 32 

students were concerned about vocabulary acquisition. One student even said, ‘The key (of 

English study) is listening and vocabulary memorising.’ They felt it was a difficult task, and 

were worried that their methods were not efficient enough. Apart from speaking, students 

also wished to enhance other skills such as listening, writing, and translating. Listening was 

clearly the second most important skill to these students.

Nineteen students claimed that what they wanted to achieve most was to attend and pass 

some important English proficiency tests, such as the national CET 4/CET 6, and the 

American test GRE. This was closely correlated with the 17 comments showing a wish to go 

abroad to improve English. Hence, the students would like the University to organize more 

training courses for such tests.

However, comments of two particular learning activities were worth special attention. Many 

students wished they could do morning reading (reading out loud to practice oral English) 

regularly, but they expected the University or the English teachers to arrange times and

154



Chapter 4: Questionnaire Analysis (1st Year Students) Part III: Questionnaire 02 (2004)

places for such an activity or even make it compulsory. The other type of activity was peer 

or group learning. Even though only three students mentioned that they would like to study 

together with partners so that they could monitor and prod each other, there might have been 

many more students who would have the same thought in that many were relying on the 

University to prod them to study. Since a fair number of students had shown a desire to 

communicate with each other in English, and to share ideas and resources, then peer learning 

should be fostered as a key learning strategy that may motivate and encourage students to 

learn more and better.
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Part IV: Discussion

The two questionnaires surveyed the first-year undergraduate students at Zhejiang University 

who were enrolled in 2003. About 70% of them were male students while 30% were female, 

and around 80% of them were majored in science and engineering participants while only 

20% were in humanities and arts. They were mainly aged between 17 and 20. They came 

from almost every province o f the country, but 60% were from Zhejiang Province where the 

university is located.

The questionnaires investigated the students’ English learning and computing experiences, 

learning styles, and attitudes towards computer-assisted learning over their first year o f study. 

Although one academic year was not very long (about 9 months at study and 3 months’ 

holiday), there was still a considerable amount o f change in many aspects o f students’ 

general study and computing life.

4.15 . English Learning Experience

The students had had on average 6.5 years of formal English learning before they came to 

the university which meant they mostly started English learning from secondary schools. 

The vast majority o f them had mainly used printed and recorded audio materials in their 

previous learning. A fair number of students had also used TV (49%) and radio programs 

(36%). A relatively smaller proportion of them (about 20% or even less) had used such 

media as video, CD-ROMs, the Internet and private tutors or training. Nevertheless, a year 

later, about half o f the students reported decreasing the use of paper-based or recorded 

materials, and the plummet was even more drastic for private tutoring or training. In contrast, 

both CD-ROMs and the Internet had gained remarkable popularity.

In their English study, students felt writing and speaking became less difficult although still 

more difficult than the other three aspects: vocabulary, grammar and listening. Because this 

question asked students to rank the five aspects rather than rating them with any value from 

the 5-point scale, the difficulty scores were ipsative, i.e., the rating decrease o f one aspect 

will inevitably result in rating increase in other aspect(s). The data has revealed that 

grammar was considered the easiest aspect o f English study in the end while Vocabulary had
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the highest increase in difficulty. The differentiated changes in the 5 skills probably resulted 

from the fact that the course consisted o f a fair amount of speaking activities and some 

writing practice, therefore fewer students found them too daunting after a year. However, 

the enormous vocabulary requirement for each unit (more than 100 new words from 3-4 

reading passages) could have become a challenging task for the students. Another 

outstanding finding was that students’ liking for English learning had significantly 

plummeted, which seemed to have affected their motivation for using their CALL system— 

NCE Online. The reasons behind this decrease of liking for the subject will be presented in
I

this part later as well as in the interview analysis.

4 .16 . Computing Experience

Before they came to the university, about half of the students had computers at home and 

83.5% of these students had network connections. The majority o f them could use the home 

computers anytime they wanted, without the need to ask for their parents’ permission. 

However, after they entered the University, most o f them had to live in university 

dormitories where 4 or more students shared one room (unlike European university flats 

where students live in separate rooms). When home computers were not accessible, many 

students had to purchase new computers for their dormitories. Over one academic year, the 

most dramatic change was the students’ possession of computers. 90.6% of them did not 

have any access to a computer at the beginning, whereas by the end o f the year, 61.1% 

owned computers and 29.8% had convenient access to other people’s computers (or a 

computer at home), which left only 9.0% students still not having easy access to a computer. 

In fact, the 2004 survey saw 24.5% of the computer owners had laptops, which indicated a 

strong trend towards possession o f more mobilized technologies. This was also a trend 

found with European university students in MacLeod, Haywood and Haywood’s (2003) 

survey which showed nearly two thirds o f university freshers were ready to purchase laptops 

for their university studies.

Ironically, more than half of the participants declared at the beginning that they were not 

going to purchase computers. The actual rapid increase in ownership o f computers a year 

later may have been the result of two impetuses: a) the drastic price drop in the IT market 

has made computers affordable to a majority o f people in china. As IT permeates into more 

and more aspects o f daily life, students may feel the need to utilise and familiarise 

themselves with computers; b) computers may have become a tacitly required part of their
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university study, as so many o f students’ academic activities are nowadays conducted via 

computers (as will be shown in the student interviews). In short, at some point o f their first 

year, these students had realized that computers were a necessity for both their daily life and 

academic life, and thus secured convenient private access to PCs for themselves. 

Furthermore, there was no significant difference between male and female students in terms 

of computer ownership and the intention to purchase computers. Neither did the students’ 

major disciplines seem to be an indicator of computer ownership: the humanities and arts 

students were just as likely to own computers as their science and engineering peers. All this 

was obviously a conducive factor for the implementation o f any form of computer-assisted 

learning in this university. It was found in the surveys that the easier the students’ access to 

a computer was, the better their computer skills, confidence and willingness to use E- 

leaming, and hence they used computers for study more frequently, and liked and used NCE 

Online more. Nevertheless, what can not be ignored is that: a) the 9.0% of students without 

access to a computer were still a large absolute number as there were more than 6,000 

freshmen that year; b) among the students who said they would not buy a computer at the 

beginning, 64.2% maintained the same decision in the end; c) 83.3% of the students who had 

easy access to other people’s computers did not intend to buy a computer. The reasons for 

not purchasing could be financial difficulties, aversion to computers, or simply because they 

could use others’ computers easily (this will be discussed in the interviews). In a word, the 

majority o f students who did not own a computer during the first year would be more likely 

not to purchase one rather than otherwise.

As about 60% of the students found access to the computer labs more or less difficult, almost 

all o f them (99.3%) had obtained network access in their dormitories by the end o f the year. 

However, there was still one third who did not have the Internet. They had chosen to have 

either intranet only or both intranet and the national network, most probably due to cost 

reasons (as shown in the student interviews).

These new students showed good liking for computer technologies from the beginning and 

were very confident in learning to use them. Although judging from the computer ownership 

rate and the general E-leaming development in the country at that time, these students had 

not had much E-leaming experience prior to their university study. They expected 

computers to be very helpful in providing learning resources, communication channels, self- 

assessment activities, general information and distance learning opportunities. Despite their 

very positive attitudes towards E-leaming, they indicated a distinct preference for the
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traditional face-to-face learning. This perspective is exactly the same as their European 

peers (Dondi et al. 2004) They acknowledged that E-leaming elements could make their 

courses more interesting, but they were not necessarily more helpful than paper-based 

materials. Therefore, it seemed the students had a fairly positive, yet realistic, view of E- 

leaming before their university study started.

The next question was naturally ‘what had the students been doing with their computers at 

university?’ The time spent using computers for both study and recreational purposes 

increased, but not surprisingly, the increase in recreational time was much more prominent. 

As it is, this increase in recreation time was mainly attributable to those initially low users. 

In fact, the originally high users had markedly decreased their recreational use. Moreover, 

no difference was found between male and female students in their time spent on 

recreational use in 2003, but there was a significant difference in 2004 which showed the 

male students spent considerably more hours per week on computers for recreational 

purposes. The increased recreation time seemed to have something to do with the students’ 

use of the network, as the number of students who chose ‘surfing’ as one of their main 

network uses rose up noticeably in 2004. However, other uses (e.g., email, downloading) 

did not change much. This may suggest that surfing the networks for information and 

resources had become an important part o f their study while there was no such strong 

incentive for other uses. Moreover, both study use and recreational use frequencies were 

positively correlated with computer competence, but the influence could have been mutual. 

It was also suggested that the more the students used computers for study, the better their 

attitudes towards CALL, and the better their liking and use frequency o f NCE Online.

Another important finding was concerned with the use of CMC (computer-mediated 

communication) tools such as forums and chatrooms. Altogether 38.4% of the students did 

not list ‘forum/chatroom’ as one of their major network uses in 2004. To be more specific, 

over half o f the students who had not marked this option in 2003 remained not using them in 

2004, and 27.6% of the students who had used them in 2003 stopped thinking of 

‘forum/chatroom’ as a major use. This may suggest that around one third o f the students 

either disliked or find no need or time for synchronous/asynchronous online communication. 

Therefore, how much CMC tools could be effective facilities for study purposes may call for 

caution in this context. This was very different from the European students for whom online 

discussion was one o f their main E-leaming activities (Haywood et al. 2004).
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After a year’s computer use, the students’ self-assessed computing skills had been 

significantly improved, especially in the use of emailing, web browsing, word processing 

and electronic presentation programs. The first two were obviously a result of their 

increased network use, while the latter two were very likely due to their application in the 

learning tasks certain courses required. No significant difference was found between male 

and female students in computing competence according to their own assessment. Neither 

did their major disciplines make any difference. The computer skilfulness was positively 

correlated with their confidence, and perceptions of computer usefulness and CALL 

usefulness. The more IT literate they were, the more they liked having E-leaming and NCE 

Online and the more frequently they used the latter. A comparison between these students 

and the second year students revealed that, when at the same point o f their university study 

(both after one year’s study), these new students were significantly more confident in using 

computers than their senior peers. This confirmed a world-wide tendency: students are 

becoming more and more IT-literate at a younger age. In a few years’ time, this university 

may be facing the first generation o f ‘digital natives’ (Prensky 2001) of the country.

A very intriguing finding emerged with regard to male and female students’ computer 

competence and confidence which were both assessed and reported by the students 

themselves. In both years, no significant difference was found in male and female students’ 

computing abilities, and abilities were found to be positively correlated with their confidence. 

However, the 2004 questionnaire revealed that the female students were significantly less 

confident than the male students. These seemingly contradictory findings suggested female 

students tended to fee l  unconfident in technologies even though in reality their IT 

competence was no lower than their male peers. Since the correlation between computer 

confidence and self-assessed competence (r=0.45) only explained 20% of each other’s 

variance, it could be suggested that some other factors, most likely psychological attributes, 

leveraged the influence that computer confidence and abilities had on each other. In other 

words, even though the male students were psychologically more certain of their abilities, 

their computing skills were actually not significantly better than the female students.

However, while all other skills improved, the proficiency for forums/chatrooms somehow 

stayed the same (although at a moderately satisfactory level). Echoing with the finding 

mentioned previously, this could mean that CMC tools did not enjoy much major use during 

the year. In addition, it was found in 2003 that the students showed an obvious preference 

for using CMC tools with tutors over using them with their peers (the reasons will be
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discussed in student interviews). In 2004, again the students’ ratings o f the helpfulness of 

CALL in terms of communication with tutors were higher than that with peers. Both 

phenomena had important implications for CALL. Online communication tools are 

supposed to be one o f the most effective means to improve learners’ communicative 

competence. In Q02 (2004) the participants did rate oral practice as the most needed 

functionality in NCE Online. Therefore, one the one hand, these students indicated great 

need for online communication for English learning purposes. On the other hand, they did 

not increase their use of CMC tools in general and rated them as less helpful for their studies 

than the other E-leaming features. One explanation is that no existing CMC designs had 

been used extensively in their E-leaming or had facilitated their communication effectively. 

Hence, unless students experience authentic, meaningful communication through CMC tools 

as a result o f conducive pedagogical considerations, they would not be keen on utilising 

CMC for their English learning.

4.17 . E-leam ing & CALL A ttitudes

The students’ perceptions on the usefulness o f ICT for English learning had changed in the 

less encouraging direction. Among the seven beneficial features o f E-leaming (‘Instant 

Feedback’, ‘Peer Communication’, ‘Tutor Communication’, ‘Self-Paced’, ‘Flexibility’, 

‘Collaboration’, ‘Distance Education’), all but ‘Instant Feedback’ were regarded as much 

less helpful based on their one-year experiences. When ordered according to their usefulness 

scores from the lowest to the highest, the 7 features showed some intriguing differences 

between 2003 and 2004. The feature o f ‘Flexibility’ was as important as ‘Instant Feedback’ 

at first but was taken over by the latter at last. Curiously, the feature is generally very sought 

after by European students as it fits around the rest of their lives. Apparently, these students 

did not find the freedom enabled by E-leaming was as important to them. Some of the 

reasons for this emerged in the interviews and open questions data.

The possible benefits o f ‘Collaboration’ and ‘Distance education’ were o f significantly less 

appeal to them than the other features. Especially, ‘Collaboration’ was considered the least 

helpful in 2004. There are two possible reasons for this:

1) The tradition o f Chinese education does not promote group or team work. In fact, to 
think and learn independently is a quality that Chinese education encourages and 
credits. Therefore, these students would have had about 10 years’ formal education 
imbuing them with this value. It is not surprising that collaboration is not one of 
their top concerns.
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2) It may also have to do with the learners’ personality styles. As we see in the 
learning style analysis, Chinese learners tend to be introverted. They may 
experience greater psychological discomfort working on assignments with 
classmates or never-met peers online.

Furthermore, there were two critical contrasts between the students’ perceptions about the 

usefulness of computers, E-leaming and CALL. Although they rated computers as highly 

useful in their daily life, they were relatively much less positive about the benefits of 

computers in their English study. Similarly, the students indicated considerable liking for the 

existence o f E-leaming in general, however, their liking for NCE Online was significantly 

less strong.

On the whole, the students still manifested fairly positive attitudes towards CALL in 2004. 

Many students realized their habitual reliance on paper-based learning was playing an 

abrasive role in taking full advantage of CALL, and they proposed CALL should become the 

mainstream method whereas teachers should only focus on explication o f linguistic 

knowledge, organising activities, managing progress and assessing performance. Especially, 

some students commented how learning through an online system had made them feel less 

alienated and more confident. However, the overall decrease in the helpfulness ratings o f E- 

leaming in general and CALL in specific may reflect some problems with the quality o f the 

E-leaming the university provided. For example, opportunities for online communication 

with peers and tutors were both rated almost the most helpful feature o f E-leaming at the 

beginning but fell to near the lowest in the end. In contrast, information exchanges via CMC 

was reported as the most useful feature o f E-leaming by European university students (Dondi 

et al. 2004). This suggested what E-leaming could have promoted might not have been 

happening to the Chinese students. Interpersonal communication was not enhanced by their 

learning systems such as NCE Online which was not able to exploit the full strength o f E- 

leaming. When students lack experience o f sophisticated E-leaming, they tend to be looking 

for more o f what they are familiar with (Dondi et al. 2004). Therefore, it is possible that the 

Chinese students had wanted their E-leaming systems to work in more or less the same ways 

how their traditional learning worked. Such a mindset may be difficult to change until 

learners obtain a stronger counter-experience.
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4.18 . Individual D ifferences in E-learning

Learning Styles

The 2003 questionnaire revealed 5 dimensions in students’ learning characteristics: 

Methodical— Emergent, Open— Close-minded, Extroverted—Introverted, High— Low 

Ambiguity Tolerant, and Proactive— Passive. The statements o f the learning style measure 

well reflected the personality descriptions summarized by John (1990) who collected some 

consensually selected marker items from 10 psychologists. The following table containing 

the representative traits for the 5 factors defined in this research was adapted from John’s list.

Low High

Factor 1 
Methodical—Emergent

Careless
Disorderly

Irresponsible

Organised
Planful

Conscientious
Cautious

Wide interests

Factor 2 
Open-minded—Close-minded

Narrow interests 
Shallow 

Commonplace

Imaginative
Original
Insightful
Curious
Inventive

Quiet Talkative

Factor 3 
Extroverted—Introverted

Reserved
Shy

Silent

Energetic
Outspoken
Sociable

withdrawn Bossy
Tense

Factor 4 Anxious Stable
High— Low Ambiguity Tolerant Worrying

Despondent
Calm

Factor 5 
Proactive—Passive

Good-natured
Friendly

Cooperative

Fault-finding
Quarrelsome
Flard-hearted

To more or less degrees, these Chinese students showed inclinations in these 5 dimensions. 

In general, they seemed to be very methodical and good at tolerating ambiguities in studies. 

However, they also showed tendency towards being closure-oriented and passive. 

Significant differences were found between male and female students on these dimensions. 

The female students seemed to be less methodical or open-minded, and they were more 

passive but better at tolerating ambiguities.

These students’ overall introversion in learning behaviours was fairly strong as they clearly 

preferred to work on their own. Nevertheless, they were also aware that they might learn 

better when doing groupwork in class or work on after-class project assignments with other
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classmates. Therefore, it seemed that they would be more likely to work alone if  left to 

choose freely, but they would be happy to work with others as well if:

1) they were instructed by the teacher to do so, either in class or after class, or
2) they knew they would be sharing liabilities for a task, e.g., when asked to do 

collaborative work, they would feel comfortable knowing that they were not solely 
responsible for the success (or failure) of the project.

Such behaviour, to certain extent, corresponded with their passiveness and the traditional 

collectiveness. The origin of this characteristic probably had more to do with the way they 

had been educated rather than their own natural dispositions (it will be further discussed in 

the student interviews).

Some of the learning styles apparently had positive influence on students’ perceptions o f E- 

leaming and CALL. For example, more extroverted and ambiguity tolerant students had 

more positive computer attitudes while more extroverted and open-minded learners were 

more voluntary in using E-leaming resources. Also, methodical students used computers for 

study more frequently (but not necessarily more willingly) and had a better liking for NCE 

Online. Moreover, it seemed the more introverted a student was, the more s/he liked the 

‘Instant Feedback’ feature o f E-leaming. Since these Chinese students were generally 

introverted in learning settings, little surprise that the rating o f ‘Instant Feedback’ was higher 

than all the other features. On the whole, it appeared that students’ extroversion, 

methodicalness and ambiguity tolerance were important factors influencing their perceptions 

on E-leaming and CALL.

In all, these learning characteristics suggested that these Chinese students would prefer a 

very sequential and structured learning environment. They would like to have close-ended 

practical exercises (such as multiple choice questions) rather than open-ended ones. They 

would rather sit back and listen than stand out and speak. Considerable teacher instruction 

and guidance would be needed for most learning activities, especially if any collaborative 

work was to take effect.

English Proficiency Levels

The students were streamed into 4 proficiency levels after the entry placement test. The 

individual test scores were used to correlate with variables such as study use frequency, E- 

leaming voluntariness, favourite learning mode and NCE Online use frequency. It was 

found that the students’ English proficiency was positively correlated with their frequency of

164



Chapter 4: Questionnaire Analysis (1st Year students) Part IV: Discussion

using computers for general studies and NCE Online. Although it had no significant 

correlations with their voluntariness for E-leaming and favourite learning mode, it had a 

negative correlation with ‘Favourite Learning Mode’, which suggested that it was likely that 

the higher achievers preferred less CALL elements in English study than the low achievers 

and were not necessarily more willing to utilize E-leaming. Yet, they used E-leaming and 

NCE Online more frequently. This could be explained by the fact that high achievers may 

be more methodical and strategic in learning. On the other hand, it was found that at each 

proficiency level in 2004, there were more students who favoured the learning mode of 

mainly online self-study with some online tutoring than that o f mainly online with some 

classroom learning. It seemed, therefore, if  a student chose to have online learning as his/her 

major English study mode, then it was very likely that classroom-based learning would not 

be seen as a must in his/her study any more.

Gender

No gender difference was found in students’ perceptions on the usefulness o f computers and 

CALL or their liking for E-leaming and NCE Online.

4 .19 . CALL Use and Expectations

After one year’s study, the students showed fair willingness to utilise E-leaming materials 

for their courses. Less than 3% of them used E-leaming resources completely out o f the 

University’s or tutors’ requirement. About 40% were using E-leaming voluntarily most time. 

It seemed the more confident and competent a student was in using computers, the more 

voluntarily s/he would use them for studies. In turn, the data showed that the more willing 

the students were with E-leaming, the better their attitudes towards CALL, and the more 

they liked and used NCE Online. Nevertheless, since for these students NCE Online was not 

a compulsory, integrated part o f the College English course, it was found in 2004 that 15.6% 

of them had never used it, and half of them had only used it several times over the year. 

Only a small percent o f them were using it a few times per week or per month. As they 

indicated fairly good voluntariness for using E-leaming in general, NCE Online seemed to 

be distinctively underused.

When asked what would be their favourite mode for English learning, i.e., how much of 

CALL they would like to have in their English course, the majority seemed to prefer a 

blended mode o f learning— with a large proportion of face-to-face classroom learning and a
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small proportion of after-class online learning. What was worth noticing was a non- 

negligible percent o f the students (31.3%) indicated in 2004 that they would like to have 

either mainly online learning or completely online learning with some online tutoring. On 

the whole, it was suggested that, although the majority of students were still reliant on 

human contact in learning, they had regarded CALL element as indispensable and were 

putting it in a more and more prominent position. Not surprisingly, choice of the amount of 

CALL in their favourite learning modes was positively correlated with the students’ attitudes 

towards CALL, and their liking for E-leaming in general and NCE Online.

4.19.1.Reasons for NCE Online Underuse

The students’ comments in Questionnaire 02 (2004) and Questionnaire 03 (Online) revealed 

some major reasons behind their underuse o f the NCE Online system. All the reasons could 

fall into 3 main categories: technical, organisational and English learning attitudes.

First o f all, the most serious obstacle reported was that both the university network and the 

NCE Online server were not reliable. For example, the system server was prone to fail when 

too many users were trying to access it at the same time. The sluggishness o f the university 

network was another test on the learners’ patience whenever they tried to access multimedia 

or interactive resources in the system. When the transferring of a video or sound file was 

constantly broken up by the problematic network, then the students lost both patience and 

interest in the initially useful resources.

On the other hand, some of the system’s technical designs were not very user-friendly, either. 

The most recurrent complaints were:

1) The system restricted the users to have a screen size o f 1024*768. Meanwhile, most 
students’ computers were set to 800*600 screen size. To IT novices, the switching 
between different screen sizes can be rather daunting, however, the system would 
not run without its required screen size.

2) There was a long flash animation movie before the user could reach the login page. 
As the flash movie took a substantial time to download over the slow network, many 
students soon lost interest waiting.

3) The interface was thought to be ‘too crammed’. Especially the navigation buttons 
were not big and obvious enough, and some of the navigation menus were fly-in 
flash objects which were difficult to ‘catch’.

These problems demonstrated a gap between the technicians’ design ideals and the users’ 

expectations. The more advanced or ‘pretty’ features are not necessarily what E-leaming 

users are concerned about. In fact, it is clear that the students were very aware o f the
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downside o f ‘too much technology’, and would rather have a system easy to use than looking 

impressive. Apart from technical drawbacks, the students also did not find accessing NCE 

Online was as convenient as using books in their self-study (see reasons in Section 5.6).

Secondly, at the university level, there were also many restrictive factors. The University’s 

network was provided by a private company. The implementation of NCE Online was 

almost aborted at first because the company was trying to overcharge for mounting the 

system on their servers. In the end, the NCE Online team had to purchase servers for 

themselves and set them up independently. Nevertheless, the most outstanding problem was 

the University’s charges for using networks. Using the intranet was a reasonable fixed 

monthly charge, however, the national and international networks were charged by the time 

used at a relatively expensive rate. Moreover, the computer had to undergo a manual 

configuration every time it needed to be connected beyond the intranet. The students felt 

that to use the national network or the Internet was both costly and time-consuming. 

Although NCE Online was accessible both from the intranet and the Internet, the students 

would be reluctant to utilise any external resources linked from NCE Online. In addition, the 

ICT facilities in the English classrooms were often faulty, which was very frustrating for 

both the teachers and the students (see more details in the interview analysis).

Thirdly, many factors were linked to the ways the students were learning English. Many 

students reported a lack o f motivation for English learning in general. Some of them felt the 

English lessons were boring, and some regarded the classes as ‘slack’. They could feel that 

some teachers were becoming less and less enthusiastic in their teaching as well. As a result, 

they were not so much interested in using NCE Online for their English study. However, the 

problem they complained most was the lack of time. They claimed they had too many major 

courses already which were often very difficult. Since the College English course was 

relatively easy and did not require as much effort for assignments, it was not treated as a 

priority even though the students wished they could spend more time on it. Therefore, it was 

even less likely for the students to set aside a certain amount o f time to study in NCE Online.

4.19.2.English Learning Needs

A rich amount o f data were provided by the students to suggest what they would most like to 

have in their everyday English learning and in an online system such as NCE Online. Four 

categories of desirable resources were identified and discussed hereafter according to the 

frequencies they appeared in the data. The first two categories were considerably more
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dominant than the rest as they were mentioned about 200 times while the other two had less 

than 100 entries.

1) Com m unication Opportunities

There was an overwhelming demand for more communicative opportunities in English 

learning. As revealed in the questionnaires, the students were relatively much less concerned 

about the knowledge of the language (grammar and vocabulary) than the use o f it (writing 

and speaking). What they most needed at this stage of learning was to use the language to 

communicate with others which was the ultimate purpose of a language. They mentioned 5 

kinds o f communication opportunities they would like to have: communication with native 

English speakers, tutors, online, voice conversations in NCE Online, and general speaking 

practice.

Many students were aware that they often had ‘a psychological barrier’ from speaking out in 

English. They also recognized that there were no conducive English-speaking surroundings 

where they could be immersed in authentic English use. They hoped the university and their 

teachers could give them more encouragement and create a naturalistic linguistic 

environment for them.

The most recurring need reported was face-to-face communication with native speakers. To 

have native-speaker friends or mutual tandem learning partners was the most desirable. 

Some of them even hoped they could have chances to live along with English-speaking 

friends or in a similar environment. To have a native-speaker tutor was also seen as very 

helpful. However, many realized that such in-person communication with native-speakers 

was very difficult to achieve in the university where the number of English-speaking foreign 

students or tutors was extremely limited. Therefore, they looked to the Internet which might 

offer a better potential for providing channels of meeting and communicating with English 

native-speakers. However, they apparently did not think they could obtain such chances on 

their own. They expected the university, the teachers and NCE Online to provide such 

opportunities. For example, some students suggested the university should offer more oral 

English courses, especially those taught by native-speaker tutors, and the Foreign Languages 

College should not reserve some important human and library resources to themselves only.
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While linguistic authenticity o f communication seemed to be the students’ major concern, 

they would also like to have more chances to communicate with their English teachers as 

well as some specific speaking practice such as pronunciation training.

A certain number o f students pointed out they wanted to have more chances to communicate 

with native-speakers through the Internet, but text-based synchronous/asynchronous 

communication did not seem to be sufficient for them. Some of them specifically suggested 

that NCE Online should have voice chat facility. Many students were not satisfied with the 

‘Online Community’ module (text-based forums and chatrooms) in NCE Online. On the one 

hand, the students did not think ‘Online Community’ provided any genuine and interesting 

themes for them to be engaged in discussing with each other. On the other hand, they 

expected their tutors to give more instructions and guidance, participating as moderators and 

assessing their performance. They did not feel that pure text-based communication was 

‘real’ enough to really improve speaking fluency. There was also a strong notion that they 

did not want to communicate with anyone at random. Rather, they expected to ‘talk’ with 

peers o f higher English levels, their teachers or native-speakers. Therefore, NCE Online’s 

‘Online Community’, an area without specific themes and proficiency classifications, was 

not seen as useful by these students who were also keen on having tutors’ intervention and 

evaluation. Since they could not manage to conduct online communication with native- 

speakers on their own and neither did NCE Online provide any specific communicative 

activities, this may explain why in the questionnaires the students’ ratings for the usefulness 

of online communication for English learning had dropped considerably over a year.

2) Learning Resources

The second most important need was more authentic English materials, especially 

multimedia resources. According to the students, most of the learning materials available to 

them at the moment were artificial, irrelevant to their real life, and remote from their 

personal interests. They were aware that there was an enormous bank o f digital resources 

available through computers and the Internet. They would like to have considerably more 

multimedia resources such as English films, songs, speeches, and online broadcasting. They 

suggested that NCE Online should mainly provide such resources in a systematic manner as 

they themselves were often unable to evaluate and organise the resources available online. 

For example, NCE Online could incorporate some established multimedia-based English 

learning programs, e.g., Family Album USA, or allow students to connect to such authentic 

sites as BBC (since the students could not access network beyond the intranet very easily).
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Another important type of resource the students needed from NCE Online was good 

referencing and annotation facilities. The commercial e-dictionaries available in the market 

had become very sophisticated in helping learners understand, memorise and personalise 

vocabulary knowledge. Hence, the students expected the online system to have similar 

capabilities which could personalise their vocabulary learning within the College English 

learning context.

The students also would like to have a good number of online tests and exercises in NCE 

Online. They were in great need o f more reading and listening exercises. However, what 

they desired most was a collection of the previous English exams, mock tests for the national 

CET4/6 or international tests such as IELTS and TOEFL. As we may see in the interviews 

later, the students did not think their exams tested real-life use o f the language. Nevertheless, 

being very methodical and purposeful learners, they would still like to have plenty o f online 

tests resources to help them pass exams.

3) Learning Activities for Skills Other than Speaking

Apart from speaking ability, the students also wished to improve other skills such as 

listening, vocabulary acquisition, writing, and translating. Among them, listening was 

clearly most students’ concern. However, they generally felt they lacked good learning 

strategies for improving these skills. Therefore, they expected that teachers could conduct 

more activities that would not only enhance their English skills but also teach them more 

effective learning strategies. For example, many students hoped their teachers could arrange 

certain times and places for them to have ‘read-aloud’ practice. They felt if  the teachers 

could start such an activity, then more and more students would follow suit and make it a 

regular practice in the end. A few students even mentioned that teachers should pair them up 

so that they could monitor and prod each other in study. This again suggested that Chinese 

students feel more comfortable in a collective learning environment where they know 

everyone else is doing the same thing.

A fair number o f students also expressed a wish that they could be given training on taking 

English proficiency tests. Their scores for proficiency tests such as CET 4/6 or TOEFL 

would become a very important qualification in many aspects o f their lives, such as 

graduation from the university, going abroad for further studies, or a good job, etc. 

Therefore, many students were particularly concerned with achieving high scores in these
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tests. Hence, the students suggested that the university should provide specialised training 

courses for different tests.

4) NCE Online Functionality Improvement

The students made many comments on the functionalities NCE Online should improve or 

incorporate. The most important function they would like to have was to be able to 

download the resources. Interestingly, two students also suggested they would like to have a 

platform where students could upload good resources or even personal creations for others to 

utilise. The second most desirable function they mentioned was to be able to have voice chat 

in NCE Online. As mentioned earlier, the students were very anxious to have more 

communication opportunities with others. The text-based communication facilities in NCE 

Online were not sufficient for them. They would prefer to have real ‘speaking’ practice 

through genuine conversations with other people. In addition, they also offered propositions 

on some specific functionalities that NCE Online should adopt, such as online assignment 

submission and assessment, teacher-led forums, more interactive components, and more 

personalised learning processes.

On the whole, the students showed a strong desire to contribute, communicate and share 

online if  proper facilities were available. Therefore, if  NCE Online could improve its 

functionalities and relevant learning activities to cater for such needs, not only the students 

might hold a more positive attitude towards it and CALL in general, but also they could be 

trained to be more proactive and collaborative in learning.

Summary
The above discussion presented a detailed profile o f the Chinese learners in tenus o f their 

learning styles, computer experiences, perceptions and views on E-learning and CALL in 

general and NCE Online in particular. Even though the students were technically and 

psychologically ready for extensive use of E-leaming in their university study, still the 

following two comments from the students should probably be borne in mind by all the 

educators:

>  ‘Learning via computer and networks has a fairly high requirement on self-control. ’
>  7 fe e l I  can often spend a lot o f  time studying English through NCE Online without 

realizing it. ’

Such perceptions showed a very realistic picture o f learning conducted on computers, which 

has crucial implications for both tutors and learners who want to utilise CALL. The message

Chapter 4: Questionnaire Analysis (1st Year students) Part IV: Discussion
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here is clear that neither the tutor nor the learner should take up CALL as an instantly- 

effectual panacea for all the language learning and teaching pains. It does not only help 

learners in many ways, but also require them to adjust to this particular medium in many 

aspects. As any other educational media, the effectiveness still largely lies within the 

pedagogical approaches of the teacher and its fitness with the strategies and autonomy of the 

learner. The only difference between ICT-enabled learning and traditional classroom 

learning is probably the former has the potential to accommodate more and enhance the 

learning experience for more learners. When the learner is highly positive about the 

usefulness o f a CALL system, s/he would be very likely to be voluntarily immersed in the 

environment for an extended length o f time.

172



Chapter 5 Questionnaire Analysis
The 2nd Year Students (Y02)

173



Chapter 5: Questionnaire Analysis (2nd Year students) Part I: Q02P vs Q03

Two separate samples from the second-year students population (Y02) completed 2 

questionnaires: Questionnaire 02 (Pilot) in 2003 (hereafter abbreviated as Q02P and 

Questionnaire 03 (Online) (hereafter abbreviated as Q03) in 2004. Q02P was originally not 

going to be analyzed as an independent study as it was designed as a pilot. However, 

because o f the implementation o f Q03 which consisted of many identical or similar questions, 

Q02P has become a very interesting comparison to Q03. This part will start with a 

comparative study of these two questionnaires, and then proceed to an analysis on Q03 

separately.

Part I: Questionnaire 02 (Pilot) vs 
Questionnaire 03 (Online)

Since Q02P was filled in by the Y02 students (N=344) at the beginning o f their second 

academic year’s study while Q03 (N=860) was done at the end o f that year, this analysis 

between Q02P and Q03 is a comparison over a one-year span. It is very similar to the 

comparison between Q01 (2003) and Q02 (2004) which spanned over the first academic year 

of the Y03 students. However, this will not be a matched comparison as the participants 

who completed Q02P and Q03 were not the same ones. Nevertheless, it may be useful to 

find out if  these two cohorts o f students had changed their attitudes and behaviour in similar 

patterns over the same length o f time.

5.1. Computing Experience

Computer Ownership

As in previous analyses, a question was asked whether the participants owned computers in 

their dormitory rooms.

Table 31: Computer in Dormitory
Q02P (%) Q03 (%)

1 Not Buying 4.6 +1 " 2.2
2 Buying Soon 3.1 3.3
3 Use Others 25.6 <~ -  13.8
4 Let Others Use 7.1 8.5
5 Completely Own 59.6 ~ "*■ 72.2
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The arrows in Table 31 highlighted that both students who would not buy computers and 

who used others’ or home computers decreased by about a half: ‘Not Buying’ from 4.5% to 

2.2% and ‘Use Others’ from 25.0% to 13.8%. The percentage for ‘Completely Own’, on the 

contrary, increased from 59.8% to 72.2%. There was a tiny increase in the percentage of 

students who let others use their computers (from 7.1% to 8.5%). This may imply that the 

remaining students who were not in possession of computers were increasingly using their 

classmates/roommates’ computers. Altogether 80.7% (72.2%+8.5%) had ownership of 

computers by the end of their second academic year.

Network Connection

A question about network connections to computers in students’ dormitory rooms was then 

asked in both questionnaires. For reasons mentioned in Chapter 4, there were only 3 options 

for the question in Q02P, whereas, Q03 had one more option: the intranet and the national 

network (see Table 32). The overall pattern did not change much: more than 90% of the 

students had access to more than the intranet, and only a small number o f students either had 

the intranet only or had no network access at all. However, at a micro level, there seemed to 

be some interesting shifting among the 4 categories.

Table 32: Network in Dormitory
Q02P (%) Q03 (%)

No Network 5.5<*— 0.3

Intranet Only 2.9 >  9.3

Intranet&N ational N/A ^ 2 0 . ^

Intranet&Intemet 91.6 \ . 6 9 > ;

Total 100.0 100.0

In Table 32 we can see that the number of students who did not have any network connection 

had dropped dramatically from 5.8% to 0.3%, which meant the students who did not have 

network access had become almost non-existent. In contrast, the students who had intranet 

connection increased just as steeply (from 2.8% to 9.3%). The percentages of the students 

who had network beyond the intranet were almost the same: 91.4% in 2003 and 90.5% in 

2004 (20.7%+69.8%). Overall, the statistics seemed to indicate that either most of the new 

users had chosen to access the intranet only or a fair proportion o f the old users of the 

national network and the Internet had reverted to using the intranet only. This increase in 

intranet connection alone may have much to do with the tiered network charges.
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Computer Use Frequency

Questions were asked about how often the students used computers and the networks for 

study and recreation. In Table 33, we can spot immediately the sudden rise in the 

percentages of students who used computers for recreation for over 10 hours: from 18.1% to 

37.6%. While ‘1-2 hours’ and ‘7-9 hours’ categories did not change much in 2004, there 

were fewer students who spent 3-4 hours/week (decreased from 23.8% to 16.7%) or 5-6 

hours/week (dropped from 24.7% to 17.5%) recreationally. This indicated that a minority of 

students remained to have very little recreational computer use whilst more and more 

students started to spend more than 10 hours/week on computers for recreational purposes.

Table 33: Recreational & Study Use Frequency

W eekly
Recreational Use (%) Study Use (%) 

Q03Q02P Q03
0 hours 0.9 0.7 2.5

1-2 hours 12.5 11.4 27.9
3-4 hours 23.8 16.7 26.5
5-6 hours 24.7 17.5 17.0
7-9 hours 20.0 16.0 10.6

>=10 hours 18.1 37.6 15.5

There was also a clear contrast between study and recreational use in 2004. More than half 

of the students studied on computers for less than 4 hours/week

(2.5%+27.9%+26.5%=56.9%), whereas, more than half o f the students have recreational 

time on computers for more than 7 hours/week (16%+37.6%=53.6%).

Network Uses

The participants were asked to mark as many options as appropriate, among 7 common uses 

of networks (same as previous questionnaires), to indicate which ones were their major uses. 

The following figure displayed the ratios of participants who marked each category out of 

the whole cohort in 2003 and 2004.

email shopping surfing

Figure 16: Network Uses 2003-2004
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The overall pattern of network uses at these two times had not changed: the first 3 uses (with 

‘download’ dominating) still enjoyed much more popularity than the others; ‘shopping’ and 

‘business’ were almost non-existent, and ‘surfing’ and ‘game’ still staggered behind. 

However, in 2003, Figure 16 showed ‘forum/chat’ was used by just as many students as 

‘email’ (about 70% of the whole cohort), while in 2004 there was an apparently increased 

use of ‘forum/chat’ over ‘email’ (about 80%). Moreover, ‘game’ has caught up with 

‘surfing’ in 2004 while it was well behind ‘surfing’ in 2003. In fact, 2004 saw a slight drop 

of ‘surfing’ use among the students.

Self-reported Computer Competence

The participants were asked to rate their own competence in 7 common computer 

applications. The overall competence scores were the sum total of the 7 items, which ranged 

from the minimum 7.0 to the maximum 28.0. It seemed that the participants’ self-assessed 

competence did not change much from 2003 (Mean=20.9, Median=21.0) to 2004 

(Mean=21.9, Median=22.0). Moreover, Figure 17 showed that the patterns of the 

distributions of competence scores for both years were almost identical, suggesting that there 

was no drastic changes among students with different computing abilities. That is, according 

to their self-evaluation, the proportions of students at different computing levels remained 

the same within the population.
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Computer Competence
Figure 17: Self-reported Computer Competence 2003 vs. 2004

When comparing each application separately, some minor changes in some areas were 

detected. On the whole, same as in 2003, web browsing, email and chatting were the three 

computer applications that the students were most familiar with in 2004. The mean scores 

for these skills were beyond 3.0 and the medians all at 4.0. The self-evaluated competence 

for webpage design and image editing was still relatively much lower (Median=2.0).
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However, the increase in skilfulness for word processing (means from 3.34 to 3.53) and 

presentation software (means from 2.76 to 3.0) was more noticeable than the others. 

Especially for word processing, not only the mean score had improved, but also the median 

score had risen from 3.0 to 4.0, indicating that the majority had become very proficient in 

using word processing software such as Microsoft Word.

5.2. English Learning

Language Skills Difficulties

The students were asked to rank these five aspects in their language study: vocabulary 

acquisition, grammar, listening, writing and speaking skills. The students had to rank them 

according to their difficulty from 1 (easiest) to 5 (the most difficult). Because it was a 

ranking activity, the students were ‘forced’ to choose a different number for each of the 5 

aspects. Especially in the online Q03, whenever they picked a repeated number by mistake, 

a pop-up window would appear to warn them that they had chosen that number already and 

they must choose a different one.

Vocabulary and grammar (Medians at 2.0 or 3.0) remained relatively easy aspects in their 

language learning, listening and writing (Medians at 3.0) were of medium difficulty, and 

speaking remained the most difficult (Median=4.0). Both the means and medians of 

‘Grammar’, ‘Listening’ and ‘Speaking’ showed that they did not become easier or more 

difficult to these students after a second year o f study. ‘Grammar’ seemed to be the least of 

the students’ concern all the time. This may imply that these university students were 

confident in their learned linguistic knowledge of the language, but they were more 

concerned about the acquired knowledge and output of the language (e.g., speaking and 

writing). As they went through their English course, they found increased difficulty in 

vocabulary acquisition. For vocabulary, not only the mean scores in the two years increased 

to a fair degree (from 2.57 to 2.92), but also the median scores escalated from 2.0 to 3.0.

Favourite English Learning Mode

Both questionnaires asked the students to rate their favourite learning modes. Q02P 

provided 5 choices: face-to-face (F2F) classroom learning only, mainly classroom with some 

online self-study, equal amount, mainly online self-study with some classroom contact, and 

online self-study only, but Q03 added another option—online self-study + online tutoring. 

The number o f students accepting classroom teaching only hardly changed over a year, but a
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marked percent o f students had moved towards more online-leaming-oriented end of the 

scale. As indicated by the arrow in Table 34, although the percentage o f students who chose 

to have classroom as their main learning mode still remained dominant over other modes 

(35.7%), it had decreased significantly compared to its percentage (50.2%) in 2003.

Table 34: Favourite English Learning Mode
English Learning Mode Q02P (%) Q03(% )

1. Classroom Learning Only 4.7 5.1
2. Classroom>Online Self-study 50.0 < - ------35.7
3. Classroom=Online Self-study 18=0 15.7
4. Online Self-study>Classroom i7 -v
5. Online Self-study & Tutoring In /a  I 117. 6)
6. Com plete Online Self-study w W

If we collapse the last three categories (shown as the two circles in the table) into one 

category to show the students’ inclination of having more online English study than 

classroom learning, we will find that only 27.3% (17.3%+10.0%) in 2003 had such a 

preference, but in 2004, 43.5% showed they preferred to have a bigger portion o f online 

learning in their English study. This has very positive implications for the development of 

CALL. At the very least, this suggested that it was not because the students did not like this 

kind o f learning mode if they had not made much use o f NCE Online.
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Part II: Questionnaire 03 (Online) 
(Y02 Only)

This part is an analysis o f the questions in Q03 that were distinct from Q02P. The data here 

were from Y02 students only (N=860) as opposed to the whole group of the participants 

because Q03 had been completed accidentally by a large number of Y03 students as well due 

to its online public access for everyone.

5.3. English Learning Media

The students were asked to mark how their frequencies for utilising the following 6 kinds of 

media had changed over one academic year: 1) printed materials, such as textbooks; 2) pre

recorded materials (non-digital), such as tapes; 3) broadcast programs, such as radio and TV;

4) CD-ROMs, such as stand-alone software; 5) networks; 6) extra training/Private tutoring. 

They could choose one of the four options for these 6 categories: l=Decreased use; 

2=Increased use; 3=No change; 4=Never used it.

‘Printed materials’ was the only category where ‘Decrease’, ‘Increase’ and ‘No change’ each 

shared one third o f the whole cohort. ‘Additional training/Private tutoring’ was the only 

category that had more ‘Decrease’ than ‘Increase’, and all the rest 4 categories had more 

‘Increase’ than ‘Decrease’. Among them, ‘CD-ROMs’ and ‘Networks’ had very outstanding 

proportions of ‘Increase’ (46.5% and 71.9% respectively), as shown in Table 35. Networks 

seemed to be the most popular type of medium in English learning. Hardly anyone had 

never used it (1.5%) or decreased its usage (7%). In contrast, CD-ROMs, although still more 

popular than the other media, saw a 13.2% of the cohort who had never used them and 

12.5% reduced their usage.

Table 35: English Learning Media
Frequency of Use CD-ROM/Software (%) Networks (%)

Decrease 12.5 7.0
Increase 46.5 71.9

No change 27.9 19.6
Never used 13.2 1.5
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Therefore, on the whole, all other learning media had suffered more or less loss in the 

amount o f usage in English study, but networks kept enjoying more and more popularity.

The students had been using computers and networks for their study not only for the English 

course but also many of their major courses. Both Q02 (2004) and Q03 asked the 

participants to indicate how willingly they had been utilising computer-assisted learning. 

Although both questionnaires were conducted at about the same time, the former was from 

the first year students (Y03) while the latter was from the second year students (Y02). The 

following table indicated that the younger students showed a stronger tendency to use E- 

leaming materials voluntarily (27.0%+39.0%+5.2%=71.2%) than their older peers 

(33,6%+21.0% +l 0.2%=64.8%).

Table 36: E-learning Voluntariness
Q02 (2004) (Y03) (%) Q03 (Y02) (%)

Com pletely required 2.9 4.4
M ostly required

Req uired=V oluntary (2 1 .0  \ f  3 3 .6 \
M ostly voluntary 39.0 1 21.0 1

Com pletely voluntary \ L 2 > Vmz

5.4. NCE Online Use

Since it has been found previously that about 80% of the students owned computers in their 

dormitory rooms, it was not surprising to find that only very few students accessed NCE 

Online from the computing labs (N=66). As almost all the students lived in university 

dormitories, they usually would not be able to use their home computers either. The vast 

majority accessed NCE Online either from their dormitories (N=630) or when having their 

English classes (N=559).

Frequency of Use

As explained in Chapter 3, Q03 was carried out due to the new university policy that one 

third o f every course must involve E-leaming. Therefore, the researcher was interested in 

finding out how much NCE Online was used in and after class under this policy.

Table 37: n & After Class NCE Online Use Frequency
In Class Percent (%) After class Percent (%)

Hardly Any 6.4 Hardly Any 10.2
Several Times 11.9 Several times 46.4

1-3 Times/M onth 25.2 Several Times/M onth 28.9
O nce/W eek 31.4 Several Times/W eek 13.2

Every Lesson 25.1 Daily 1.3
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Table 37 showed that over half of the participants accessed NCE Online in class more than 

1-3 times a month. On the contrary, the frequency of its use after class was very pessimistic. 

About 10% of the students hardly used it while nearly half of them had only used it after 

class for a few times over the last year. The teachers’ relatively frequent use of NCE Online 

in class might have much to do with the university policy, whereas, the students had not 

made regular use of it voluntarily after class.

Pearson correlations were run between after-class use frequency and teachers’ 

encouragement and in-class use frequency. Teachers’ encouragement was measured by how 

often they recommended their students to use NCE Online. The three frequencies were all 

significantly and positively correlated to each other. It seemed, the more often the teachers 

used the system in class, the more likely the students would use it after class (r=.33, p<0.01). 

However, teachers’ recommendation seemed to have a relatively weaker influence on the 

students. It had a small contribution to the frequency of their students’ voluntary use outside 

the classrooms (r=0.15, p<0.01).

NCE Online Usability

The students were favourable o f CALL, but they did not make use of NCE Online very often. 

Could it be that it was technically difficult to use or not very user-friendly? NCE Online’s 

usability was investigated through 12 statements rated on a 5-point Likert scale from 1 

(‘Strongly Disagree’) to 5 (‘Strongly Agree’). The statements were concerned with the 

interface, infrastructure, navigation, general ease o f use, general comfort, logicality of the 

menu, help information, system flexibility, ease of information searching, font size, error 

tolerance, and system stability.

Almost all the statements except ‘Error tolerance’ and ‘System stability’ obtained very high 

ratings with means well beyond the medium 3.0 or even 4.0 and medians all at 4.0. This 

suggested a very good level o f ease of use on the whole. However, we must bear in mind 

that these participants had not been using the system very regularly, so their evaluation here 

might have been more o f speculations rather than well-informed judgments. Moreover, 

under a situation where they might not know much about the issues concerned, Chinese 

culture may have led the students to agreeing rather than disagreeing. In fact, the analysis of 

the open questions in Chapter 4 and the interviews revealed some more problematic usability 

issues.
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Nevertheless, among all the high ratings, two aspects stood out as relatively much lower: 

‘Error Tolerance’ (Mean=3.48, Median=3.0) and ‘System Stability’ (Mean=3.3, 

Median=3.0). This indicated that the system could not recover itself very well or give useful 

instructions if  a student had committed improper operations by mistake. Meanwhile, system 

stability is almost the most important factor for successful running o f an online learning 

environment. Considering most students only accessed NCE Online a few times over a year, 

such a low ‘System stability’ rating seemed to be very critical. The qualitative data analysis 

later will confirm this, too.

NCE Online Liking & Helpfulness

There were 3 statements measuring how much the students liked NCE Online on a 5-point 

Likert scale (from 1 being the lowest rating to 5 the highest). They all obtained high ratings 

with means over 3.0 or 4.0 and medians at 4.0 or even 5.0. Another 6 statements were 

presented to find out how helpful the students thought NCE Online was. They obtained 

overall positive ratings, too. The means of almost all the statements are over 3.6. An 

exception was that one statement only achieved a median of 3.0 while the rest were 4.0. The 

statement was ‘NCE Online has increased opportunities to communicate with others in 

English, which helps improve my fluency. ’ Compared with the other 5 statements, the mean 

(3.07) and median (3.0) o f this statement were rather low. Therefore, the students did not 

seem to think NCE Online provided sufficient communicative chances even though it had an 

‘Online Community’ module to facilitate communications among students or between 

students and teachers.

It was tested whether the students’ liking and their perceptions of helpfulness o f NCE Online 

had relations with their frequency of using it after class (on their own). The following table 

showed that there were moderate to strong correlations between them.

Table 38: NCE Online Liking & Helpfulness by Use Frequency

NCE Online NCE Online Use After Class Liking
Liking .31(**) —

Helpfulness ,26(**) .65(**)

All three correlations were positive and significant at p<0.01 level. It was difficult to tell 

which one was the causal variable, and the influence might have been mutual between one 

and another. What should be borne in mind was that the correlation between the after-class 

use frequency and ‘NCE Online Liking’ or ‘Elelpfulness’ was only o f moderate power, 

suggesting that they were not the major cause for each other.
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Moreover, the students’ degree of agreement with two statements concerning NCE Online 

liking and helpfulness was o f particular interest.

Table 39: Two Statements about Liking and Helpfulness of NCE Online
Statement Mean Median

1. Having such a network-based learning environment is a 
good thing. 4.65 5.00

2. NCE Online helps with my English study more effectively 
than those printed learning materials. 3.64 4.00

In Table 39, statement 1 achieved a mean of 4.65 and a median of 5.0. This demonstrated 

that the students were overwhelmingly positive about the existence o f NCE Online. 

Nevertheless, they were much less certain about whether it was better than paper-based 

materials (Mean=3.64, Median=4.0). This could be related to the fact that they did not use 

NCE Online very often, and the previous analyses have found that they still used paper- 

based materials most often in their self-study time.

Reasons for Not Using NCE Online Regularly

The analyses so far have demonstrated that network-based English learning was a very 

acceptable form to the students. They liked NCE Online and found it helpful to a certain 

degree, yet they only accessed NCE Online voluntarily for a few times in a year. What were 

the reasons behind this apparent incongruence? Based on the interviews carried out a year 

earlier, a list o f 6 possible reasons was given in the questionnaire: not enough time, not 

helpful for exams, home/dorm network connection too expensive, lab access inconvenient, 

lab access too expensive and labs too crowded. Additionally, a blank box was included for 

the students to write down any other reasons they held.

Figure 18: Reasons for Not Using NCE Online
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As we can see in Figure 18, the most dominant reasons were ‘Not enough time’ and ‘Not 

helpful for exams’. Since NCE Online was not a place where students could get specific 

training for taking exams and neither was the work done on it counted towards their final 

assessment, there was little wonder that ‘Not helpful for exam’ was one o f the major reasons. 

However, the reason ‘Not enough time’ may call for a second thought since it was 

discovered earlier that students had spent considerably more thne on computers for 

recreational purposes. This will be further discussed in the interview analysis in Chapter 6.
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Part III: Questionnaire 03 (Online) 
(Y02 &Y03)

This part o f analysis uses data from both Y02 and Y03 students who participated in the 

online questionnaire.

5.5. Learning Styles

Due to Q03’s ease o f implementation and potentially wide coverage of different types of 

learners, it was decided that it would be suitable for another confirmatory investigation on 

Chinese students’ learning styles.

As discussed in the analysis on Q01 (2003), five dimensions were discovered in these 

Chinese students’ learning styles: methodical— emergent, open-minded— close-minded, 

extroverted— introverted, high— low ambiguity tolerant, and proactive-passive. To be 

specific, the students showed a tendency towards being:

♦  very methodical, which meant they were planful, purposeful, and they would prefer 
to think about or do things sequentially rather than at random; 
closure-minded, which meant they would value the result more than the process, and 
they were more concerned about the correctness rather than the originality;

♦  introverted, which meant they were not gregarious, they preferred to work alone or 
be with a small circle of intimate friends;

♦  passive, which meant they were submissive, liked to follow others, and would rather 
be compliant when there were controversies.

In order to ascertain the validity of these style tendencies emerged in Q01 (2003), the 

researcher decided to test students again on 3 dimensions with 8 question items in the online 

questionnaire. However, this time the common bifurcate scale was used instead o f a 5-point 

Likert scale. The reason for ‘forcing’ the participants to pigeonhole themselves into one o f 

the two choices for each item was that, since Q01 (2003) has revealed the general tendency 

for each dimension, this investigation only needed to testify upon which extreme o f a 

dimension the majority o f the participants would place themselves.
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All the questions were answered by at least 1349 students out of 1406 in total. Only 

frequency percentages will be used in the following discussion to indicate the general 

tendency. There were three major findings:

1) These students showed very strong tendency to be methodical and sequential. 
68.5% of them preferred to fulfil a task in a step-by-step manner, and 58.8% of them 
reported often being too concerned with the details rather than the global view.

2) They were very accepting in general situations. They would rather listen (74.8%) 
than initiate a talk (25.2%). More students would choose to accept (53.6%) rather 
than to question and challenge (46.4%) what they heard or read. However, if they 
were working to solve a problem in a group in class, they would be happy to 
contribute their ideas and suggestions (71.1%).

3) As for their gregariousness, they showed a consistent preference for being 
introverted in most situations. For example, they would choose to sit at less 
conspicuous positions in a classroom (62.5%) rather than in the middle o f it. The 
majority of them (68.7%) preferred to study alone when studying after class. 
Although 63.5% of them thought it would be helpful if  the teacher could organise 
more groupwork in class, it was a different matter for after class. When asked how 
they would like to fulfil a team project work outside the class, 54.9% chose the 
option ‘divide the project into small tasks and everyone works on one or two tasks 
independently’ while 45.1% preferred to work with the others closely.

These results confirmed the findings in Q01 (2003). These distinct characteristics of 

Chinese learners will be one of the major focuses in the discussions hereafter in relation to 

their attitudes and behaviour towards CALL.

5.6. Most Frequently Used Learning Media

Q03 asked students to write down (or ‘type in’ in this case) the learning media they used 

most often, and then state a brief reason. The popular learning media mentioned by the 

participants were printed or paper-based materials, resources from networks, recorded 

materials (such as tapes) and broadcast programs (such as TV).

able 40: Frequently Used Learning Media
Medium Paper-Based Network Recorded Broadcast

User Frequency 319 124 68 49

As shown in the table, paper-based materials were by far still the most frequently used type 

of medium (N=319). Network-based resources also enjoyed a fair amount o f frequent use. 

The reasons for the high utilisation of these two media will therefore be explored hereafter.

Paper-Based Materials

The previous questionnaires have indicated that the students regarded paper-based materials 

the least attractive when compared with the other learning media. Then, why did they still
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use paper-based materials most often? Three major reasons were found in students’ answers: 

a) paper-based materials were the most convenient, easier to carry around whenever 

wherever they liked; 2) they were more practical; one can buy many of them easily from 

many sources; 3) they were more traditional, therefore they were more comfortable to use 

(e.g., easy to mark or write notes on, and not straining the user’s eyes) and psychologically 

more acceptable.

Table 41: Reasons for Using Paper-Based Materials
Reason Convenient Practical Traditional

Frequency 157 38 53

Clearly, convenience was by far the most important reason (N=157) compared with the other 

two (see the table above). It seemed that, to many students, books were still the most 

portable and accessible media. This may have much to do with the fact that the students did 

not yet have very mobile technologies in their learning environment. For instance, the 

majority o f them had desktop PCs which they could not take with them to wherever they 

preferred to study. In contrast, books were readily available everywhere, could be carried to 

wherever they went and used in the traditional ways that they had been comfortable with for 

many years.

Resources from Networks

Funnily enough, the most frequently cited reason for using network-based materials was also 

convenience, albeit in a very different sense.

Table 42: Reasons for Using Network-Based Materials

Reason Convenient Abundant Effective Motivating Frequent
Contact Cheap Flexible

Frequency 56 17 12 9 8 7 6

As indicated in Table 42, there were 7 main reasons why some students used networks most 

often for their English study: 1) they were more convenient; 2) there were rich varieties of 

English learning resources available online; 3) they were more effective in enhancing 

learning; 4) they were more interesting and motivating; 5) these students were in frequent 

contact with computers and networks every day, so it was natural for them to turn to 

networks for everything they needed; 6) they were much cheaper compared with books or 

other media; 7) they were more flexible to use.

This type o f medium was also regarded as very convenient precisely because it could be 

accessed anywhere anytime the students wanted. That is, as long as there was a computer 

and network connections, students could access such learning materials whenever and
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wherever they were. Whereas, with books, a learner would have to have them physically 

with her/him to be able to use them. Apparently, to a fair number of students, computers and 

networks were so readily available and were used so much in their daily life that they felt 

more inclined to use computers than books. In addition, the easy access to an abundant 

source o f authentic English text, audio and video materials which could be much more 

interesting and effective than books alone was also an important reason. Due to their 

digitalized nature, resources from networks could be easily transferred into students’ 

personal portable devices, such as an mp3/mp4 player, which enabled them to access even 

more conveniently. Also digitalized materials were much more flexible to manipulate, e.g., 

the pace, the combination of different materials. Furthermore, it is well-known that the 

resources online are mostly free, therefore, to many students, this was the most economical 

medium for their study.
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Part IV: Discussion

The analysis o f Q02P and Q03 mainly served the purpose o f confirming findings with Y03 

students. While Y02 students showed remarkable similarities with Y03 students, they also 

revealed some differences and may be predicting the patterns that Y03 students would be 

developing when they progressed to the same academic stage.

5.7. Learning Styles

Q03 validated the major findings about learning styles from Q01 (2003). Even when 

measured with a different style construct, the Chinese students showed an apparent tendency 

to be methodical, introverted, closure-oriented and passive. In general, they would prefer to 

work alone if no collaborative work was required, they were likely to be sequential learners 

with a very methodical and purposeful strategy which would help them achieve accuracy and 

correctness, and they would rather follow others and look to teachers for instructions and 

learning directions. However, they had good tolerance for ambiguity in learning, which 

means they were conscientious learners who would like to be challenged with new 

knowledge and difficult tasks. They also acknowledged the benefits of collaborative work, 

which indicated that their preference for working alone could have much to do with the way 

they had always been educated since primary schools. They would be willing to work with 

others if  they were so instructed by teachers.

5.8. Com puter Experience

Y02 students (with Q02P in 2003) and Y03 students (with Q02 (2004) in 2004) showed 

many almost identical computing patterns when at the same academic stage. Hence, what 

Y02 students experienced in 2004 may be predictive for what Y03 students might do in 2005.

Computer & Network Uses

At the beginning of their second year in 2003, Y02 students showed very similar patterns of 

computer ownership to Y03 students in 2004— the majority owned computers privately, but 

about a quarter o f them were still using others’ computers conveniently. However, at the end 

of their second year in 2004 the number o f Y02 students who used their own computers
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exclusively continued to increase while those who used other students’ computers decreased. 

Moreover, the number o f students who did not want to purchase PCs decreased to half of the 

original 2003 percentage. We may say that this change was very likely to happen to Y03 

students when at the end of their second year in 2005. Although both cohorts had more than 

90% who had network access beyond the intranet, slightly more Y02 students (5.5%) had no 

access to any network in 2003 than Y03 students (0.7%) in 2004. This suggested that the 

younger Y03 students had adopted IT utilities more quickly.

The patterns o f the seven common network uses— forum/chatroom, email, download, 

shopping, business, surfing and game— changed in almost exactly the same manner for Y02 

and Y03 students, except that less Y02 students were surfing the net while more started 

playing games in 2004. The same situation might happen to Y03 students a year later. Y03 

students showed a marked increase in time spent on computers for recreational purposes— 

about a quarter o f them were over 10 hours per week. Y02 students had similar use 

frequencies in 2003, however, the percentage o f the students who used computers 

recreationally over 10 hours per week continued to increase to more than one third o f the 

cohort in 2004. Therefore, Y03 students may keep increasing their recreational use in their 

second year’s study as well. In contrast, both cohorts spent considerably less time on 

computers for study purposes.

Self-reported Computer Competence

The previous analysis has shown that Y03 students’ self-assessed computing ability 

improved remarkably after their first year of study. In contrast, no significant difference 

appeared in Y02 students’ self-assessment after their second year. This suggested that, after 

the students’ computing skills improved initially because of increased use o f computers in 

study and daily life during their freshers’ year, their computing proficiency stabilised since it 

was probably sufficient for them to get through the rest o f their university study.

5.9. English Learning Experience

After two years’ study Y02 students continued to feel that writing and speaking were the two 

most difficult aspects o f English learning while vocabulary and grammar were relatively 

easy. Both Y02 and Y03 cohorts noted the increasing difficulty with vocabulary acquisition. 

Moreover, both cohorts showed almost identical changes in the way they utilised different 

types of media in learning. In 2004 a substantial number of Y02 students increased using
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CD-ROMs and networks for their English study. As we have already seen such an increase 

with Y03 students in their first year, we might predict that they would continue to use these 

media increasingly just as Y02 students.

5.10. E-learning & CALL Experience

Compared with Y03 students, the Y02 cohort reported less voluntariness for making use of 

E-leaming materials provided by the University. Among Y03 students, the group who 

thought they were voluntary most time was the largest group, whereas among Y02 students 

this group took up less percentage than the group who claimed to use E-leaming mostly 

because of university requirements. When asked to indicate their favourite English learning 

modes, 43.5% of Y02 students preferred to have a larger proportion o f online learning than 

classroom learning in 2004, which was a remarkable increase from 27.3% in 2003. Similarly, 

although only 31.3% o f Y03 students preferred more online learning in 2004, it was very 

likely that they would manifest the same kind of rising interest in 2005 when they were at the 

end of their second year.

The majority o f students were highly positive about the existence of such an online learning 

environment as NCE Online. However, they were much less affirmative about its usefulness 

compared with paper-based learning materials, and there was an apparent underuse o f the 

system. Y02 students used it mainly in the English class and they had generally only used it 

a few times in total after class. Their after-class use frequency was found to be strongly 

correlated with their teachers’ recommendation, and it also had moderate positive 

correlations with how useful they considered NCE Online to be and how much they enjoyed 

using it. The reasons for the underuse were concerned with both the system usability and the 

users’ circumstances. The overall usability of the system seemed to be satisfactory except its 

stability and error tolerance. The unreliable availability of the system seemed to be a major 

hindrance (see more discussion in Chapter 6). The other reasons the students mentioned 

included time limitation, inconvenient and expensive lab access, expensive network costs 

and unhelpfulness with exams. Time pressure and unhelpfulness with exams were by far the 

most frequently cited reasons. This corresponded with Y03 students’ comments that they 

did not make the same effort for English study as they did for other major courses. In other 

words, neither cohort o f students had regarded the English course as a priority or was willing 

to spend more time than absolutely necessary, especially when they did not see any direct 

benefits for exams from using NCE Online.
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Part I: Student Interviews

Group interviews were conducted with both the fust year students (Y03) and second year 

students (Y02). Although the interviews were done in two different years, the two cohorts 

were at the same stage of their academic life when interviewed. 5 group interviews were 

carried out with Y02 when they were at the beginning o f their second year of study in 2003 

and 4 more group interviews were carried out with Y03 students when they were just about 

to enter their second year o f study in 2004. Each group had 4~6 participants volunteering 

from a few classes at different proficiency levels and taught by different tutors. The 

instruments used at the two times were not identical, but both investigated English learning, 

computer use and use o f NCE Online.

6.1. English Learning

The majority o f students had had 7 years of English study by the time they were interviewed, 

which meant they started learning English from secondary school. However, there were a 

small proportion of students (about 25%) who started from primary school or even 

kindergarten with some informal learning. Thus, students’ experience with English, formal 

or informal, ranged from 7 years to 19 years.

Y02 interviewees were asked which aspect of English learning they were most confident in 

and had most difficulties with. More students were more confident in reading 

comprehension than the other aspects such as grammar, vocabulary or listening. This was 

probably due to the fact that reading was normally the skill their formal English education at 

school had put most emphasis on. One student commented, ‘There is not much oral English 

communication usually, so I spend more time reading.’ The few people who mentioned 

reading as the most difficult area explained that:

>  ‘I t ’s not very difficult to understand a reading passage, but to fin d  the right answers 
fo r  the comprehension questions is very difficult. Sometimes, I  can understand what 
a passage is about, but often can ’t understand the questions properly and can ’t fin d  
the correct answers. ’

This revealed some disparity between what exams try to test and what students are really 

capable of. Another finding o f interest is that there were same numbers of students who
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were most confident in speaking and those who found it most difficult. The common 

characteristics o f the students who were confident in speaking were that they were either 

highly motivated in practicing speaking or they had had a certain amount of oral English 

training or practice in previous education. Whereas, for those who found speaking the most 

difficult, it seemed the reasons were precisely because they had not had much oral English 

experience previously, and did not find sufficient opportunities to practice it at university 

either. In other words, there was not an environment which would help them start and 

overcome their shyness for speaking up, and provide naturalistic circumstances for them to 

speak English. The following two comments were very typical:

y  ‘Mainly because we don ’t have such an environment to practice in. Nobody speaks.
I f  everybody starts to speak, then there will be a kind o f  atmosphere, and then 
everyone will be able to talk freely without feeling embarrassed and form  a habit o f  
speaking. However, right now, i t ’s ju st so difficult to open our mouths. We ju st d o n ’t 
know how to create such an environment. ’

>  7 think sometimes I  need some help from  the teacher. I  wish the teacher could give 
me some guidance in speaking. ’

Many students regarded grammar as difficult as speaking, however, it was not what they 

were most concerned about. Compared with other aspects, ‘grammar is much neglected’, as 

one student pointed out. Another student echoed, ‘It is needed for English exams, but it 

hardly needs to be taken into consideration for other times in our study.’ The difficulty was 

mainly from their realisation that grammar had become much more flexible or ‘capricious’ in 

their more extensive learning at university compared with their limited exercises at 

secondary schools.

The most interesting finding was the paradoxical response about vocabulary. Even when a 

few students were ranking vocabulary as their most confident area, they were actually 

pointing out their difficulties with it:

>  7 can spell many words correctly, but can 7 pronounce very accurately. ’
>  ‘For normal daily life conversation, using the vocabulary is not a problem, but 

when we need to write something formal, I  fin d  my vocabulary not big enough'.

While some students found that they had to learn a large number of vocabulary and felt 

memorising them was ‘most painful’, some students reckoned the problem was not the 

quantity o f vocabulary, but to know how to use the already-acquired words properly. On the 

whole, it seemed vocabulary, speaking and listening were getting relatively more difficult in 

their English study, with grammar or writing still posing problems for some students at times. 

This corresponded with the results from the questionnaires.
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Y03 interviewees were then asked which skill(s) they would like to improve most. Listening 

and speaking were reported as the most emphasized areas, while vocabulary was a crucial 

factor affecting reading ability. As one student put it, ‘for exams, [what needs improving 

most is] listening, but for actual life, it is speaking’.

As the questionnaires had indicated a decline in students’ interest in their English study, Y03 

interviewees were also asked about their attitudes towards English learning. The interviews 

confirmed a general low level o f interest. Many claimed they were mainly taking the course 

for the sake of university exams and the national proficiency tests CET 4/6. One student 

explained:

>  7 may be very interested in reading some articles originally, but as soon as they are 
taught in the classroom, I ’d fee l very uncomfortable, bored very quickly and lose my 
interest. The English study is fo r  exams only, and puts too much emphasis on 
grammar, so I  fee l my interest declined. When I  first started learning it in middle 
school, I  was very motivated, but as I  got through all kinds o f  tests from  middle 
school, high school to university, I ’ve become less and less interested in it. ’

However, this decline o f interest was not reflected in every aspect o f language learning. One 

student mentioned that interest in grammar and vocabulary study had decreased but interest 

in speaking and listening increased instead. This was echoed in the answers o f the few 

students who reckoned they had become more fond of English learning:

y  'They [the other students] were all fa irly proficient when they came to university, so 
probably are not very motivated since they are already good at everything. 
However, my English was very poor in high school. It was all ‘dumb English ’ 
then, ... without speaking. Whereas, now there are a lot o f  chances to practice 
speaking, so I ’m more and more motivated. ’

It seemed that the overall decline o f interest could be attributed specifically to the 

overemphasis on the teaching o f the structural characteristics o f the language. While most 

students who were able to enter this university usually had mastered the basic knowledge 

about English well, they naturally lost their interest when they felt the exams or the teaching 

was still oriented towards mastery of the structure rather than the actual use o f the language. 

On the contrary, when some students felt they were challenged by a ‘new’ emphasis on 

language learning— the real language use in speaking, they still felt motivated. As the 

English teachers in this university were generally influenced by the communicative teaching 

methodology, students were usually given a fair amount o f time doing communicative 

activities in pairs or groups in class. However, it seemed, since the exams still had an 

emphasis on knowledge about language, most teachers, as well as students, might have felt
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the need to focus on grammar and vocabulary, which in turn affected students’ interest and 

motivation.

6.2. Com puter Use

Some intriguing differences emerged between Y02 and Y03 participants regarding computer 

use. Interviews with Y02 students revealed that although many of them owned computers, 

there were still quite a few who did not; whereas, almost all of the Y03 interviewees owned 

computers although some of them did have a classmate or a friend who did not own a 

computer. One student’s comment corresponded with the results from the questionnaire 

surveys: ‘Most o f us did not own computers in the first year, but we do now in the second 

year.’ Even among Y02 interviewees, there also seemed to be ‘a digital divide’ among them. 

For instance, one student reported that everyone in her dormitory room had a computer, 

while another reported that most students o f his major (Medical clinics) did not own 

computers. It seemed, when both in the second year, Y03 students had a much higher rate o f 

computer ownership. However, no matter how many computers there were in each 

dormitory room, it seemed that the students generally did not feel a shortage o f access 

because they obviously shared computers conveniently, as one student said, ‘normally it is 

good enough if  there is one computer in one dormitory room’.

In the interviews in 2004, more questions were asked to probe the reasons why a small 

number of students still did not purchase computers while the majority o f their peers had all 

done so. It was found that there were three main reasons. The most recurring reason was 

that some students did not feel the ‘need’ to own computers. Some majors, such as human 

resources, did not call for a great deal of computer use for their courses. If these students did 

need to use computers, they could easily borrow their roommates’ machines. Some students 

did not want to buy computers simply because they feared they might spend too much time 

on non-study related activities (e.g., surfing, gaming) which would undermine their study. It 

was mentioned that some parents refused to buy computers for their children for the same 

reason. The last reason was financial difficulties.

Although quite a few of Y03 interviewees commented that the computer was not ‘a must’, 

they did feel a greater deal o f convenience after owning computers. Nevertheless, they did 

not think students who did not own computers suffered much loss:
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^  ‘Although computers are used very often, most time it is fo r  playing games or 
watching film s fo r  which we can share the use o f  computers. ’ 

y  ‘They may get some university news or information slower, but they may gain more 
because they have more time fo r  study while most students with computers are just 
watching film s and playing games. ’

Both cohorts o f interviewees reported that they used computers very frequently. Y02 

students mostly used them for accessing learning materials their tutors put online, although 

some also mentioned using computers for entertainment such as reading news and playing 

games. The following was a typical quote from the interviews with the Y02 cohort:

'y ‘Many tutors have their own courseware, websites and even FTP sites, etc., so they 
often tell us in class: i f  you can’t catch up with what Pm saying now, you can access 
my courseware online and learn more there. There are a few  computers in my 
dormitory room, and they are highly utilised. ’

In contrast, Y03 students did not think computers enjoyed any major use in their study. 

They recognized the importance o f computers for their study, but they still mainly used 

computers for recreational activities, such as news, BBS, chat, email, and games. The only 

exception was the students who were studying computing or electric engineering courses for 

which they had to write programs or use simulation software on computers frequently. Most 

interviewees reported that they would use computers more for study when it was the exam 

time. They would try to access their tutors’ online courseware as well as searching for extra 

learning resources. For example:

y  ‘I t ’s exam time now, so I  start to use the online courseware more, and often search 
fo r  literature fo r  my dissertation as well. However, the computer is not used very 
much fo r  study purposes at other times, and the other courses ’ online courseware 
are all static webpages ’.

It seemed that most of the E-leaming materials they encountered were not motivating enough 

for them to access them regularly. Nor were they an integrated part of their courses which 

would compel students to access systematically. Students would, therefore, not pay much 

attention to them until it was exam time.

The interviews also revealed that the University had a tiered charge system and manual 

network configuration switch for using the intranet and the Internet (as mentioned in Section 

4.19.1). Therefore, both groups of interviewees felt that to go beyond the university intranet 

was both expensive and inconvenient. However, from the 2004 academic year, the 

University had stopped charging for the intranet. Yet, students still had to buy ‘cards’ for 

using the Internet, and similar to telephone cards, those cards would expire within three
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months after purchase. Therefore, they still generally felt the charge for using the Internet 

was ‘not very reasonable’, and the procedure for switching between networks was ‘a lot of 

trouble’. Besides, due to the limited server capacity, the speed o f the Internet was always 

very slow. Although many Y03 participants reported they knew how to bypass the Internet 

charges by going through proxy servers (to some extent, this showed Y03 students were 

more IT literate than Y02 students), on the whole, all the students tended to use the intranet 

most of time, and only accessed the Internet when truly necessary. They suggested if the 

University could charge a fixed fee for using the Internet as well, they would be using it 

much more often.

6.3. Learning M edia and Resources

When asked what they used to assist their English study apart from their coursebooks, the 

interviewees mentioned a small range of resources they regularly utilised. The most popular 

was English films. Films were found to be very useful because they usually have both 

Chinese and English subtitles. Most students reported they would watch a film on a 

computer with English subtitles first and then switch to the Chinese subtitles. Such easy 

manipulation o f digital materials was an obvious aid and attraction to students:

>  7 sometimes watch English film s or documentaries ...A t the beginning, I  might fee l 
it very difficult ..., but after several times, I  would fee l I ’ve ‘gone into’ it and fee l 
much better. ’

y  ‘Most film  discs provide both English and Chinese subtitles which are at my own 
control. I  fe e l much easier this way. ’

The second important kind of resource was audio materials, such as English songs, news, 

lectures, and speeches. Although Y02 students mentioned obtaining video and audio 

materials on CD-ROMs (e.g., film discs, music albums, or English magazines with 

digitalised content), the majority of both Y02 and Y03 groups preferred to obtain resources 

from online sources. For example, they found there were not many English-speaking radio 

programs accessible through the radio, and TV programs were on the other hand too 

restrictive on time and location, especially when most of them did not have a TV in their 

dormitories. However, they could access online radios and TV channels much more easily 

and more at their own control since a vast amount o f radio and TV programs are stored 

online for downloads. The students were aware that there were plenty o f audio/video 

materials on the university intranet that they could download for free. Sometimes they 

would surf the Internet for news or information written in English, too.
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The online courseware materials from tutors of other subjects were also of help. Since most 

courseware materials were in English (some courses were even taught entirely in English), 

the students felt they were to some extent conducive for their English learning. Printed 

reading materials, except coursebooks, were the least attractive to the students. Many of 

them seldom read English books or newspapers. They found them either too difficult to 

understand, or too time-consuming as one would have to set aside a certain amount o f time 

and could not do other things while reading.

The most interesting phenomenon emerged was related to the audio resources. In Y02 

interviews, many interviewees mentioned using cassette tapes and their walkmans as 

effective devices to access audio materials. In contrast, in Y03 interviews, none of the 

interviewees mentioned tapes; instead, they mentioned mp3 resources and the ease of 

downloading audio materials from the networks and play them on their portable mp3 players 

wherever they went.

6.4. NCE Online Use

The questions about students’ use o f NCE Online revealed three important findings.

Use Frequency

Although the questionnaires have already shown that NCE Online had been apparently 

underused, the interviews revealed in more depth how and why it was the case. The students 

generally felt the design of NCE Online was good, or ‘pretty’. They also appreciated that the 

comprehensive environment offered ‘a rich source for learning materials’, and ‘it is 

convenient in a sense that you can keep studying even when back at home, plus the multi- 

media features give more sensory stimuli which will help us memorise more effectively’. 

When Y02 cohort was interviewed in 2003, a fair proportion of them reported using NCE 

Online occasionally, and some genuinely felt its usefulness and used it more regularly than 

the others.

>  ‘Usually after I  have worked on the new words we ju s t learned, I  will go to play 
‘Word Games ’. When I  have time, I  will also watch some film s and listen to the 
songs in there. ’

>  ‘I  use ‘Word Games ’ very often. When I  have nothing else to do, I  play the English 
songs. Sometimes, when we need to prepare fo r  the after-class reading passages, i f  I  
don’t want to look up new words in my dictionary, I  ju s t go to NCE which gives 
sentence translations o f  the passages. Because I  have a computer to myself, I  use 
this quite a lot. ’
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Nonetheless, many students tended to use NCE Online just for the sake o f English tests.

>  ‘I ’ve been using NCE Online very often recently because o f  the vocabulary test. I  
mainly play Word Games. I  think this is a good part. I  can memorise words better 
after playing the games. ’

>  ‘I ’d  access it when i t ’s near exams. I  would go to do some vocabulary exercises 
there, e.g. Word Games. ’

>  7  seldom use NCE Online. Only when i t ’s near the exam time, when the teacher 
reminds us o f  it will I  access it to do some vocabulary exercises. ’

One group even mentioned that they would start using it soon because their English teacher 

had said that use o f NCE Online would be counted towards their fmal marks. Further, the 

Y03 interviews revealed an even more serious underuse. Most o f Y03 interviewees rarely 

used it, and some barely knew its existence. There were some common reasons for the 

underuse, but there were also some differences between Y02 and Y03 cohorts which could 

be related to their different levels of IT familiarity.

Both cohorts felt that learning through computers was not as convenient as books, although 

convenience and flexibility is almost the most advocated advantages o f E-leaming. The 

participants reported that their dormitories were too noisy to study in, and the computer labs 

were even worse with the ‘awful, dizzying’ air in there. Therefore, they mostly did study in 

open-access classrooms where there were no computers. Since the questionnaires found that 

among the computer owners the vast majority had desktops only, they could not access NCE 

Online in their preferred study places— the open-access classrooms. The interviewees gave 

some very illuminating comparisons as follows:

>  ' ...sometimes when I ’m doing self-study in a classroom and I  come across 
something I  want to look up in NCE Online, but there’s no computer in there, so I  
can ’t go to NCE Online right then. By the time I  get back to my dormitory, I  may 
have forgotten it already. So i t ’s not very convenient to use really. ’

>  ‘I t ’d  be good i f  it can be accessed through something like a Walkman. ... Computers 
are ‘tied to ’ one place, so you have to stay in a certain place to access it. ’

>  ‘It restricts where I  can study. I  will have to stay in my dormitory all the time to 
study through NCE Online, but I  don’t like to stay in my dorm all the time. I  fin d  
books more convenient. ’

The inconvenience was also partly because the networks seemed to be unreliable and some 

technical designs o f the NCE Online system, such as the lengthy flash animation prior to the 

login window, hindered the connectivity even further.

>  ‘It looks very nice at first sight and you fee l like you ’d  be using it very often, but in 
fa c t you have to switch on computer, go to that webpage, and login, i t ’s not very 
convenient. ’
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>  ‘I ’ve tried to make it quicker to access, e.g. I ’ve put a shortcut on my desktop, but 
still the animation before the login and login itself can take a while. ’ 

y  ‘The NCE Online window takes up the whole screen. Unless you get out o f  it first, 
you can ’t do anything else at the same time. ’ 

y  ‘... i f  you listen to something on a tape, you only need to press one button, but i f  you 
want to listen to materials in NCE Online, you have to switch on the computer and 
login which will take about 4-5 minutes. ’

An evident distinction between the two cohorts was that several from the Y02 group 

expressed their aversion to such a form as online learning while no Y03 interviewees had 

such sentiment. One o f Y02 interviewees asserted she did not like this method of learning at 

all, while a few others suggested that they were not used to it and tended to find the 

traditional means more comfortable. For instance,

y  'I f  I  had to sit at a computer fo r  a long time to read them, my eyes would become 
really sore. But books are easier fo r  eyes, and there’s no restraint, I  can carry it to 
anywhere I  want to read them. ’ 

y  ‘Probably i t ’s  because we are not very used to this method because i t ’s different 
from  our traditional way. We prefer to mark or make notes while reading and think 
we can remember better by doing so, ... and also reading a screen does make eyes 
sore. ’

y  7  still tend not to use computers. 1 prefer to read magazines or listen to tapes, etc. 1 
prefer printed materials. Computers are not good fo r  eyes, plus as soon as I  switch 
on a computer, I  will be more tempted to do other things rather than study. ’

In contrast, Y03 students seemed to have taken ICTs for granted more intuitively in their 

study, although they still varied in terms of the amount of E-leaming they would like to have. 

The main reasons for their underuse of NCE were:

1) NCE Online was almost unknown to them. Their tutors did not use it or only used it 
occasionally in class, and neither did they encourage their students to use it after 
class. The students suggested NCE Online should do some advertising to make 
more students aware of its existence.

2) Time pressure was a repeatedly mentioned drawback. Most students reported they 
had very heavy workload due to the new 4-term system. Some students even had 12 
classes a day, as well as some social work commitments. As one student pointed 
out, ‘Comparatively, the College English course does not pose as much pressure as 
my other courses. I ’d be failing them as soon as I don’t work hard enough, but 
English is not that obvious, so I spend a lot more time on the other courses and 
naturally don’t have much time for using NCE Online.’ Many students reckoned 
that to really make use o f such a comprehensive learning system would be very 
time-consuming.

3) When NCE Online was being upgraded to a newer version in 2004, the availability 
o f the system seemed to have become even more problematic. Most students 
reported that they were very quickly discouraged by the accessibility difficulties 
even though they (or their tutors) were very keen on using it at the beginning.

202



Chapter 6: Student Interviews Part I: Student Interviews

Nonetheless, the root of the problem lay more likely in learners’ motivation besides the 

reasons listed above. Both Y02 and Y03 students felt what NCE Online offered was not 

attractive enough. First o f all, because NCE Online was built entirely upon the coursebooks, 

many students felt it was too similar to the coursebooks. On the other hand, as 

aforementioned, students thought their paper-based textbooks were much more accessible 

than the online system. On the other hand, because it was too similar to the coursebooks and 

provided detailed explanations and translations for the texts, many students found it boring 

and unchallenging.

A 7  seldom use it because I  think the content in NCE Online is mainly from  the
coursebooks. 1 ’m not saying that the materials in the coursebooks are simple, but it
has been used fo r  so many years, the content is a bit ‘dead’ to me. ’

>  7 didn ’t like the fac t that all the explanations are there. ’
>  ‘Personally I ’m not very used to using things from  textbooks. I  prefer to look fo r  

materials fo r  m yself outside class. ... the content o f  NCE is not very attractive to 
me. ’

Secondly, most students pointed out the extra resources in NCE Online were not updated 

very often and were not interesting or entertaining enough. Especially, they did not think 

there were sufficient ‘English For Fun’ resources and the existing content was too old to be 

motivating. For example, one student said, ‘The radio programs I listen online are updated 

every day. Also, newspapers are quickly updated as well. So I seldom use NCE Online.’ 

Another student suggested, ‘I think NCE Online should not try to be all-inclusive. It 

shouldn’t just have a little bit of songs, a little o f movies, etc. It must have its own 

specialities. Only when it has something special to offer would students want to go there.’ 

What resources are more desirable to them has been discussed in the analysis o f Q02 (2004).

Utilised Features

For those who had more or less used NCE Online, it seemed the features most o f them 

utilised were related to vocabulary acquisition and listening. A majority of them used ‘Word 

Games’ to enhance their vocabulary learning, and they liked the functionality that all the 

texts in the ‘NCE’ module had read-aloud audio alternatives. In addition to the listening 

exercises, the video/audio materials in ‘English For Fun’ were also considered good listening 

practice.

>  ‘I f  we want to be lazy, we can ju st go to NCE Online, and it will read these passages 
to us, so we can improve both our reading comprehension and listening abilities at 
the same time. ’
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^  ‘I f  I  have time, I  will go to NCE Online’s ‘Reference ’ which helps me memorise 
vocabulary. I f  I  don’t have much time, I  will go to ‘Listening’ and then at the same 
time do some other work. ’

Although NCE Online looked complex and deterring at a glance, a few students in the Y03 

group reported that the more they delved into the system the more they found it useful. 

Therefore, the system was not lacking of useful resources, but rather it lacked some initial 

impetus which would raise students’ interest and in turn ‘push’ them to explore more helpful 

features of the system.

Online Community

Given the importance o f communicative interaction in SLA, online communication is 

supposed to be one of the most effective means to improve speaking fluency in modem 

TESOL education. However, the ‘Online Community’ module seemed to be the least 

noticed feature in NCE Online. It was a platform where students could either post messages 

in a fomm or have instant chat (text-based) with others. Most of the students had never used 

or heard o f it, only a few had looked into it, and even fewer had contributed anything to the 

discussion or chat. Several Y02 students simply did not like the form o f online 

communication:

>  ‘I ’m not keen on this type o f  communication, no matter it is fo r  English study or fo r  
other purposes. I  don’t like online discussion or chatting, I  fe e l the ‘flavour ’ has 
been changed in that kind o f  environment. I  still think face-to-face talk is the most 
ideal. ’

y  ‘I  prefer face-to-face communication. For online communications, you use hands 
to type, which doesn 't give the right feel. Face-to-face communications can truly 
practice your oral English. ... I  seldom use them [CMC tools], but I  will try more. ’

In contrast, a student who had been using CMCs regularly in his daily life found both forms 

of communication effective in practicing English.

>  7 use online communication quite a lot, ... They both have advantages. Face-to-face 
communication is more direct, while online communication can become writing 
practice i f  done in English and have some other advantages too. ’

However, the most important reason for the fallowness of the online community area was its 

lack of purposes or contexts and thus its lack o f participants. One student’s comment almost 

summed up all the problems:

>  ‘I ’ve used it and also posted messages, but I  fee l it is different from  normal 
discussion forums. None o f  the students around me would consciously go to ‘Online 
Community’ to read and post posts when they have free time. ...In  there, usually you  
post a message, and after a week, someone else may log in and respond to your
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message. Therefore, the exchange speed is really very slow. So i t ’s completely 
meaningless. This idea o f  online community is good, but there are too few  people 
using it, and it doesn’t have a very good uniting power. ... It doesn’t serve any 
purpose at all. ’

When asked what would make them want to make use o f ‘Online Community’, the 

interviewees made several suggestions. First of all, it has to create some purposes— topics 

about which people want to discuss. It was pointed out that there were already some popular 

online English discussion forums that students could access easily. One student suggested 

that NCE Online could create several forums with different themes so that students could 

choose to participate in the topics of their interest. Secondly, since it is a place for practising 

English, participants of higher proficiency are needed to motivate the less able learners to 

join. As one student suggested, ‘If  people there were all of high English level, I would very 

much like to go there.’ Thirdly, tutors’ participation and guidance would be very motivating 

for students. It was speculated that with tutors’ guidance, more students would want to join 

chatrooms or forums, and thus create a lively environment which would in turn attract even 

more participants. One student commented, ‘I think there must be a teacher who can guide 

discussions. In that case, I would love to participate.’

The majority o f the interviewees agreed that it was a good idea to have an online 

communication platform to practice English either synchronously or asynchronously.

>  ‘We need such a place. You can practice speaking with people you d o n ’t know when 
you want to practice but people around you don’t have time. ’

Some students felt NCE Online should be characterized by voice chatting tools since there 

were already many other text-based CMC sites on campus which were more popular than 

NCE Online’s ‘Online Community’. If  ‘Online Community’ became more popular through 

its uniqueness, many students felt it could be a very helpful tool and would like to participate 

more.

>  ‘I t ’s good to have a platform, especially a big and popular one. On the one hand, it 
can allow a lot o f  people to contribute resources fo r  others to share. On the other 
hand, it can create an atmosphere. There are usually very few  people around you 
speaking English, but i f  you get online and realise there are so many people trying 
to learn and speak English, you ’d  fee l a kind o f  pressure. ’
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6.5. Usefulness of E-learning

Regardless of the disciplines they majored in, all the interviewees indicated high confidence 

in using computers. Although they admitted they were only familiar with some applications 

very superficially and lacked knowledge about hardware, they were all affirmative of 

learning new skills quickly and solving technical problems for themselves. They confirmed 

that they had become more IT-literate after a year’s frequent use, however, study use only 

had very limited contribution to this competence increase. Most o f them did not think they 

tried to use computers more for their study as they became more skilled. A comment with 

great insight was:

>  ‘The improved computing skills are not necessarily applied to studies. It largely 
depends on the curriculum. Those more advanced courses may require more 
computer use, but right now our study is still very passive. ... We mainly ju st follow  
teachers ’ instruction during the first and second years o f  study, so computers are 
only complementary. But when we reach a higher level, we may have to study more 
independently [through computers]. ’

Nor did the students find computers more and more useful in their study. It seemed the 

usefulness of computers and their increased use in students’ daily life did not have a halo 

effect on their study use. Many of them said that they had thought they could not work very 

well without computers originally, but after they got computers they did not feel they were 

of too much use in their studies. Apart from accessing tutors’ courseware, the most useful 

function o f a computer was said to be searching for ready answers or solutions to their 

course assignments or exam topics which had been contributed by their peers. In the end, 

they generally felt books were still more dominant a medium than computers in their studies:

>  '[Computers are] somewhat helpful, but can’t really tell how much. However, we 
w on’t fee l very comfortable without them either. Because w e’ve been reading from  
books since we were children, we are still not used to reading from  the screen. 
Maybe we ’11 get more used to doing that in future. ’

6.6. Usefulness of CALL

While acknowledging computers could be very useful in some aspects, most students 

thought they only brought moderate benefits to their English study. The students were aware 

that there were abundant English learning resources made available by ICT, such as software 

that helps memorise vocabulary, enthusiastic English learners’ discussion forums, and 

downloadable films. Two interviewees mentioned they felt considerable improvement after 

they had been watching the popular sitcom ‘Friends’ regularly. However, more students
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realized that to gain any genuine benefits was still largely dependent on individual 

differences, such as learning preferences and effort put into English study. Here are two 

representative perceptions on the usefulness of CALL:

>  ‘Not much help. It depends on individual study habits. 1 don’t like reading anything 
on the screen. I  prefer to read or search fo r  printed materials. ’

r- 'It is o f  some help, but not too much. Computers and the web offer a lot o f  resources, 
which would have been available without such technologies. ’

Favourite English Learning Mode

Y03 interviewees were asked to choose a favourite among five learning modes: classroom 

learning only, traditional learning with CALL in class, traditional learning with CALL after 

class, learning via CALL with online tutor instructions, and learning via CALL without a 

tutor. Most students chose either the second or the third as their favourite learning mode. 

One student preferred to self-study with CALL completely, explaining:

>  ‘Right now a teacher is facing more than 40 students in a class. You can hardly 
learn anything in class. ... Classroom learning would be much better i f  the teacher 
was only dealing with 5 or 6 students in class. I f  that was the case, then I  would 
prefer to go to class. ... There are plenty o f  resources on the Web. As long as you  
make the effort, you can self-study very well. ’

There were a similar number of students who preferred either the second or the third mode. 

Both types o f students valued classroom learning and felt it was indispensable in their study. 

However, the students who favoured the CALL and in-class tutoring mode typically 

commented:

'y ‘I f  I ’m [learning] on my own, I  probably w on’t go and use the CALL system. I t ’s 
much better with the teacher’s leading. ’ 

y  ‘The combination o f  the two in class would be more effective because the online 
CALL system is a good auxiliary with its audio and visual presentations. I f  left to 
study with it after class on my own, I  might fin d  it difficult. ’ 

y  ‘Self-study online is a kind o f  pressure. ... I  prefer classroom because i t ’s been like 
that all the time. In class i f  you have a question, you can get an answer from  the 
teacher face-to-face very quickly. It wouldn ’t be as smooth online. ’ 

y  ‘With CALL in class, the lesson becomes more interesting. ... I f  I  had to study on my 
own, it would take me a very long time to go through one unit, so i t ’s better to have 
both in class. ’

y  ‘I t ’s more efficient to communicate with the teacher in class than learning on my 
own. Online learning can only be an auxiliary. ’

The reasons they offered highlighted some important learning characteristic of Chinese 

learners which was also reflected in the learning style analysis. The quotes here manifested 

an apparent concern about correctness and a strong reliance on teachers and traditional ways

Chapter 6: Student Interviews Part I: Student Interviews
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of learning. In contrast, the students who favoured after-class CALL indicated something 

different:

>  ‘After-class CALL learning is a lot more flexible. It is more interactive in class, but 
with self-study, I  can have my own understandings and a variety o f  forms to learn. ’

y  7  like to look fo r  things I ’m still not good at on the Web. I  will study them as soon 
as I  come across them. In that way, I  w on’t need to spend too much time on them if  
the teacher mentions them in class. ’

> ‘Teacher’s guidance is essential. ... She may show you some better learning 
strategies, which you may never realize when you study on your own. ... As fo r  
listening and speaking, it is very good to practice them after class. ’

y  ‘What is learned in class is very limited. Teacher only mainly covers the texts (and 
grammar), the rest is still all dependent on ourselves ’

These quotes showed that although the students who preferred the after-class CALL mode 

also showed reliance on teachers’ instructions to a certain degree, they were much more self

directed in choosing learning content and strategies. However, the interviews revealed that 

there were slightly a few more teacher-dependent students than self-reliant ones. Those who 

were more autonomous apparently preferred the classroom to be where they could interact 

with the teacher and other students and thought they could leam equally well through CALL 

after class. There also seemed to be an agreement that listening and speaking were the two 

aspects the autonomous learners would like to enhance through CALL on their own. For 

some students, NCE Online changed their views on E-leaming to certain extent. One student 

said that he had been very much against teachers using courseware in class, but NCE Online 

made him realize that it was a good self-study tool and he could leam by himself just as well. 

Another student also agreed that NCE Online improved his learning efficiency and started to 

hold positive attitude towards E-leaming because of it. On the other hand, the more 

dependent students would prefer every form of learning to be done in class where they felt 

reassured that they could get teachers’ instructions and feedback instantly and could be 

‘prodded’ to leam with the teacher and classmates around them. Since an online 

environment such as NCE Online could make some parts of their learning more interesting 

or effective, they would rather have it used in class than studying with it in their own time.

Peer Communication vs. Tutor Communication

Due to the intriguing finding from the questionnaires that students preferred to have CMC 

with their tutors more than with their peers, questions were asked in Y03 interviews to probe 

the reasons behind such a difference.

The students’ responses confirmed a general preference of communicating with teachers 

through CMC tools, e.g., email. The interviews revealed that the form o f communication
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students chose was mainly determined by the sense of social identity. Students felt equal 

among themselves, therefore, they ‘were not afraid of anything’ and would rather have face- 

to-face talk. Whereas, teachers were authorities that should be respected, so students tried to 

avoid ‘bothering’ teachers in person. Fortunately, as one student observed, ‘The best thing 

about network is it creates a sense of equality. You only see an ID on the screen and 

wouldn’t immediately attach it to an image of a teacher, so you’d feel more equal to 

communicate with him/her.’ In addition, the interviewees reported that their teachers were 

often unavailable in person, so email was the most popular method of communicating with 

their tutors or arranging a face-to-face meeting. Asynchronous online communication also 

allowed students sufficient time to ‘think over what needs to be said before sending it away’, 

thus reduce risks o f ‘disturbing’ or ‘offending’ the teacher unnecessarily.

Collaborative W ork

The questionnaires showed students were willing to do groupwork in class but would rather 

study alone outside class. Y03 interviews tried to find out more about students’ inclination 

for collaborative work.

It was indicated that the students were not particularly enthusiastic about groupwork. Some 

of them hardly had any collaborative experience in their English learning. They recognised 

the fact that they could learn from each other in collaborative work, but ‘it is not used very 

often in reality and it doesn’t seem to be that important in English study’. When doing 

groupwork in class, some students mentioned that their personalities played a crucial role. 

Often students in a group were all very introverted and quiet, and ‘it is not very interesting 

when everyone just keeps silent’. It was even more difficult to organise collaborative 

activities outside the classroom. However, it seemed collaborations could become more 

acceptable and beneficial when the types of activities were appropriate and after a certain 

amount o f such experience. For instance, one student’s reflection was very illustrative:

>  ‘Some groups in my class used to be very silent. ... [However,] groupwork can 
change its form  and improve. Especially after some acting activities, we worked 
together much better. In the past no one spoke whenever the teacher asked us to 
have discussions. The situation changed after the acting activities because everyone 
had to rehearse and speak out. As soon as we got familiar with one another, we all 
started to talk eagerly. It fe lt really good. ’

Therefore, when appropriate activities were organised successfully, it seemed that even the 

passive, introverted students would enjoy participating in collaborative work.
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Part II: Discussion

6.7. English Learning Experience

English Skills

The students’ English learning history varied from 7 to 19 years. Most o f them started the 

formal learning from secondary school (at age 11 or 12), while some had some informal 

learning from kindergarten or even earlier. In the most part of their formal learning, reading 

had always been the most trained skill. Therefore, few students felt they had problems with 

reading. However, many reported that, including those few who did regard reading as the 

most difficult area, reading was often difficult in exams not because they did not understand 

the passages but because they often could not understand the comprehension questions asked. 

On the contrary, speaking was normally the most neglected area in their previous education. 

Little wonder that it was considered the most difficult skill by many students. A sharp 

contrast existed between the students who had had a certain amount o f oral English practice 

prior to university and those who had not. The former confidently rated speaking as one of 

the easiest aspect while the latter were most likely to rate it as the most difficult.

A number o f students also regarded grammar and vocabulary as difficult. However, the 

interviewees’ explanations revealed that they were difficult not because they were difficult to 

understand but because they were difficult to be used appropriately in real contexts. After on 

average 7 years’ English study, most o f them had grasped a sufficient amount o f grammar 

and vocabulary knowledge. However, they started to find, in the large amount o f authentic 

reading required by the College English course, that there were a much greater number of 

vocabulary they had to acquire and even the use of the grammar and vocabulary knowledge 

they had learned in the past had become too flexible in real-life situations to manipulate well. 

For example, one interviewee mentioned that s/he had no problem using the vocabulary in 

daily conversations but felt difficult when it came to writing something formal. Nonetheless, 

grammar did not seem to pose a serious problem in their learning except in English exams.

When asked which skills they would like to improve most, listening and speaking appeared 

on the top o f the list. However, they seemed to serve different purposes in English learning, 

as students claimed that for exams they wanted to improve listening most while for real life
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it would be speaking. They were deeply concerned that there was not a conducive 

environment for them to be immersed in English use. Nobody around them spoke English, 

and they felt embarrassed to start speaking English. Most of them could not ‘open their 

mouths’ and they wished the teachers could create more opportunities for them to speak 

English more naturally.

Learning Resources

Apart from their textbooks, the most frequently mentioned learning resource was English 

films. The students were very quick to make use of the subtitle feature of VCDs and DVDs. 

English films are not only entertaining, but also a helpful provision of vivid, authentic and 

contextualised use o f linguistic and sociolinguistic elements. In addition, the technology 

nowadays enables verbatim subtitles in many languages for films on VCDs or DVDs. A 

common practice among the students was: they would usually watch films with the English 

subtitles first and then watch them again with the Chinese subtitles. Audio materials were 

very popular as well as video resources. However, because the students did not have TV sets 

or VCD/DVD players in their dormitories, they mostly used their computers for accessing 

these resources. Although CD-ROMs/DVD-ROMs were sometimes used too, they preferred 

to obtain audio and video resources from online sources as they were less restrictive with 

access time and place than radio or TV programs. They reported there was a massive 

reservoir o f recorded radio and TV programs on the University’s FTP site which they could 

access and select anytime they wished.

There was an interesting comparison of the media they used to access the audio materials 

between Y02 and Y03 interviewees. Many Y02 interviewees mentioned using cassette tapes 

and Walkmans as their portable devices for audio materials, however, none of Y03 

interviewees mentioned tapes, but they used mp3 resources which they downloaded from the 

networks with ease and played them on their portable mp3 players. This seemed to be a very 

clear case where the availability of the progressive technologies is changing the media and 

the pace with which learners acquire foreign languages. If Krashen’s Input Hypothesis is 

true about input being the sole cause o f language acquisition, then technologies are showing 

more and more potentials of providing ubiquitous access to input which learners can 

accumulate to a certain amount till one day they start to produce utterances as a result of 

acquisition. The students also mentioned that the online courseware materials from the other 

courses were also helpful. Most o f them were written in English, and some courses were
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even taught in English. Therefore, they became a very good direct source o f the language 

input besides the English course.

In general, paper-based materials, as an extra learning resource, seemed to be the least 

attractive to the students. However, as Q03 has shown, printed materials were still the most 

frequently used medium in students’ English study. Nevertheless, the most important reason 

the students chose to use books most time was their portability and accessibility, which did 

not mean it was necessarily their favourite medium. Quality-wise, paper-based resources did 

not seem to be the learners’ first choice.

Learning Styles

The questionnaires revealed the following two outstanding learning characteristics o f these 

Chinese learners, and the interviews offered more details about them.

1) Collaborative W ork

The interviews confirmed that the students were not particularly keen on collaborative work. 

It may have much to do with their personalities, according to some students’ reflection on 

their groupwork experiences. They often found each other very reserved in groupwork, all 

sitting quietly without any utterances. However, a more crucial reason for their reticence 

may lie in their lack of collaborative experience in their education. Some interviewees 

remembered that they hardly had any collaborative experiences in their English learning so 

far. Even though they could identify with the value o f collaborative learning, it did not seem 

to have been an important component of their study in reality. Nevertheless, there was also 

evidence that, after some interviewees received positive collaborative experiences due to 

their tutors’ appropriate organisation and intervention, they enjoyed and benefited from 

collaborative learning despite their personality differences. This suggested that collaborative 

work could become a more desirable form of learning for Chinese students if  teachers 

designed appropriate types o f activities and offered sufficient guidance. After an 

accumulation of positive experiences, learners might fully realise the advantages o f working 

with peers rather than alone.

2) Peer Comm unication & Tutor Communication

When it came to online communication, the students showed distinct preference for having 

CMC with tutors rather than with peers. The interviews probed the reasons behind this 

contrast. It was found that the students liked to have face-to-face communications with their 

peers because they felt equal among themselves. On the other hand, they looked upon their
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teachers as authorities who should be much respected. Therefore, it was not polite to 

‘bother’ their teachers in person. Luckily, the students felt that CMC tools created a sense of 

equality in that the teacher’s ID (often in numbers or avatar names) on the screen did not 

immediately bring up the authoritative image. In addition, asynchronous communication 

also would allow them enough time to think over what they wanted to say and thus reduce 

the risks of ‘disturbing’ or ‘offending’ the teacher. Also, the reality was their teachers were 

often unavailable in person, either. Therefore, online communication seemed to be the most 

practical and comfortable method to keep in contact with the teachers.

Attitudes towards English Learning

The questionnaires found the students’ interest in English learning had been declining over 

the time of their study. The interviews confirmed this and revealed students’ own views on 

their interest loss. Many students claimed that they were taking the English course purely 

because of the university exams and the CET 4/6 test. However, the loss o f interest was not 

rooted in all aspects o f English learning. The interviewees reflected that grammar and 

vocabulary were the areas they became uninterested in while interest in speaking and 

listening had generally increased. One typical comment from them was that the English 

teaching put too much emphasis on grammar learning in every stage o f their formal 

education and in exams so that they had become less and less motivated. It seemed that the 

overemphasis on acquisition of structural knowledge of the language dampened the students’ 

interest in learning it whereas they were still keen on enhance skills for using the language in 

contexts that were relevant and meaningful to them.

6.8. G eneral Computing Experience

The interviews confirmed several findings from the questionnaires. Firstly, the interviewees 

mentioned that most o f them did not own computers in the first year but they did in the 

second year. Y03 interviewees reported a higher rate of computer ownership than Y02 

interviewees when they were at the same stage of their study. However, the interviewees 

also emphasized that their peers who did not own computers usually did not feel a shortage 

of access to computers because they could share their roommates’ PCs very conveniently. 

The interviewees also explained 5 situations where a small proportion o f the students did not 

intend to purchase their own computers:

• They did not feel the need to have computers. Some majors did not call for heavy 
use of computers, e.g., medicine or human resources.
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• The students who did not have computers could use their peers’ PCs easily when 
necessary.

• They did not want to buy computers because they were afraid of getting into habits 
of spending too much time on computers on activities other than learning, e.g., 
gaming.

• Some parents refused to buy their children computers also for the fear that they 
would spend too much time using them for non-study-related activities.

• A very small number o f students had financial difficulties.

Although the interviewees all admitted that owning computers privately brought them much 

more convenience, they did not think those who did not own computers were at disadvantage 

at all. In fact, they might have been able to spend less time playing on computers and more 

time on study.

When both groups o f students reported high frequency of computer use, the Y02 group 

mostly mentioned using computers to access courseware and extra learning materials while 

the Y03 group did not think they used computers mainly for study. Y03 interviewees 

admitted that most time they used computers for recreational purposes, but they would use 

them more for study when it was exam time. A very important reason for their low study use 

was that they mostly had desktop PCs in their dormitories, but they did not like to study in 

their dormitory rooms. Most of them found their dormitory rooms to be too noisy as 

normally 4 or more students shared one room, and the computer labs were said to be 

inconvenient to access and unpleasant to stay in for a long time. Therefore, most o f them 

chose to study in the open-access classrooms where there were no computers. Another 

reason was the cost of using the Internet (see the previous discussion). Although from 2004 

the university has stopped charging for the intranet, students still have to purchase cards for 

using the Internet. Therefore, the costs and the network configurations for the Internet had 

deterred more extensive use of computers for study purposes.

The interviewees confirmed that they felt they had become more competent with computers 

after one year’s frequent use, and they were all very confident in learning new computing 

skills quickly and solving technical problems for themselves. However, they were aware 

that they were only very familiar with some common applications very superficially and 

lacked more advanced knowledge about both software and hardware. Most o f them did not 

think their increased IT literacy had much to do with their study use o f computers, and 

neither did they try to use ICT more frequently for study due to their bettered IT skills. It 

was pointed out that the frequency of computer use for study purposes was largely dependent
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on their subjects and curricula, e.g., the human resources majors did not need to use 

computers very much whilst more advanced courses often required more computer use.

6.9. NCE Online Experience

Despite a general positive opinion about NCE Online, most interviewees had not made much 

use o f it. Y02 interviewees reported using it occasionally, whereas Y03 interviewees hardly 

used it and some were even unaware of its existence. Many of them said they accessed it 

just for the sake o f English exams. Some students were going to use it more often because

their tutor had decided that their use of NCE Online would be included in the final

assessment. Corresponding to the questionnaires, the main reasons the interviewees gave for 

the underuse o f the system was:

1) The restriction of location. Since most of them had self-study in open-access 
classrooms, they could not access NCE Online whenever they wanted to study
English through it. Therefore, in general they felt their textbooks were more
accessible.

2) The availability o f the system. The unreliable network connection and the slow 
speed o f the network made NCE Online very difficult to access, which had 
discouraged most o f the users.

3) Unsuitable design features o f the system. Some features, such as the login process 
and the navigation buttons, were said to be not very user-friendly.

4) Time pressure. Again, the interviewees general felt that to study through NCE 
Online was time-consuming, and they would rather spare more time for other 
subjects o f priority.

5) Lack o f motivation. This was probably the fundamental reason. Many students felt 
the system was uninteresting because it was too similar to their textbooks while on 
the other hand their paper-based textbooks were much more accessible. They were 
bored easily because they did not feel intellectually challenged. In addition, the 
extra materials besides the textbook content were not updated very often and not 
seen as entertaining enough. Of course, their diminishing interest in English 
learning in general was also a contributing factor.

There was an interesting distinction between Y02 and Y03 interviewees in terms of their 

acceptance of this form of learning. Several of the Y02 group expressed their aversion to 

online learning while no Y03 interviewees indicated such dislike. To those who were not 

used to E-leaming, two of the major concerns were that they could not mark or make notes 

as they normally did with their textbooks and reading on the screens caused sore eyes. On 

the contrary, Y03 interviewees seemed to take ICT use in their studies for granted.

Nevertheless, some students genuinely felt NCE Online was useful and made regular use of 

it. In accordance with the questionnaire data, they reported that the more they got familiar
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with the system’s functionalities, the more useful they considered it to be. What they utilised 

most in NCE Online were resources for vocabulary acquisition and listening. Both the 

students and teachers’ interviews revealed that ‘Word Games’ received most attention from 

the students and the ‘English For Fun’ resources were considered useful but far less than 

sufficient and up-to-date enough.

What might need careful reconsideration was the ‘Online Community’ module in NCE 

Online. Most students never used it or heard of it. Several Y02 students did not like the 

form o f online communication at all. While learners’ attitudes towards text-based online 

communication played a crucial role in how much it would be utilised, the more prevalent 

reason for the lack o f interest was that it lacked meaningful purposes and contexts for 

learners to participate in. Elowever, Q02 (2004) showed that the students were in great need 

o f communicative activities. Most o f them were aware that CMC tools were capable of 

providing more communicative opportunities. Therefore, the interviewees made several 

suggestions as to how to make NCE Online’s communicative facilities more attractive and 

effective:

• It must create meaningful themes which students were interested in discussing about.
• It should consist o f enough participants of high proficiency level to motivate the less 

able learners.
• The students would be more likely to participate if there was teachers’ participation 

and guidance.
• There were already some popular online English discussion forums that the students 

accessed from time to time, so NCE Online should make itself unique from those 
forums by incorporating voice chatting tools.

Overall, the students were very positive of having an online English learning environment 

such as NCE Online. Similar to other Asian learners (e.g., Holmes 1998), many o f these 

students were unfamiliar with learning English with computer at first, but later enjoyed the 

experience. For some students, the use of NCE Online even changed their attitudes towards 

E-leaming materials from other subjects. However, it had not catered for their expectations 

and interests very well. Therefore, they would not be motivated to use it as an integral part 

of the study unless it became compulsory or more unique in ways of enhancing their learning 

and more relevant to both their personal life and learning styles.
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6.10. Usefulness of E-learning

Although the interviewees reported frequent use and very affirmative views on the 

usefulness of the computer, it did not bring a halo effect on computer use for study. Their 

perceptions o f the usefulness of E-leaming did not become more positive as they became 

more IT literate. In fact, many said that they had imagined they could not work very well 

without computers at first, but after they obtained computers they did not find too much use 

of them in their studies. It seemed that most o f the E-leaming materials provided to them— 

tutors’ courseware—were not designed with well-informed pedagogical considerations 

specific to each subject, but rather produced just for the sake o f using technologies. That 

was why they were mostly in the form of stand-alone e-lecture-notes or e-presentations. 

Little wonder that students were bored easily when they found the courseware o f almost all 

the other courses were in static webpages. The only two functions o f a computer in their 

studies seemed to be: a) to access tutors’ online courseware; b) to search for answers or 

solutions to their course assignments or exam questions which were contributed by their 

peers. Therefore, the students generally felt a very limited amount o f advantage o f E- 

leaming over their traditional learning methods. On the contrary, with the hardware and 

networking technologies available to them at that time, E-leaming demonstrated 

considerable less mobility than the traditional media, such as books and tapes. Not 

surprisingly, after one year’s E-leaming experience, the students’ evaluation of E-leaming 

helpfulness became less positive (as also shown in the questionnaire data).

6.11. Usefulness of CALL for English Learning

As with E-leaming in general, the interviewees revealed a disillusioned view on the 

usefulness of CALL as well. After the CALL experience in their College English study, they 

concluded that computers provided very moderate benefits for their language acquisition. 

There was a notion that they still believed in the potential helpfulness o f CALL that good 

designs may generate. For instance, they were still very positive about the advantages o f 

computers and networks as an immense reservoir of authentic English materials, and 

acknowledged that there was some helpful software in the market that did facilitate certain 

aspects o f their learning. However, they had not experienced a CALL environment that 

integrated the piecemeal beneficial designs into one unified system which was closely 

related to their English learning context and enhanced their learning considerably. Therefore, 

they were not clear as to what else CALL could do for them apart from what they had 

experienced, and were probably disappointed from their original expectations. More
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students also realised that the genuine benefits o f CALL would actually depend on their 

individual learning preferences and the effort they make for English study in general.

Since most students believed that CALL should be an indispensable component of their 

English study, how much of CALL would they like to have together with their more 

traditional classroom learning? The interviews revealed that the majority of them would still 

prefer to have classroom learning most time, and many feared that they would not be able to 

learn if  they were left to study through CALL without a teacher. However, there was an 

evident distinction between the more dependent students and the more self-directed ones in 

their choice of a favourite English learning mode. The more dependent students (the 

majority in the population) preferred CALL to be used in the classroom where they felt 

reassured with teachers’ instructions and feedback and they could have constant ‘prodding’ 

from their teachers and peer students. In contrast, the more independent students were much 

happier to have more time to learn through CALL after class. It was mentioned that one 

could hardly learn much in class where the teacher typically had to deal with more than 40 

students. The more autonomous learners were confident in learning equally well with after- 

class CALL and viewed the classroom as somewhere they could have more communicative 

interactions with their teachers and classmates. To these students, CALL was more flexible 

and individualised to suit their own learning styles and processes. In fact, the use o f NCE 

Online even changed some students’ perceptions about E-leaming in general. Some 

interviewees mentioned that they had rather negative feelings about teachers using 

courseware initially, but NCE Online made them realize they were capable o f learning on 

their own through E-leaming and it also improved their learning efficiency. On the whole, 

as was also shown in the questionnaire analyses, more students started to expect to have a 

larger portion o f E-leaming in their English study as their CALL experiences improved.
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Part I: Teacher Questionnaire

There were 83 teachers in total who were teaching College English at the time of this 

investigation. The questionnaire was handed out to the teachers on several occasions when 

the teachers were having their lunch breaks in the staff rooms.

7.1. Partic ipants ’ Background

Approximately half o f the 51 participants were teaching the first year students and half 

teaching the second year. Most teachers were in charge o f 2~4 classes o f students o f one 

proficiency level (from the lowest Band 1 to the highest Band 6), but a few teachers taught 

students at different levels, e.g., one class of Band 2, another class o f Band 3). The majority 

was teaching Band 1, 2, and 3, and only a few were teaching Band 4 and above.

As shown in the table below, the vast majority of the subjects were female (84.3%) and 

under 40 years old (90.2%).

_________ Table 43: Teachers’ Demographic Statistics___________
Gender Frequency Percent (%) Age Frequency Percent (%)
Missing 1 2.0 20-30 19 37.3
Female 43 84.3 30-40 27 52.9

Male 7 13.7 40-50 5 9.8
Total 51 100.0 Total 51 100.0

The teachers were divided into two teaching teams: one teaching the first year students and 

the other the second year students. They were then allocated to different teaching groups in 

charge o f different levels (from Band 1 to 6).

7.2. Computing Experience

Hardware & Software Resources

Questions were asked to find out whether the teachers had the necessary hardware and 

software resources at home if they wanted to use NCE Online. It was found that all the 

teachers except one had either desktops (66.7%) or laptops (7.8%) or even both (23.5%). All 

the computer owners reported having Windows systems on their computers. The systems on
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the teachers’ desktop computers were still mainly Windows 98 or 2000 (17 each) in 2003. 

Only 13 teachers had Windows XP installed on their desktops. In contrast, the teachers’ 

laptops had much more up-to-date operating systems. Laptops with Windows XP (66.7%) 

had distinctively outnumbered Windows 98 or 2000. Judging from their overall computer 

experience (will be presented later), this suggested that the laptops were acquired very 

recently. This was reflected in their use o f storage devices as well (as shown in Figure 19).

5 0 -

4 0 -
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Harddisks External Floppy CDs USB Zip Disks 
Harddisks Disks Sticks

Figure 19: Storage Devices

Apart from saving files in hard disks, many more people were using USB pen drives than 

any other devices. In fact, almost half of the teachers (N=21) had not used floppy disks 

which had been a popular storage device for some time in the IT world. In addition, a 

considerable number o f the teachers (N=27) were using external hard disks. Considering 

both USB drives and external hard disks were fairly recent technologies, such results 

indicated that there seemed to be a missing stratum in the teachers’ computer experiences. It 

seemed many of them had started using computers recently and had never used floppy disks 

but gone into the USB stage straight away. Also because o f the apparent flexibility and 

rewritability, USB sticks were much more popular with them than writable CDs. Since 

external hard disks and USB sticks had appeared when the majority of the teachers started to 

use computers, zip disks were almost unknown to these teachers.

Network connection and multi-media players were essential for the proper use o f NCE 

Online. The vast majority o f the teachers had access to networks, with about two thirds 

having internet access only and slightly less than one third of them having both the 

university intranet and the Internet. As the original research only intended to collect most 

general information about the teachers as complementary data to the students’ data, no 

question was asked as to how the teachers connected to networks. However, casual talks and
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the interviews with some teachers revealed that many of them were still using dial-up 

modems to connect to networks at that time. This partly affected access to NCE Online in 

general.

Computer Uses

The majority o f teachers used computers daily (76.5%). It was clear that 50%-100% of all 

computer use time was dominantly used for teaching purposes. 39.6% of them also used 

PCs fairly often for personal professional development, such as academic matters or research. 

However, computers were used much less for recreational purposes: more than half of them 

(53.1%) spent less than 30% of their computer using time on recreation. It may indicate that 

most teachers purchased and viewed the computer as a tool for their professional 

development, rather than an integral part o f their life in many aspects.

As for teachers’ use o f network in particular, Table 44 showed 51% of them accessed 

networks for 10 or more than 10 hours a week, and Figure 20 showed that they mainly used 

networks for emails and surfing for information. Hardly anyone used networks for shopping 

or personal businesses such as banking, and gaming was not very popular either.

Table 44: Weekly Network Use Time
Frequency Percent (%)

1-2 hours 8 15.7
3-4 hours 2 3.9
5-6 hours 5 9.8
7-9 hours 9 17.6
>=10 hours 26 51.0

Forum/Chat I Download I Business | Games 
E-mail Shopping Surfing

Figure 20: Network Use (Teacher)

However, the fact that only 10 of them used CMC tools such as forums or chatrooms (see 

Figure 20) may have particular implications. NCE Online was an enviromnent that 

attempted to create a learning community for students and teachers. If  the teachers were not 

familiar or interested in CMC tools, they could not be expected to communicate with their 

students often through such tools, let alone professional discussions or exchanges among 

teachers.
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ICT Skills

In order for teachers to make full use of E-leaming, their ICT skills are a very critical factor. 

These teachers’ proficiency with both hardware and software was investigated in the 

questionnaire. The teachers were first asked how confident they were in installing hardware 

and software in a computer. They could choose between ‘I can install it by m yself, ‘I ’ll 

need some help’, and ‘I ’ll ask other people to install it for me’.

Table 45: Installation Skills Frequency Table
"~~~~installation 
A bility^  —

Operating 
System (%)

Software
(%)

Printer
(%)

Scanner
(%)

Computer 
Parts (%)

Other People 52.2 24.4 34.1 46.2 86.8
Some Help 21.7 13.3 25.0 23.1 10.5

Self 26.1 62.2 40.9 30.8 2.6

Among installation o f operating systems, software, printer, scanner and computer parts, the 

teachers were most confident in software packages which 62.2% of them could install by 

themselves. The majority of them also believed they could manage to install computer 

peripherals such as printers and scanners either by themselves (40.9% and 30.8%) or with 

some external help (25% and 23.1% respectively). However, more than half o f them (52.2%) 

would have to ask other people to build operating systems, and most teachers (86.8%) would 

rather other people install hardware parts inside computers for them. This indicated that the 

teachers would not have too much difficulty if they should need to install some new software 

packages, but would need or completely rely on some professional technical help with 

hardware installation and the operating system itself.

How competent were the teachers in using computer software to help them fulfil tasks in 

their daily life and teaching? 12 applications were identified as skills they may need for 

classroom teaching and effective use o f NCE Online: ‘Word’, ‘Powerpoint’, ‘W inzip’, 

‘Excel’, ‘PDF Reader’, ‘Anti-virus software’, ‘Time scheduling’ (e.g., Microsoft Outlook), 

‘Scanning’, ‘Image editing’, ‘Audio file editing’, ‘Webpage editing’, ‘File format changing’. 

The teachers could rate their proficiency for these 12 applications from 1.0 (Never heard of 

or used it), 2.0 (Not proficient), 3.0 (Medium), 4.0 (Proficient) to 5.0 (Very proficient).

The teachers reported to be most proficient in word processing package Microsoft Word 

(Mean=4.45) and least familiar with audio file editing (Mean=1.63). Word was the only 

application whose minimum value was beyond 1.0, which meant every teacher had used 

Word. In contrast, ‘audio file editing’ did not have the highest value 5.0, which meant no 

teacher felt very confident in using software for this task. As Word and Powerpoint were the
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software every teaching group used to design lesson plans, it was no surprise that the 

teachers were very familiar with these two software packages. Only 4 applications— PDF 

Reader, Anti-virus software, Powerpoint and Word— scored a proficiency level higher than 

the average 3.0. Furthermore, except ‘Anti-virus software’, ‘Powerpoint’ and ‘W ord’, all the 

rest had positive skewness values which indicated a tendency towards the lower end of the 

proficiency scale. Some applications that would be beneficial for daily life as well as 

academic endeavours, such as scanning, file format change and time scheduling software, 

did not seem to be utilised very much. Even such common applications as Winzip and PDF 

Reader only just reached a mean of 3.0. In fact, the frequency distribution o f PDF Reader 

had a bimodal shape which indicated a polarized divide between teachers who were very 

familiar with PDF Reader and those who hardly used it.

On the whole, the teachers’ self-assessment indicated a generally low computer competence 

in many areas. In addition, it seemed, the more CALL-relevant an application was (e.g., 

audio file editing, webpage editing), the less familiar the teachers were with them.

Using the same 5-point Likert Scale as above, more questions were asked to let the teachers 

rate their competence for six specific network uses (as shown in the table below) which 

would be essential for using NCE Online or other online learning systems. The statistics 

revealed the following features of the teachers’ familiarity with network applications:

Table 46: Network Use Skillfulness
Network Uses Mean

Asynchronous Communication 2.38
FTP Transfer 2.40
Synchronous Communication 2.74
Email (Outlook Express) 3.60
Web Browsing 4.20
internet Searching 4.39

1) Information Retrieving

The majority o f the teachers were very confident in web browsing (Mean=4.2) and searching 

for resources and information (Mean=4.39), however, they were distinctively short of 

knowledge about FTP transfer (Mean=2.4) which was frequently mentioned by the students 

in the interviews as their method of sharing and retrieving resources.

2) Communication

The teachers were reasonably familiar with Outlook Express (Mean=3.60) which is a major 

email management program. Moreover, histogram Figure 21 showed that the teachers were
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either among the first one fifth (value 1.0) who had never used it, or those who had used it 

and had a fair knowledge because the value 2.0 (referring to ‘used but not proficient’) does 

not have a bar in the histogram.

Email (O utlook Express) A s yn ch ro n o u s  C o m m u n ica tio n  S y n ch ro n o u s C o m m un ica tion

Figure 21: Email Figure 22: Asynchronous CMC Figure 23: Synchronous CMC

Also clearly shown in Figure 22 and 23 was a lack o f familiarity with online asynchronous 

or synchronous communication tools (Mean=2.38 and 2.74 respectively). Figure 22 showed 

the distribution was distinctly skewed to the left, which meant the majority of the teachers 

were not very familiar with asynchronous CMC tools. Figure 23 displayed a U-shaped 

distribution with two obvious extremes, indicating many teachers either never used 

synchronous CMC tools (e.g., chatrooms, instant messengers) or had become very familiar 

with them. As there were evidently more teachers within the value 1.0 bar than the 5.0 bar in 

Figure 23, the overall mean value of synchronous communication was still among the lowest. 

Since almost all the teachers had access to networks, this may mean either a majority of 

these teachers had never heard o f such tools or showed no interest in using them. The latter 

was more likely because it corresponded with other findings in the next section.

7.3. Use of NCE Online

After the analysis o f the availability of computer technologies and the teachers’ computing 

proficiency, how they used NCE Online and what they thought of it were then examined.

How Much Was It Used?

Table 47 showed the frequency of the teachers’ opinions about how necessary NCE Online 

was for College English. Although more than half (56.3%) o f the teachers acknowledged 

that it was very necessary, the number o f the teachers who regarded it as ‘better than none’ 

(35.4%) or who were not bothered (8.3%) was not negligible either. This revealed that 

almost half of the teachers (43.7%) did not hold a very enthusiastic attitude towards this
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online learning environment. This was in turn reflected in their use frequency o f NCE 

Online. Shown in Table 47, teachers who had never used NCE Online (13.7%) actually 

outnumbered those who used it very often (11.8%). The vast majority either used it 

sometimes or several times in total only. Such a low rate of utilisation called for a more 

detailed investigation on the reasons behind it. They will be presented in the analysis of 

teacher interviews later in the chapter.

Table 47: NCE Online Use

Necessity Percent (%) Frequency Percent
(%)

Not Bothered 8.3 Never 13.7
Better Than None 35.4 Several Times 29.4
Very Necessary 56.3 Sometimes 39.2

Very Often 11.8
Every Unit 5.9

How Helpful Was It?

As aforementioned in students data, there were four main modules in NCE Online for 

teachers’ use: ‘NCE’, ‘English For Fun’, ‘Online Community’, ‘For Teachers’ (platform for 

teachers to manage students’ profiles and exchange with students or colleagues). The 

teachers were asked to rate the helpfulness of these four modules on a 5-point Likert scale 

with 1.0 being the lowest rating and 5.0 the highest.

Table 48: NCE Online Helpfulness
NCE English For Fun Online Community For Teachers

Mean 3.07 3.39 2.28 2.58
Median 3.00 3.00 2.00 2.00

The teachers’ responses to the four modules seemed to be very different. For ‘NCE’ and 

‘English For Fun’, they were generally positive (Mean=3.07 and 3.39 respectively, medians 

at 3.0). In contrast, ‘For Teachers’ was not seen as very helpful (Mean=2.58; Median=2.0), 

and ‘Online Community’ is even less satisfactory (Mean=2.28, Median=2.0). Overall, the 

teachers’ ratings o f the helpfulness o f NCE Online were not high. This was found to be 

positively correlated to the low use frequency o f the system (r=.41).

7.4. D esirable Features for NCE Online

Nine resources and functions which could be provided by an online system such as NCE 

Online were listed for the teachers to choose as their most desirable features: enabling lesson 

plan sharing, providing extra teaching resources, managing students efficiently, giving
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students prompt feedback, organising group learning activities, providing students with a 

self-study environment, providing computer-mediated communication with students and 

other teachers, helping reduce teachers’ workload. Table 49 listed the proportion of the 

teachers who marked each option out o f the total 51 teachers.

Table 49: Teachers' Expectations
Features Percent (%)

Lesson Plan Sharing 88.2
Extra Teaching Resources 84.3
Reducing Workload 82.4
CMC with Students 64.7
Managing Students Efficiently 60.8
Organising Activities 60.8
Student Self-study Environment 60.8
Prompt Feedback to Students 54.9
CMC with Teachers 49.0

In general, all o f the 9 features were desirable to the teachers to different degrees. 

Comparatively, the first three in Table 49 were much more sought after by the teachers than 

the other features. This suggested that most of the teachers expected the main function o f an 

online CALL system to be facilitating with lesson plan sharing (88.2%), providing extra 

resources (84.3%) and helping to reduce their workload (82.4%). All the other features were 

comparatively much less important, especially ‘Prompt Feedback to Students’ (54.9%) and 

‘CMC with Teachers’ (49%). In contrast, the students’ data has shown that they valued 

instant feedback most in a E-leaming environment. Professional discussions and exchanges 

through online forums or chatrooms were not very desirable to these teachers either. This 

corresponded with the earlier finding about the teachers’ low interest in utilising CMC tools.

When asked if  they would like to get some training on using NCE Online, 54.2% of the 

teachers thought it would be necessary but should be kept short, and only 14.6% regarded 

detailed, thorough training was needed.
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Part II: Teacher Interviews

College English Teachers

College English teachers were interviewed individually in 2003 (5 teachers in total) and 

2004 (4 teachers in total). As the majority of the College English teaching staff were female, 

there were only 2 male teachers among the interviewees. They were deliberately chosen 

according to their teaching experiences and students’ levels. Their teaching lives ranged 

from less than 5 years to more than 20 years, and some teachers had had other teaching 

experiences before they came to teach College English at this university. Their students’ 

English levels ranged from Band 2 to Band 6. Some teachers were interviewed at their 

homes in their spare time while the others were interviewed on their working days. 

Therefore, the interview times varied considerably, with some less than 30 minutes but some 

more than an hour.

7.5. Teaching M ethodologies and Objectives

All the students were learning English with a set o f textbooks called ‘New College English’ 

designed for 6 different proficiency levels. The textbooks were designed for a 

communicative language teaching (CLT) method. All the teachers claimed to be practicing 

with such an approach. However, the majority of them had undergone an evolution of 

teaching methods in their careers. One experienced teacher’s reflection on himself was 

probably the most representative of all:

>  7  have been changing all this time. When I  was teaching you1, the kind o f  concept I  
held then was completely different from  what I  think now. I f  I  was to teach that 
course again, I  would never teach you in that way. Nowadays, application has 
become more important in class, but when I  taught you, I  was ju st mainly teaching 
by ‘chalk & talk ’. However, this was not because I  had learned this methodology at 
university or somewhere, it was because my teachers had taught me in that way, 
therefore, I  taught you in that way too. Nevertheless, I ’m not saying this method is 
no good. It has its own advantages. ’

Some young teachers had also experienced major transitions in their teaching methodologies 

in the past few years. In the late 1990s, several universities in the same city were merged

1 This interviewee was once the author’s tutor.
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into this university. The College English teachers from the merged universities started to 

follow the same curriculum and use the same coursebooks as Zhejiang University. To those 

teachers, this had a great impact on their teaching. For example, one young teacher 

explained:

F ‘The impact is huge, especially after the merge. I  used to work on X  campus and we 
used coursebook X, but now we are using New College English. These two sets o f  
coursebooks are designed under different principles. New College English 
emphasizes speaking, and is topic-based, learner-centred. . . . I t  is more suitable fo r  
today’s university students with its contemporary topics and communicative 
activities. Whereas, coursebook X  does not have much speaking practice. ’

One teacher claimed that students’ response to such methodological transitions was positive:

>  ‘Teachers used to do a lot o f  talking while students listened and took notes, but now 
students participate more, which has livened up the class. Students have got a 
‘stage’ where they can demonstrate their knowledge, ability and interests. ... 
Students are no longer purely receptive, but have productive activities too. ’

Therefore, many teachers transformed their teaching into a learner-centred, communicative 

style partly because the global trend o f communicative teaching and partly because of the 

external forces such as the imposed communicative curriculum and textbooks. Naturally, the 

teachers showed a range o f teaching techniques based on their varied understanding o f CLT 

and variations in learners. Interestingly, the younger teachers usually identified themselves 

with this approach alone but those with longer teaching careers tended to report as having a 

‘mixture’ o f methods or an ‘eclectic’ approach. For example, two teachers with more than 

15 years o f teaching experience explained their choice of methodology as follows:

>  7 don ’t think I  purposefully utilise one particular teaching methodology. My 
teaching style is fairly eclectic. I  would teach according to the class context— the 
students, the textbook, the classroom, etc. I  don’t stick to a certain method. ’

F  7  have to say i t ’s a kind o f  mixture: everything is used. For example, i t ’s time fo r  
CET 4 test now, more attention is put on the explanations o f  grammar and 
vocabulary, but at other times, the development o f  communicative skills is more 
emphasized. ’

Almost every teacher mentioned shifting to a more grammar-translation type of method 

when it was near exam times. This reflected a disparity between the promoted CLT practice 

in the classroom and the skills actually tested in exams. It seemed both teachers’ practice 

and students’ learning strategies were directed by the assessment agendas. Little surprise 

that the students’ interviews also revealed their main objective was studying English for 

exams. After all, this retreat to some more traditional methods was not entirely out of 

accordance with teachers’ own language learning experiences.
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Moreover, a young teacher who had a strong belief in CLT said that, even though she seldom 

taught about grammar or translation, she also changed her tactics for students with different 

proficiency levels:

y  ‘Last year my students ’ English was obviously much poorer than this y e a r’s students, 
so there was more translation work. . . . I t  was not verbatim translation, rather, it 
was ju st to give students some background information and some directional content 
fo r  them to make conversations with. The students this year have better English, so 
I  ju st give them a topic, and they will start to talk about it among themselves. ... with 
these students, [I give them] mostly pairwork, or sometimes a whole-class 
brainstorming type o f  activities. ’

This view that students o f different levels should be taught with different methods was 

shared by quite a few more experienced teachers as well. That is, when students are at low 

levels, teaching should be primarily concerned with language structure— grammar and 

vocabulary'; but after students have reached a certain level, teaching can turn its concern to 

language use— speaking and writing. For instance:

>  ‘For students at elementary level, we should emphasize language input, such as 
vocabulary memorizing, grammar learning and reading, etc. Even i f  there is any 
oral practice, it should be very simple, not beyond what they have learned. 
However, after a certain point, especially at intermediate level or above, because o f  
the linguistic accumulation, communication can be trained to a higher level. ’

>  ‘We can start with more mechanic and static teaching and learning at an early 
stage. After w e ’ve reached certain levels, we will be able to become more flexible  
and dynamic naturally. ’

Almost every teacher believed all aspects o f language learning— grammar, vocabulary, 

reading ability, listening, speaking and writing— are very important and should be trained 

integratively. However, the teachers also showed differentiated focuses in their actual 

practice. Some put emphasis on speaking, some attached supreme importance to reading, 

and yet others rated listening as essential. They all agreed that grammar was usually not a 

problem for the students at this university, instead they seemed to have a ‘bottleneck’ 

problem with vocabulary. A lot o f difficulties arose in their reading, listening and writing 

because of this.

>  ‘Hardly any grammar problems. Although they make grammatical mistakes when 
speaking, they ’d  realize immediately and make corrections. They try not to make too 
many mistakes in their writing too. They are often aware o f  errors themselves, you
don’t need to point them out fo r  them The problem fo r  them is the application o f
vocabulary. There are a lot o f  words they don’t have chances to use, so they forget 
them gradually. Therefore, I  have to make every effort to create contexts fo r  them to 
use their existing vocabulary, trying to make it a usable resource. ’

>  ‘After they graduate from  high school, their vocabulary is normally less than 3000. 
After they enter universities, they suddenly need to learn a lot more vocabulary, so
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there is a bottle-neck effect. A second problem is even i f  they’ve acquired grammar 
and vocabulary well, they are not able to use them properly, but rather produce 
‘broken English ’ in speaking and writing. A very important reason fo r  that is the 
exam-oriented education. We can hardly change this situation right now, because 
we HAVE to have the national entrance exam. As long as there’s such an exam, 
there will be exam-based education. ’

Therefore, when asked how students could learn English effectively, most teachers 

mentioned acquisition o f vocabulary and their genuine use in different productive tasks as 

the most important strategy. Correspondingly, their teaching objectives also showed 

considerable common characteristics. For example,

>  7  think the most important thing is that the students can enhance vocabulary and  
reading comprehension ability after class on their own. In class, their speaking 
ability, the interactions and communications among them are more important. ’

y  ‘Two aspects: vocabulary and oral expression. I  consider both o f  them very 
important. I f  a student wants to negotiate with other students, or express more 
complicated feelings or emotions, he will need a large vocabulary. Otherwise, he 
will always stay at a survival-English level. ... To enlarge students’ vocabulary is 
one major objective o f  our College English teaching. ’

>  ‘...he [the learnerj has mastered the basic grammar and vocabulary in secondary 
school. Therefore, what he learns at university should be how to ‘use ’ the things he 
has mastered. I  think this should be the focus o f  our classes. ’

That was probably why some teachers were observed to be putting much (or even excessive) 

emphasis on vocabulary teaching in class, as one teacher reported:

>  7 had done some observations in some classes, and I  saw some more traditional 
teachers spent their entire class time teaching vocabulary, ... expounding words in 
class ju st like a dictionary. ’

Overall, teachers seemed to identify with the values of such a CLT-oriented curriculum, and 

were willing to apply it in as many circumstances as appropriate in their practice. However, 

they were also aware of the challenge ensuing from such a curriculum, especially those 

teachers from the merged universities who had to adjust themselves to both new textbooks 

and new ways of organizing classes. They had generally felt an increased workload, as one 

teacher explained:

>  ‘[CLTJ poses a higher requirement fo r  teachers and increases the amount work in 
lesson plans. ... Teachers used to only need to talk in class, but now teachers and 
students have to work together on activities. You ’11 have to think o f  what students 
may think in advance, collect the relevant background knowledge, and prepare fo r  
the questions students may ask. ’

In addition, due to a recent university reform policy on staffing, the number o f English 

teaching staff was cut down to almost half. Therefore, normally each College English
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teacher had to teach at least 4 classes (16 teaching hours/week) with about 150-170 students 

in total. The principles o f CLT— leamer-centredness and communication—were apparently 

more difficult to realize with such large classes without very careful planning and skilled 

classroom management. It may be inevitable that sometimes such principles would have to 

be discounted. Little wonder that the student interviews revealed a general dissatisfaction 

with the chances students could get to practice their English in class. One of the solutions to 

optimize teachers’ lesson plan preparation and reduce workload was the ‘collective lesson 

plan’ within different teaching groups (as shown in the teacher questionnaire).

7.6. S tudent Perform ance

A question was asked to see if  the teachers had noticed any changes in students’ performance, 

including language proficiency and classroom behaviour, in recent years. The majority of 

the interviewees agreed that there was a visible increase in students’ proficiency when they 

came to the University.

>  ‘Their proficiency level has risen a lot. ... I  remember before 1997, 1996 or 1995, 
there was no listening section in the English test fo r  the national university entrance 
examination. Therefore, the students’ listening was very poor then, so was their 
speaking. However, in recent years, especially after 2000, students ’ performance 
has improved a lot. This has much to do with the improved English teaching in 
secondary schools. They have put more emphasis on listening, which naturally 
brought along better speaking performance. Besides, the whole society has pushed  
this forward. The importance o f  learning English is stressed on all kinds o f  media, 
and there have appeared a big variety o f  resource books fo r  English learning. 
Therefore, the changes in the schools and the whole society have resulted in 
students ’ better English proficiency. ’

Students were also found to be slightly more active in class than the previous years.

>  ‘We definitely get students who are more active in class than those in the past. Many 
students couldn’t speak in class in the past, but the present students are ... much 
more willing to ‘show o ff. ’

However, a large number o f students were still characterised with their reticence and 

dependence on teachers, which considerably affected the effectiveness o f the communicative 

teaching practice that the coursebooks called for.

>  ‘Some students ju st like to express or show themselves off, and they don't worry 
about making errors, while others are more cautious, and they wouldn ’t advance a 
step unless they are 100% sure. My headache right now is that my students are not 
willing to speak up. They ju st think all the other students are ju st sitting there doing 
nothing, then they don’t want to do anything either. ... They are very engaged with
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the class, listening to me intently, but they ju st sit there very cautiously. Most time I  
can ’t wait any longer fo r  some o f  them to utter anything because o f  the time limit, so 
I  have to resort to appointing them individually to say something. However, as soon 
as you start to do that, it becomes a habit. From then on, they ju st wait fo r  me to 
appoint people to speak. ’

F  ‘As fa r  as my students are concerned, they are still inclined to be ‘fil le d ’. They may 
be interested in talking at the beginning, but after a while, they’d  lose their interest 
and return to the receptive mode. ... students would ju st sit there watch and listen.
I f  you ask a student to say something, s/he normally does not show much 
enthusiasm ’

While most teachers attributed students’ classroom behaviour to their personality and 

language ability, some also described other difficulties in encouraging students to really 

‘use’ the language. One teacher mentioned that students’ learning purposes played a 

decisive role. For example, the science students were usually not very concerned about 

speaking ability, but focused more on reading; whereas those who were studying business 

courses or were interested in communicating with foreigners would put more work into 

speaking practice. Two teachers also offered some insights on the social influences on 

students’ behaviour in English learning.

>  7 always have this worry that even though I  have tried all means fo r  students to 
practice under different situations in the class, it is still not realistic enough. For 
example, fo r  a lesson about supermarket, it would be much more useful i f  I  could 
ju s t take them to a supermarket where they have to speak English to get around, but 
o f  course such an environment is not available to us yet. Another problem is the 
students’ vision is very confined within their students environment. ... First, they 
d o n ’t have much social experiences. Second, their learning experiences are 
completely confined in the classroom as well. ... Most o f  them only look to their 
textbooks. ... They only study English as a subject fo r  exams. ... They don ’t ’ see a 
wider and longer-term vision fo r  their study, 

y  ‘1 think i t ’s a social problem. There are more and more ‘only child’ now. Some o f  
them are indeed very clever, but they ju st don’t want to do any hard work. However, 
some subjects (e.g., English) do need a lot o f  hard work, otherwise you can hardly 
reach the real top. ’

It seemed there was a lack of social environment where students could be immersed in the 

target language. Besides, being the ‘only child’ in their families, they would always get 

things done for them before they would have to start working for themselves. Their limited 

social experiences and lack of independence affected their motivation and expectation, 

which, together with learning styles and ability factors, also played a crucial role in 

determining their performance in the language classroom.
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7.7. Teach ers ’ Computing Experiences

The majority o f the teachers purchased or started using computers from the late 1990. The 

computers were bought mainly for work purposes, but interestingly the youngest interviewee 

reported buying a computer for daily life convenience. Their computers all had fairly up-to- 

date peripherals attached, such as printers, CD-Writers, USB pen drives, external hard-disks, 

microphones, speakers and scanners. They reported they were capable of installing 

hardware and software, and were familiar with the equipments in the classrooms. Their 

computers were all networked, some with the university intranet, some with the Internet and 

some with both. They normally used their computers every day. They were proficient in 

using common applications such as Microsoft Word, PowerPoint, web browsers and 

communication tools. However, they did feel they were not very competent in the more 

advanced applications which they did not normally use. When asked if  they would be 

confident in learning new computer skills when needed, their answers were all very positive. 

They also expressed their willingness to spend time attending computing training sessions if 

the training was genuinely useful for their work.

7.8. E-learning & NCE Online

All the teachers considered ICT very conducive for their teaching. They frequently searched 

the Web for resources for their lessons. One teacher mentioned that there were sufficient 

English learning materials on the university’s FTP site and there was hardly any need to look 

elsewhere for resources. Others also mentioned recommending the useful websites they 

found to their students from time to time. When computers and the Internet were 

unanimously acknowledged to be helpful in saving costs and providing rich resources, some 

teachers were doubtful o f the effect of equipping every student with a computer in the 

classroom.

>  ‘I ’m not against advanced technologies, but I  fee l it very frustrating when students 
all hide behind their computer monitors in class. Are computers really good fo r  
them? I  teach two classes, in one class every student has a computer in front o f  them, 
but the other class doesn’t have computers. I  fee l students concentrate more in the 
class without computers. In the class with computers, there are many distractions, 
e.g., suddenly students ’ screen became red. ’

It seemed sometimes ICT could be in the way o f effective teaching. They were probably too 

intrusive to be conducive for classrooms in many circumstances. Meanwhile, some teachers 

also felt they could not be as spontaneous in a computerized classroom as in an old-
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fashioned classroom. For example, they had to avoid having some impromptu thoughts 

which had to be written down to show students because typing the infonnation into the 

computer and projecting it onto the whiteboard was not as easy as scribbling on the 

blackboard.

All the interviewees held very positive attitudes towards NCE Online, even though some of 

them only used it several times. None of them had found it technically difficult to use. 

However, this could be due to the fact that many of the interviewees had taken part in 

building the online environment through inputting content into it. A few of them received a 

demonstration o f how to use NCE Online once, but most of them did not get any training. 

One teacher commented that most English teachers were relatively weak in technical areas. 

Without any training, the attainment would be very limited if  they were left to ‘grope along’ 

on their own, therefore, she suggested it be necessary to gather the teachers around for some 

intensive training.

It seemed most interviewees regarded NCE Online as a good after-class study tool, rather 

than an integral part of their classes, but they kept reminding their students to make use o f it 

from time to time.

>  7 have been using it. I  like it. I  think i t ’s good because it can help teachers. ... I  
think i t ’s very good fo r  self-study. ... O f course they can ask a teacher when they 
have any problems, but NCE Online has already offered good instructions and 
assistance fo r  all the reading in our textbooks, which is much easier to 
access. ...[The most helpful feature is] The ‘After-class Reading’. Because I  d o n ’t 
have enough time to cover much o f  after-class reading passages in class, I  ju st ask 
students to work on them in NCE Online after class and then I  check in class. Also it 
helps with the acquisition o f  vocabulary. ... The games have very vivid cartoon 
pictures, really cute, students will have deeper impression. ’

Some of them had been using NCE Online since it came into being, while some did not use it 

in class regularly for various reasons:

>  I  think it could be helpful fo r  teaching too, but somehow my class time is always 
very pressed and can’t fin d  time to use NCE Online with my students in class.

> ‘I ’ve already introduced it to all my classes. Two classes went well, but the third one 
didn't go very well because the network in that classroom was very slow and 
students had to wait too long, the fourth one was worse, the network in that 
classroom is not working at all. ’

> ‘As an assisting tool fo r  classroom teaching, I  think i t ’s very good. ... I ’m not using 
it this semester, because the network in my classroom never works this semester. ’

> ‘...the teacher-computer in my classroom is infected with all kinds o f  viruses, and  
there is no anti-virus software on it. ... When I  first tried to use the courseware in 
class, as soon as I  tried to load the page, the computer gave me a black screen, and
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this happened to every computer classroom. I  went to ask the technical staff, and 
they told us it was NCE Online’s fault. ... I  had to accept this explanation although 
it worked fine  on my own PC. Then one day, I  ignored the black screen and carried 
on with my lesson, after 10 minutes, the courseware was suddenly loaded! 1 
suddenly realized it was not that the courseware was not good, but that the 
computer’s RAM  was too small and couldn't handle the software promptly. ... I  
know there are lots o f  language resources on the university network ... but 1 am not 
able to show them either because I  can’t access the network from  my classroom. I f l  
want to access the Internet, I ’ll have to pay to get a login, but I  wouldn ’t want to pay  
that money. Therefore, it is really bad and I  fee l really frustrated. ’

This last quote clearly showed that even a fairly IT-literate young teacher like this 

interviewee was deterred by the inadequate facilities, poor technical support and network 

costs.

Most teachers said their students had positive responses to NCE Online. For example, one 

teacher said, ‘when I play something from NCE Online, they all watch quite intently, very 

concentrated.’ Some students would tell their teachers directly what they thought o f the 

system and what they were interested in, e.g., the word games. However, some teachers 

were not able to use NCE Online in class because some of their student groups were 

receiving lessons in computerized classrooms while some were in normal classrooms. In 

addition, they were aware that most students did not have computers in their first year, and 

there were some financially disadvantaged students, too. Their students also told them about 

the inadequate conditions in the open-access labs. Quite a few teachers expressed their 

concerns about the inequality that might ensue if  NCE Online was made a compulsory, 

rather than voluntary, part of the course.

>  ‘Many students told me that they don ’t have their own computers and have to go to 
computing labs to use computers. They will go there, but they fin d  it very 
inconvenient. ... [Having to pay fo r  using the networks] will discourage them from  
using it [NCE Online]. ’

>  ‘Another student told me that he doesn’t have a computer, but the university 
requires students to choose courses through the intranet, so he had to go to the labs.
He waited and waited fo r  a computer fo r  ages, and didn ’t succeed, so he went to an 
internet bar outside the campus to do that. However, even the internet bar was 
crammed with people, and he waited fo r  2 hours before he got a computer. ... a lot 
o f  them don ’t have computers, and there are some really poor students. ... I  don ’t 
want to make them fee l alienated, that’s why I  d idn’t make it a compulsory 
requirement. ... Some o f  my students can’t even afford to buy listening tapes. How 
do you think this can be solved? ’

While NCE Online was treated as a supplementary resource for voluntary access, the 

teachers were not optimistic about the real usage o f it by students.
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>  7 hoped that they’d  use it frequently. I  reminded them o f  it all the time last year. ... 
When you ask the students, they would tell you i t ’s interesting. But i f  you check their 
actual use record, you ’11 fin d  very few  students are using it as an integrative part o f  
their study. Students are all very purpose-driven nowadays. They’d  think since they 
can pass the exams without using NCE Online anyway, they would not make regular 
use o f  it. ’

>  ‘Students’ initial reactions were all quite positive. However, later on, ... whenever 
the intranet becomes unreliable, they have to wait or get dropped offline, wasting a 
lot o f  time, so they will become more and more impatient. ’

>  ‘I ’m not very confident in their autonomy. I ’m not sure they will really do that after 
class. To be frank, they do have a lot to do besides coming to this course. ’

When asked how they reckoned NCE Online could improve, many regretted that they had no 

idea in that they did not know about ICT well enough. However, with regard to what NCE 

Online already had, the teachers would like to see more updates for the extracurricular 

resources and some rethinking about the ‘Online Communication’ feature. They were aware 

that students were regular participants of some more popular English discussion forums 

elsewhere, but ‘Online Community’ obviously needed some redesign in order to trigger 

users’ interest. Nevertheless, there may not be a shortage o f teachers who were holding a 

view like this one:

>  ‘I f  you really want students to talk about something, you should do that in class. 
Discussions online w on’t help improve their linguistic capacity too much. ... [In 
online discussions] Their language is usually very short, ungrammatical and fu ll  o f  
symbols. I  think the biggest problem with online discussion is that you can ’t talk 
about a topic in depth. Especially, the more people take part in a discussion, the less 
in-depth it will be. ’

While the quality of online communication in the target language remained arguable, all the 

teachers realized computers were indispensable in their teaching now. However, they also 

maintained that ICT should only play a facilitative role and the teacher should still be the 

predominant force in language education. They suggested, in order to make NCE Online 

truly effective, it should become an integral part o f the course. Nonetheless, currently there 

were still many hindrances for this to be realistic even if  some individual teachers were 

willing to incorporate it into their classes as much as possible.
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NCE Online Development Team

In 2003, the NCE Online project leader was interviewed individually, and the development 

coordinator and the technicians’ team leader were interviewed together. The former lasted 

for about an hour while the latter about half an hour. Both the project leader (hereafter 

referred to as ‘PL’) and the coordinator (hereafter referred to as ‘DC’) were teachers from 

the College of Foreign Languages and the technical leader was a technician staff member 

from the College of Distance Education. PL was a senior staff, nationally renowned for her 

extensive teaching and research expertise in English education. She initiated this CALL 

project and her role could be described as collecting ideas, organizing, providing subject 

expertise, adjusting and suggesting directions, and securing financial support for the project. 

DC was a relatively young teaching member who mediated between the teachers and the 

technicians and managed the design of the whole system. Through interviews with workers 

from these three key aspects of NCE Online development, it was hoped that experience in 

developing such a large-scale online learning environment (OLE) in Chinese higher 

education could be learned in more depth.

7.9. NCE Online H istory

Timeline

The idea o f building an OLE for the College English course first started between 2000 winter 

and 2001 spring when a team of teachers were finishing compiling the first edition o f New 

College English textbooks. The leading editor o f the textbooks, who later became the 

project leader of NCE Online, had undertaken substantial discussion with the other teachers 

about the possibility of establishing an OLE to assist the use of these new coursebooks 

because the University Teaching Administration Office asked the college to set up a 

courseware project. However, PL recalled that the funding was very poor because the 

university only intended it to be a very small-scale courseware that would consist o f some 

exercises or a collection o f test practices. Later on, the College o f Distance Education who 

were aiming to deliver most of their courses online saw' the potential o f the original project 

and offered to fund it to be developed into a fuller, comprehensive environment. The 

Distance Education College also provided technical staff while the Foreign Languages 

College provided infrastructure design ideas, language pedagogical principles and content. 

About 20 English teachers and 8 technicians took part in the construction o f the first version 

of NCE Online. The teachers had already written up the scripts for the courseware in the
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2001 summer, about half a year before the technicians came in. Therefore, by the time the 

researcher started this survey about NCE Online, it had undergone more than two years’ 

development.

Objectives

Both PL and DC claimed that the primary goal o f NCE Online was to facilitate students’ 

English study.

>  PL: I t ’s impossible fo r  teachers to provide everything to students in class. [And] You 
have to take individual differences into account. ... I  think the best thing about E- 
learning is it can maximize the individual needs we want to accommodate.

y  DC: We hoped such a courseware can save students study time, increase their 
efficiency and interest in the subject.

It was mainly intended to be a supplement to students’ classroom learning. This guideline 

led the team to thinking about how to deal with the difficulties students had in their studies. 

They firstly considered it important to provide students with a wealth o f resources with low 

costs. Secondly, they recognized the primary difficulty o f all the Chinese EFL learners was 

vocabulary. Since the textbooks were popular in the country, their content could be useful 

resources for the OLE initially. As a result, the main component o f NCE Online— NCE— 

was the reading and listening content from the paper-version textbooks, supplemented with 

detailed grammar, vocabulary exposition and translation, and voice-reading for each 

sentence of the reading passages. The 20 teachers made a meticulous effort to input into the 

system the texts, translation, and voice-reading clips, and so on. In addition, a variety o f 

vocabulary games (‘Word Games’) were developed and a limited amount of video and audio 

entertaining materials (‘English For Fun’) were added. Ideally, the students could consult 

NCE Online if  they had difficulty in grammar or reading comprehension which their teachers 

did not have enough time to help with in class. Thus, NCE Online was meant to save both 

the teachers’ and the students’ time. In fact, a student could leam the whole College English 

course through NCE Online as the main content from the textbooks were all in the system. 

Therefore, the Distance Education College used it for their English majors and PL reported 

that they were in fact using it to a better effect and were very satisfied with it. Another 

objective, o f a much less urgency, was to facilitate teaching, to help teachers reduce their 

workload. As DC explained, ‘Since the teachers in the courseware development team had 

done so much work, we hoped the rest o f the teachers wouldn’t need to do these work any 

more so as to save them time through resources sharing. ’
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On the other hand, the technical team leader was asked about their technical objectives when 

developing NCE Online. He explained that the Distance Education College where he 

worked usually only developed static course programs which could then be burned onto CDs 

as stand-alone learning materials. As far as he was aware, the courseware that the University 

had developed by then were all static systems which did not normally involve databases. 

Therefore, initially, due to the time pressure, they were still trying to develop NCE Online 

into a system with static webpages. Later on, owing to a suggestion from a former College 

English teacher who was working in the E-leaming field in Canada, they realized that a static 

program would have to have specialised technicians to update it, whereas, in order to enable 

ordinary teachers to update for themselves they should turn it into a database-driven system. 

Hence, the technicians’ objective was to build a database-driven content management system 

which the teachers could manage for themselves easily.

In general, both sides, the educators and the technicians, were satisfied with the results o f the 

NCE Online development. They reckoned the system had fulfilled their initial pedagogical 

and technical objectives.

Funding

As aforementioned, the project was commenced with a limited fund from the University, but 

was then mainly funded by the College of Distance Education who also provided technical 

staff. In addition, a proportion of the royalties gained from the publication o f the New 

College English textbooks was allocated for NCE Online. It was due to the far vision o f PL 

that the OLE would become an indispensable part o f the promotion of the printed textbooks 

in future even though web-based, dynamic CALL was hardly known in the country at that 

time and NCE Online was the only one o f this kind. In all, the team did not feel much 

pressure o f funding at the outset of the system development.

7.10. Developm ent & Im plem entation D ifficulties

The development and implementation o f NCE Online were by no means a smooth process. 

PL admitted they had been struggling with all sorts of difficulties:

>  ‘...there are numerous hindrances. Every step is with great difficulty. I  think we are 
advancing all the time, but very slowly, like wading through treacle. ’

The following major difficulties were revealed in the interviews.
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Knowledge

The biggest difficulty PL mentioned was how to achieve interactivity through design. She 

reckoned it was relatively easy to achieve leamer-computer interactions for listening, reading 

and writing practice, however, interactions were much more difficult to achieve for speaking 

practice. Even though the system integrated a text-based chatroom, PL was worried that 

there would still be no real off-head spontaneous interactions. She regretted that such 

difficulty in design was also partly due to the fact that she herself was not a programmer. 

She was acutely aware that an online courseware should be a marriage of technologies and 

language teaching theories, methodologies and goals. Yet she found that most existing 

CALL courseware demonstrated that ‘the technical persons donot know what the teachers 

want, whereas the teachers donot know which of their ideas are not realistic while the others 

can be realised easily by the technicians.’ She reflected:

>  7 used to spend a lot o f  time telling the technical s ta ff what I  wanted to achieve, and 
asking them about the possibilities. I f l  were a person who knew both fields, it would 
have saved me much time. ’

Similarly, DC and the technical team leader also felt they were not as knowledgeable about 

what they were going to develop as was needed. DC had been doing technology-related 

work before starting with this project and had some knowledge of programming, but she had 

no experience in managing the construction of an OLE. The technician had done some 

database work before, but they were not for learning systems but for engineering projects. 

Consequently, the development of the system was a learning curve for everyone involved, as 

DC described:

y  ‘A t the beginning, we d idn’t have very specific objectives because this was new to 
all o f  us and we didn’t have much experience. We were learning throughout the 
whole process. ’

The technical leader mentioned they had great difficulty in interface design at the beginning. 

They had to hire someone to redo it completely. The technicians did not have too many 

other problems, and the system performance was satisfactory in its first year. However, as it 

was not optimized enough, it started to cause server crashes whenever it experienced high 

volumes o f user access 2. In addition, DC also mentioned that the lack o f computing 

knowledge from the teachers’ side was also once a problem:

2 Information from casual talks with the development team in 2004
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F ‘Many teachers are not very familiar with computers. So we encountered a lot o f  
difficulties explaining to them the design and content input procedure. In the end, 
after a few  months ’ hard work, the teachers managed to complete their work fairly  
successfully. ’

Time Pressure

Another critical factor was the time pressure. The teachers involved in NCE Online 

development were all full-time teachers. They had to work on NCE Online in their spare 

time. After the previously mentioned staff reform policy, the College lost many teachers, 

which had made the situation even worse. PL was fully aware o f the limited time and effort 

she could expect from the teachers in the team:

>  'For the time being, every teacher, including the coordinator, already has a heavy 
workload. It would be hard to ask them to make more effort. ... so I  don’t think we 
are able to expand it too much at the moment. ’

None o f the programmers were full-time workers for the project, either. At some times, the 

technicians’ priorities even dictated the teachers’ pedagogical priorities due to the time 

pressure, as PL explained:

>  ‘They [the technicians] want very clear, finalized instructions before they start to 
work. They don't like changes. So we had to persuade them to change from  time to 
time. ’

Communication

The knowledge gap and 

communication between the 

recalled:

>  ‘There were quite a lot o f  problems arising between the teacher team and the 
technical team. We assumed the technicians could understand what we thought 
easily, but it was not the case at all. So the communications in-between didn ’t go 
very well and we had thus gone about a lot o f  detours. When we realized this 
problem, we started to reorganise our ideas and made new plans, and then 
everything went on more smoothly. ’

Fortunately, after mutual adjustment, in the end the collaboration turned out to be 

satisfactory.

Maintenance

It was recognized that maintenance work was very much needed, however, it seemed very 

difficult to keep up with it. PL reckoned it needed at least two full-time workers to do the 

maintenance work. Elowever, the College o f Foreign Languages was not supportive as it did

time pressure somewhat augmented the difficulties in 

teaching staff and the technical staff at the beginning. DC
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not finance the project initially. Furthermore, because the College was cutting down 

employees at the time, it would not approve o f getting more staff just for this project. 

Although by the time of the interviews, there were still 5-6 technicians, it was mainly just 

DC and the technical leader who were keeping up the maintenance. The teachers were too 

busy with their classes to be asked to work on NCE Online any further. Therefore, the 

project was very short of staff for maintenance and further development.

Computing Facilities

To fully incorporate NCE Online into the classroom teaching, the computer facilities in 

classrooms were essential. However, the number of computerized classrooms was limited. 

The College was reluctant to equip all the classrooms with computers all at once in fear o f 

the pace at which computer hardware specifications become outdated. It would rather just 

purchase computers for a few classrooms at a time and then after a few years get upgraded 

computers for a few other classrooms. As mentioned in teachers’ interviews, just because 

some teachers had both classes in computer classrooms and classes in normal classrooms, 

they had chosen not to use NCE Online to avoid creating inequality among students.

The university network was also very problematic. DC mentioned that the intranet was once 

infected by the blastworm, and the whole network became paralyzed for an extended period 

of time. In addition, many teachers had dial-up connections to the Internet at home, which 

could not provide a satisfactory network speed for using NCE Online.

User Acceptance

The degree o f user acceptance, especially the teachers, had largely influenced the 

implementation o f NCE Online. The system was first piloted with about 200 students by PL 

and two other teachers. PL used it in class, and found the students ‘were obviously very 

satisfied with it’. Students showed particular interest in some parts o f NCE Online, such as 

‘Word Games’ and ‘English For Fun’. The analysis of user log information indicated that, 

DC said, it was not as widely received as they had expected although it was not bad either. 

The teachers were in general positive about the advent o f such a resource. However, the 

actual teacher behaviour was not in congruence with their attitudes and beliefs. The teachers 

were mostly using their PowerPoint presentations in class instead o f the readily usable OLE. 

This could be attributed to the fact that NCE Online did not have a fully-developed 

component for teachers except a module where teachers can exchange ideas and resources. 

Nevertheless, a more likely factor, both PL and DC reckoned, was the more or less resistance 

from the teachers. On the one hand, DC found through her contact with other teachers that
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most teachers did not think the OLE was very relevant to their teaching even though they 

were positive about it. On the other hand, there was also an evident tendency of fear. PL 

reckoned some teachers were technology phobias and simply did not want to use NCE 

Online. Some resisted it because they feared it might take over their teaching positions. 

This fear was aggravated even more by the University’s teaching staff reducing policy. Even 

with those who tried to use it, as soon as they encountered hardware and software problems 

when trying, they began to avoid using it. For example, the login page was designed with a 

Flash animation which would take a computer with dial-up connection a long time to load. 

Quite a few teachers thought the site was broken since they did not get a page loaded after a 

long wait. They therefore gave up using it entirely. DC reckoned that students’ use o f the 

system was in fact dependent on the teachers:

>  To certain degree they do not want to use it themselves, so they w on’t recommend it 
to their students either. Therefore, this has prevented many students from  getting to 
know this courseware and using it regularly. ’

7 .11 . Future Developm ent

Both the coordinator and the technician held that there was still much to be improved. 

However, PL was more concerned with the more effective implementation o f the existing 

system rather than innovations. She felt that both the mentality and facilities of many 

teachers were not ready for NCE Online yet, therefore, the most important thing at present 

was dissemination: to ensure more and more people know and use NCE Online. She 

believed that the teachers could not stay in a passive, avoiding mode forever. Therefore, 

what could be done first was teacher training. However this might not be feasible yet as the 

teachers did not seem to have enough time and energy for anything extra besides their 

teaching schedules.

In the long run, NCE Online was aiming to develop more new functions. The first priority 

would be online tests and facilities to enhance speaking practice. Online voice 

communication was rated as the most important innovation the team would undertake in the 

future.
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Discussion

7 .12 . Teach ers ’ Dem ographic Data

51 College English teachers participated in the questionnaire survey and 9 o f them in the 

interviews. The majority o f the teachers were female and under 40 years old. They were 

teaching the first and second year undergraduate students from the lowest English 

proficiency level Band 1 to the highest Band 6. Most o f them taught at least 4 classes o f one 

level for 16 hours per week, but a few o f them taught classes o f different levels.

7.13. Teaching Practice

There was a national syllabus for the College English (CE) course in all the higher education 

institutions. The coursebooks that Zhejiang University adopted, New College English, was 

designed by the College of Foreign Languages itself based on the principles set out in the 

national syllabus. Therefore, a substantial amount of uniformity was expected in the 

teachers’ practice since everyone had to follow the same principles. However, the teachers 

still had noticeable variations in their beliefs and teaching strategies.

Teaching Teams

All the teachers belonged to either o f the two teams that were in charge o f the first-year and 

second-year students. In each team, teachers were divided into different groups according to 

the proficiency level they were teaching. Every teacher in each group was usually 

responsible for designing one lesson plan in Powerpoint format for one unit o f the textbooks, 

and the group had regular meetings to discuss about and share the lesson plans.

Teaching Methodologies & Objectives

The textbooks for the CE course were designed according to a communicative teaching 

methodology. All the units were theme-based, and consisted o f activities and exercises that 

would centre around learners and require much pairwork or groupwork. Consequently, in 

the interviews almost all the teachers claimed they applied a communicative language 

teaching (CLT) method to their classes. However, in reality the practice was more or less 

varied among the teachers. The younger teachers tended to hold a very ‘pure’ view of the
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communicative approach and seldom touched upon grammar or translation while the older 

teachers reported having a mixture of methods or an ‘eclectic’ approach which meant 

teaching of linguistic knowledge, such as grammar and vocabulary explication, was not 

excluded. This was a result o f both the teachers’ own learning and teaching experiences in 

the past and the curricular requirements.

First o f all, the majority of the teachers had experienced an evolution o f language 

methodologies in their own language learning and teaching history. One teacher described a 

very typical phenomenon among his colleagues: most teachers were trained with a grammar- 

translation or audio-lingua approach when they were acquiring the language. It is often true 

that one would always try to teach others the way s/he was taught. Therefore, most teachers 

were comfortable with the more structural views on language acquisition and had been 

practicing their teaching with such methods until the communicative approach was 

introduced in the College. Before the other three universities were merged into Zhejiang 

University, the CE teachers at the original university had been practicing CLT for about a 

decade. Later, the teachers from the merged universities had to follow the same curriculum 

and coursebooks. Hence, many of them felt it was a substantial transformation for them to 

turn away from a teacher-dominant style to a learner-centred style, from a focus on grammar 

and vocabulary to communicative skills. Nevertheless, most o f them identified with the 

value o f the CLT approach and claimed to be applying it to their classes. One teacher 

reported that the students were apparently positive about such a transition o f teaching 

methods. The transition ensured that students were more involved in class and had to be 

productive o f the language rather than receptive o f it. When the coursebooks offered a 

variety o f activities for students to perform, they were given a ‘stage’ where they could 

demonstrate their knowledge and ability and thus the class became more lively.

Secondly, teachers’ practice in reality may not always be guided by their ideals. Many 

teachers were still observed to be spending considerable class time teaching vocabulary. 

Nevertheless, this could have something to do with the shortage of teaching staff. Due to a 

university staff policy enacted in 2003, nearly half of the CE teaching staff quitted their jobs, 

which left each of the rest o f the staff with at least 16 hours’ teaching every week with 150- 

170 students. The tenets of CLT— leamer-centredness and communication— were difficult 

to realize in such large classes without very skilful classroom management. Especially, 

those teachers from the merged universities who had to adjust to both new textbooks and 

new teaching approaches felt a much heavier workload. Inevitably, sometimes such ideals of
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CLT had to be compromised, consciously or unconsciously. Furthermore, teachers were all 

acutely aware o f the disparity between what the CLT approach tried to achieve and what the 

English exams tried to test. Even though the national syllabus promoted training for more 

communicative use o f the language, sadly the exams, including the national proficiency tests 

CET 4 and CET 6, were still mainly testing grammar and vocabulary knowledge. Almost 

every interviewee mentioned that s/he shifted to a more grammar-translation method when it 

was near exam times. As we may recall from students’ survey data, they also mentioned a 

strong tendency of learning for the exams. Little wonder that both teachers’ and students’ 

strategies were directed by the assessment agendas. As one teacher pointed out, teachers 

could hardly change this situation at the moment because the English education would be 

exam-oriented as long as such exams existed.

Thirdly, almost every teacher believed that all aspects o f language learning— grammar, 

reading, listening, speaking and writing— should be trained integratively. CLT may be a 

good method to improve speaking ability, but the teachers attached varied importance to the 

other aspects as well. For instance, they all agreed that grammar was usually not a problem 

for their students, but some reckoned their students needed more training on reading while 

some regarded listening as a breakthrough point. It was also agreed that a great deal of 

difficulty arose in reading, listening, speaking or writing because o f students’ ‘bottleneck’ 

problem with vocabulary. A few teachers pointed out that it was not because the students 

did not have enough vocabulary, but because they did not know the appropriate contextual 

use o f them to express themselves. Therefore, the interviewees showed two common 

teaching objectives: to enlarge students’ vocabulary and to enable more oral practice. Many 

of them also believed the enhancement of grammar and vocabulary could be left to the 

students themselves after class while the others tried to tackle all these problems in class for 

which some may fall back to more traditional grammar-translation exercises and some still 

tried to use communicative exercises to activate learners’ existing knowledge into a usable 

resource.

Another unanimous belief among the interviewees was that learners of different levels 

should be treated with different methodologies. Most agreed that for beginners the emphasis 

should be on grammar and vocabulary whilst communicative activities should be kept to its 

minimal, whereas from the intermediate level on, actual use o f the language should become 

dominant. Even some young teachers who were strong proponents of the CLT methodology 

found in their practice that with low-level students, they inevitably had to fall back to more
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grammar exposition, translation and vocabulary exercises because the students did not have 

the basic competence to carry out any communicative tasks.

Student Performance

The majority of the interviewees found their students came to the university with higher and 

higher proficiency levels year by year. Some teachers reckoned this improvement was due 

to the changed English course syllabus in secondary education which started to put more 

emphasis on listening and speaking. However, some teachers believed it had more to do 

with the increased exposure to English materials in students’ daily lives and the propelling 

incentive for English learning from the society where good English proficiency was essential 

for better education and career opportunities.

The teachers also found that their students were becoming slightly more active in class than 

their elder peers. A very small number o f students liked to express themselves in class or 

‘show o f f  without worrying about making mistakes while the others still ‘wouldn’t advance 

a step unless they were 100% sure’. In general, most students still maintained considerable 

reticence and dependence on teachers. This had been quoted repeatedly by the interviewees 

as an obstructive factor in the implementation of CLT. One teacher described that her 

students were very attentive in class, listening to her intently, but they just avoided speaking 

up. Her students fell into the habit of waiting for her to call upon them to speak. Other 

teachers also felt that their students were still inclined to be ‘filled’ or directed. However, 

some teachers were aware that it was not entirely attributable to students’ personalities or 

learning styles— their learning purposes also played a crucial role. For example, the science 

students normally were more concerned about reading rather than speaking ability. 

Moreover, the teachers were clear that a fair number of students had no clear objectives of 

learning English other than for the exams.

According to some interviewees, another distinct characteristic about the Chinese students 

was that they were all bom under the ‘one child’ policy. They were typically overprotected 

at home and would expect most things to be done for them. They would have very little 

social experience when they came to the University. Therefore, they could not be expected 

to have all the social skills and interests needed for the communicative activities, and some 

could not even understand the communicative contexts the textbook or their teacher created 

for them as they would never have experienced or imagined them.
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On the whole, the teachers were all trying hard to create as many communicative 

opportunities as possible in their teaching, but this approach may still encounter many 

obstacles with Chinese students. Chinese learners may have to be given some training on 

learning strategies and sufficient time to be attuned to a CLT methodology which has been 

shown to work well with learners from a more outspoken and outgoing culture, e.g., 

European students.

7.14 . Teachers ’ Computing Experience

With regard to the teachers’ computing experience, the questionnaire data were in very good 

accordance with what the teachers reported in the interviews.

Hardware & Software

Most teachers purchased or started using computers from the late 1990s. 66.7% o f them had 

desktops, 7.8% had laptops and 23.5% had both. About two thirds o f them had Internet 

connection only while slightly less than one third had both the University intranet and the 

Internet. Most o f their desktop machines were using Windows 98 or 2000 while two thirds 

of the laptops were in Windows XP. No use o f other operating systems, such as Mac, was 

reported. Their choice of storage devices also showed that they had had fairly short 

computer use history. Nearly half o f them had never used floppy disks whereas more than 

half o f them used external hard disks and almost everyone were using USB pen drives. Very 

few teachers had used CDs or zip disks. Obviously these teachers started using computers 

fairly recently, and had skipped the stages o f floppy disks, zip disks and CD writing in IT 

industry development. The remarkable popularity o f USB sticks was later found out to be 

due to the fact that they were each given a USB pen by the department to facilitate computer- 

assisted teaching. Overall, the questionnaire and the interviews showed that most teachers 

had computers of fairly sufficient specifications and up-to-date peripherals attached, e.g., 

printers, scanners, external hard disks, etc.

Computer Usage

Most teachers used computers every day, but they were used dominantly for teaching 

purposes. Computers were also used to a certain degree for their professional development, 

such as academic or research matters, but they were hardly used for recreational purposes. 

This appeared to be an outstanding contrast with their students’ computer use. The students 

reported using their computers for recreational purposes substantially more often than for 

study purposes. This suggested a gap between the teachers and their students in what they
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were familiar with. Therefore, we may not assume that both teachers and learners would be 

comfortable to use a certain software when it is to be integrated into a CALL system.

Over half of the teachers accessed networks for 10 or more hours every week. The vast 

majority used their network connections for emailing and surfing for infonnation, and half of 

them also used them for downloading resources. Very few o f them used online applications 

such as shopping, banking, forums/chatrooms or games. What called for attention was that 

only 10 o f them listed forum/chatroom as one of their main uses with networks. On the one 

hand, NCE Online was an environment that aimed to create a learning community for both 

teachers and students and many students mentioned in their interviews that they expected 

teachers’ participation and guidance in online communicative activities. On the other hand, 

it seemed that the teachers were not very familiar with or at least not very interested in using 

CMC tools. This mismatch may become a major drawback for what communicative CALL 

is aimed to achieve.

ICT Skills

Around 60% of the teachers were capable o f installing software packages on their computers, 

but still nearly a quarter would rather ask other people to do that for them. When it came to 

operating systems, most o f them would need help or let others install for them. As for 

hardware installation, they were much less confident in their ability. For common 

peripherals such as printers, about 40% of them could install them independently, whereas 

for less common equipments such as scanners or computer parts, majority of them would 

rather ask more IT literate people to install for them. It seemed, therefore, for a CALL 

system to be used by the teachers at ease, it should reduce the possibilities o f requiring the 

teachers to install any specialized software or hardware equipment unless truly necessary.

Their assessment of their own network skills was again an important indicator o f the 

usefulness o f NCE Online to them. They were very familiar with web browsing and 

information searching, and proficient enough in email programs such as Outlook Express. 

However, they were significantly less capable o f using CMC and FTP transfer tools which 

were both considered common uses by the students. Interestingly, with synchronous CMC 

tools, the teachers seemed to have polarized familiarity, which suggested that they were 

either unfamiliar with them at all or very good at using them.
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The teachers reported to be very competent in using Microsoft Word, Powerpoint and anti

virus software. However, they were considerably less skilful with more specialized 

applications, such as image/audio file editing, scanning, changing file format, or webpage 

editing. Even for more common software such as Winzip, PDF Reader and Excel, their self

evaluated skilfulness barely reached the medium level. Nevertheless, while some 

applications could be very useful if  teachers wanted to create CAEL materials for themselves, 

e.g., audio file editing, they should not be ‘forced’ to master specialized software knowledge 

to make use of the existing CALL resources.

7.15 . E-learning & NCE Online

As limited by funding and other resources, only 20 College English classrooms were entirely 

equipped with computers and network connection where not only the teacher but also every 

student had a desktop in class, whereas the rest o f the classrooms only provided the teachers 

with computers and the network. However, the College was still aiming to make at least 80 

classrooms fully computerised. Apart from computers, all the classrooms were also 

equipped with VCD players, speakers, amplifiers, data projectors and overhead projectors.

As the University was trying to promote E-leaming in every subject, English teachers were 

generally positive o f the use o f computers in their teaching. They appreciated the usefulness 

of computers and the Internet as an inexhaustible source o f authentic teaching and learning 

resources as well as a medium of low costs and easy access. However, there were also 

teachers who felt technologies were ‘in the way’ o f effective classroom teaching. For 

example, several teachers mentioned that the computers in the classrooms often became a 

shield that students could hide behind easily. They were very concerned when students 

became more isolated from their classmates and the teacher because of the intrusion o f the 

PC machines. In addition, with technologies, they could not feel as spontaneous as in a 

traditional classroom. For instance, the teacher would have to type something through the 

keyboard and project it on to the whiteboard in a computerized classroom while s/he would 

feel much more comfortable to scribble on a blackboard.

NCE Online Use Frequency

The hardware availability at home and at university and the teachers’ software knowledge 

seemed to be sufficient for use of NCE Online. They were positive about having such an 

assistive resource. Over half o f them considered it very necessary, but about one third
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thought it was better than none and 8% were not too bothered whether it existed or not. 

Some teachers reported that they had been using it from the very beginning while a marked 

13.7% of them had never used it. The majority only accessed it occasionally. It was clear 

that the low use frequency was not due to its technicality as all the interviewed teachers 

claimed it to be quite easy to use. When asked if  they would like to have some training for 

the system, more than half of them reckoned only a brief training would be necessary and 

less than 15% wanted an extensive training.

The interviews revealed several reasons for the teachers’ reluctance to use NCE Online. 

First o f all, even though many teachers liked it and found it helpful, the majority regarded 

NCE Online as a good self-study tool for students after class. Therefore, it was not 

considered an integral component o f their teaching. In fact, some teachers chose to exclude 

it from their classes due to some logistical and ethic reasons. These teachers had classes in 

different kinds o f classrooms: some in the fully computerized ones while some in traditional 

ones. Hence, they felt if  they integrated NCE Online content into their lessons, some 

students would be disadvantaged since they were not in computerized classrooms. Moreover, 

for the teachers who were teaching the first year students, they were aware that many 

students did not have easy access to computers (as was shown in the student questionnaire 

data). One teacher mentioned that some financially poor students could not even afford to 

buy cassette tapes. Their students had also told them the difficulties in accessing the 

computer labs. Therefore, the teachers did not want to create an unequal situation for 

students who had computers and those who had not by making NCE Online a compulsory 

part o f the course.

Secondly, many teachers were not able to use the system in class because the computers and 

network connection were often broken down. Some teachers mentioned that the machines 

were not well-maintained and they were not properly configured for public use. Often, the 

machines could not function because o f system errors or viruses, and the University intranet 

was very unreliable too. In addition, when the facilities broke down, there was often no 

timely assistance from the technical staff. In the end, most teachers only used their teacher 

computers for whiteboard projection of their tutorial presentations. Lastly, some teachers 

found that their class time was too pressed for other activities already. It was difficult for 

them to include something extra. Just as Kenning and Kenning (1990, p. 12) have pointed 

out, hard-pressed teachers do not have much time to devote to such predefined learning
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environments, ‘particularly when faced with having to adapt to changes in syllabuses and 

examination requirements’ (also see Cuban 2002).

NCE Online Helpfulness

The teachers were asked to rate the helpfulness of NCE Online’s four modules. Their 

overall ratings were not very high. The ‘English For Fun’ module received moderately 

higher ratings than the others. Not surprisingly, the ‘Online Community’ and ‘For Teachers’ 

modules were considered the least helpful since they were mainly online communication 

facilities. The interesting finding was, same as their students’ opinions, the teachers did not 

perceive the ‘NCE’ module, which was almost the e-version of the textbooks, as very helpful 

either.

The teachers found their students generally held a positive attitude towards NCE Online 

initially. They observed that their students showed great interest in certain elements o f NCE 

Online, such as the movie clips and word games. However, they doubted how much their 

students would be using it voluntarily after class.

When asked what they thought should be improved in NCE Online, many interviewees 

apologized for having no ideas at all since they did not know about ICT and CALL well 

enough to be able to tell what was available and effective for English teaching and learning. 

With the existing components in NCE Online, they suggested that there should be more 

updates for ‘English For Fun’. In addition, they were aware that their students were regular 

participants o f some online forums elsewhere, so they also suggested ‘Online Community’ to 

undergo some redesign in order to attract more participation. Yet, there were also teachers 

who believed online communication were not conducive, but detrimental, to students’ 

language acquisition due to the low quality of the online communication language.

In the questionnaire, the teachers were given 9 specific features to choose as their 

expectations for any CAJLL system. It seemed that most teachers expected a CALL system 

to be a platform where they could share their lesson plans and obtain extra teaching 

resources. In addition, a CALL system was overwhelmingly desired as a tool to reduce their 

workload. While the first two expectations could be easily achieved technically, and in fact 

could have been realized already if  the teachers had made full use o f the online 

communication facilities in NCE Online. However, the wish to have reduced workload 

might be a misconception of E-leaming in general. As the literature shows, although E
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learning can help reduce some of teachers’ logistic or organisational duties, it generally 

increases the part of tutors’ work that involves more creative and personalised endeavour. 

Therefore, many teachers were bound to be disheartened when they found that CALL could 

not be a substitute for themselves. Such unrealistic expectations might have in part 

influenced their attitudes towards NCE Online and the way they made use o f it.
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This study was intended to uncover the factors which are affecting the effectiveness o f the 

implementation of CALL in Chinese higher education, with a particular emphasis on 

Chinese students’ learning styles and their attitudes towards E-leaming in general and CALL 

in specific. The university investigated is a typical, large comprehensive university in the 

country. The vast majority of its students are male and majored in science and engineering 

disciplines. It was found that these Chinese learners, fostered by a cultural and educational 

system distinct from those in the west, did manifest unique learning preferences and 

perceptions on E-leaming. It was hoped that, through a study o f learners in this very 

representative university, the development o f CALL in Chinese higher education could be 

better understood and equipped with more contextualised guidelines.

The effectiveness of an E-leaming system, be it for language learning or any other subject, is 

ultimately dependent on the learner's  attitude and behaviour toward it. This research 

showed that learners’ attitudes were not only influenced by individual factors such as 

learning styles and computing experiences but also by their teachers’ and university’s 

practice. In fact, evident in this study was that the effectiveness o f CALL was greatly 

affected by the misalignment of needs and goals between these different stakeholders.

8.1. S tudents’ and Teachers ’ Computing Experiences

This study found that, although about half o f the students had computers and the Internet at 

home before they came to the University, their experience with E-leaming prior to university 

was very limited. Neither had they thought computers would be important in their university 

life at first. Nevertheless, by the end o f their freshers’ year, 90% of them had gained easy 

access to private PCs with network connections, and a quarter of the computer owners were 

in fact in possession o f laptops instead of desktops which indicated a rapid trend toward 

utilising more mobilised technologies. The students had generally very positive attitudes 

toward computer technology. They recognised the usefulness o f computers in their daily and 

academic life, and were very confident in learning new computing skills if necessary. 

Neither gender nor discipline factors played any significant role in differentiating students’ 

computer ownership, computer purchase tendency, computer attitude or self-reported 

computer competence, although interestingly, female students showed significantly less 

confidence in using computers than their male peers. This indicated that male students were 

psychologically more self-assured than female students, even though female students had no 

less ability to become as proficient in common applications as their male counterparts. The
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same phenomenon was also discovered in IT surveys in the UK and New Zealand 

universities (Gunn et al. 2002; Gunn et al. 2003). Students’ overall computing competence, 

based on self-assessment, improved considerably after the first year’s study. The most 

visible improvement was in the use of common applications such as emails, web browsers, 

word processing and presentation programs. In addition, the first-year students showed 

better familiarity with ICT and were more confident in their ICT skills than the second year 

students when at the same stage of their academic lives.

In contrast, most teachers have only started to use computers in recent years. They were 

both less computer literate and confident than their students, especially in the skills related to 

the Internet, e.g., CMC tools or online games. Moreover, they were faced with the more and 

more IT literate new students every year while they felt unconfident in catching up with the 

technological advancement. The teachers were also different from their students in what 

they used computers for. Students typically spent more than 10 hours per week on 

computers for recreational purposes, while teachers predominantly for work and research 

purposes. Furthermore, the amount of time that the students spent on recreational use 

increased continuously and much more sharply than their study use as they progressed into 

junior years. This not only indicated that E-leaming was in general non-essential or even 

negligible in their academic life, but also showed that students and teachers were familiar 

with different computer uses, which may have affected their perceptions as to what 

technologies would be useful in CALL and how they would utilise them.

8.2. S tudents/Teachers’ Computing Needs and the University  

IT  In frastructure

Although the majority o f students had convenient access to private computers, with more 

than 6,000 freshers each year, the absolute number o f students who did not have any access, 

although of a small percentage, was not trivial. Yet, the University did not seem to have 

provided sufficient IT facilities. The computer labs were reported to be inconveniently 

located, always overcrowded, and costly. At the time of this research, 20 classrooms in 

Foreign Languages College were fully equipped with computers and networks, but they were 

locked outside class times. Most students preferred to have self-study in open-access 

classrooms rather than in their dormitories and they did not have laptops, but when both labs 

and computerised classrooms were not readily available, to study regularly with materials 

based on computers would be indeed impracticable for them. This shortage therefore created
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a moral dilemma for English teachers whether or not they should make CALL a compulsory 

component o f the course. Interestingly, though, the students generally seemed to think that 

those without personal computers were at advantage rather than otherwise, because they did 

not miss out too much on academic activities without computers, whereas they were much 

less likely to be distracted to use computers for recreational uses. This implied that these 

students were not experiencing any extensive and integrated E-leaming which would have 

required frequent use of computers for extended length of time.

The University’s IT infrastructure was also responsible for the generally felt unsatisfactory 

computing services. Firstly, the University contracted out the entire network implementation 

and maintenance to a commercial company. The company imposed a very restrictive 

network infrastructure for the intranet, the national network and the Internet. Not only were 

students charged with tiered rates for using different networks, but also they had to manually 

change the network settings on their computers. These were reported to be major reasons 

that prevented students from accessing resources beyond the intranet unless absolutely 

necessary. The university network was also so unreliable that teachers often could not run 

NCE Online on the classroom machines. In addition, if a teacher wanted to access anything 

beyond the intranet from her/his classroom machine, s/he would have to pay for the costs 

personally. Little wonder that the most recurrent reason that students mentioned for the 

underuse of NCE Online was its unavailability. Admittedly, the technical design o f NCE 

Online itself was not optimized enough to accommodate high user traffic or ideal usability, 

but the network hindrances had dampened most students’ initial enthusiasm or patience. 

Secondly, the University did not have centralised IT provision and maintenance support. 

The ICT facilities in the English classrooms were of low performance specifications and 

constantly broken down, however, neither the University nor the Foreign Languages College 

provided any dedicated technical staff who would maintain the facilities regularly or offer 

prompt help when teachers and students encountered technical difficulties. This resulted in a 

situation very similar to Cambridge University in Barr and Gillespie’s (2003) study (see 

Section 2.6 in Chapter 2).

On the whole, the majority of students had fairly sufficient private computer facilities, and 

both male and female students’ attitudes toward computers and their computer competence 

were very favourable for E-leaming in general. However, the external factors, such as the 

unstable network services and lack o f technical support, had become major obstacles for 

more extensive CALL experiences.
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8.3. S tudents’ English Learning Needs and Teachers ’ P ractice

To the students at this university, grammar was relatively the easiest area as it had been the 

focus o f most school English teaching syllabi, whereas speaking and writing had been rated 

as the most difficult aspects because their College English course put much emphasis on the 

productive use o f the language which was very different from their previous English 

education. In addition, vocabulary had become a ‘bottleneck’ in their speaking or writing 

activities as their reading scope had been expanded tremendously by the New College 

English textbooks, and therefore a large number o f vocabulary was to be acquired within a 

relatively short time. Consequently, the students felt the difficulty of vocabulary acquisition 

had increased to the greatest extent. Not surprisingly, they were most interested in practices 

for vocabulary acquisition and improving their speaking. They preferred to have more face- 

to-face communication opportunities with native English-speakers, however, it is a well- 

recognised fact that there is no immersive English-speaking environment surrounding 

mainland Chinese learners (unlike Hong Kong or Singapore). Hence, these students 

expected the University to provide more courses taught by native English-speakers, but at 

the same time, they realised that one o f the biggest barriers that prevented them from 

utilising communicative opportunities was their shyness to speak up in the foreign language. 

They therefore expected their teachers to create a conducive environment where they would 

feel comfortable to communicate with other people in English, while in reality, they found 

that their English classes still put much emphasis on grammar and translation and lacked 

individual involvement. On the other hand, their teachers reported that, although they were 

keen on teaching with a more communicative approach, they often had to fall back to the 

grammar-translation method for five main reasons:

1) many of them were taught by their teachers using the traditional methods, and it was 
difficult for them to instantly transform their classrooms into student-centred and 
communicative environments;

2) the large class sizes meant students could not get much teacher attention or chances 
to practice English;

3) when students were at low levels, they had great difficulty in conducting 
communicative activities with each other;

4) the university curriculum and the national English proficiency tests had a focus on 
learners’ linguistic competence rather than performance, and teachers felt 
responsible for preparing their students for such assessments.

5) although teachers found that every year new students came with a higher and higher 
proficiency level and more students were displaying a willingness to speak up in 
class, the vast majority of learners still tended to stay in reticence and 
communicative activities were very difficult to take effect as intended. In such 
circumstances, teachers always had to fall back to, albeit reluctantly, a teacher- 
centred, question-and-answer format of teaching.
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Clearly, these teachers could be described as being in a ‘post-method condition’, however, 

whether or not they were able to apply ‘alternatives to method’ in a principled pragmatism 

(see Section 2.2.3) is still a question. This mismatch between learners’ needs and their 

teachers’ approaches possibly contributed to the significant decrease in students’ liking for 

English learning over an academic year. This might have made them even less motivated to 

use such extra learning resources as NCE Online which did not manifest any direct benefit 

for either exams or development o f communicative fluency.

8.4. S tudents’ Learning Styles, Expectations and NCE Online

Chinese learners’ learning styles are key indicators that differentiate them from their western 

peers in terms o f attitudes and behaviour toward E-leaming. This study has found that these 

Chinese learners tended to be methodical, closure-oriented, passive and introverted, and they 

had good tolerance for ambiguities in learning. In other words, they would more or less 

manifest these characteristics in their study:

• They prefer sequential and linear presentation o f information; they are well- 
organised in their learning routines, purposeful and strategic in tackling learning 
tasks.

• They welcome intellectual challenges; they are conscientious learners who are well- 
prepared to learn new knowledge or solve difficult problems independently.

• They are more concerned with the correctness rather than creativity; they aim to find 
the answer rather than various possibilities.

• When in a study group, they are willing to propose plans or solutions to a task, but 
they would prefer to listen and accept other people’s suggestions or opinions, 
especially when they are different from their own.

• They do not like to speak out in class in fear of making mistakes or causing 
embarrassment or conflicts with others, therefore they would keep silent until the 
teacher calls upon them to speak.

• They would rather study on their own than in a group, unless the teacher requires 
them to work with other people. Even if  they are working on a project as a group, 
they would prefer to work on a certain task individually rather than in a synergistic 
manner.

• They rely on the teacher’s authority and instructions on what or how they learn.

It was found that different style dimensions played roles o f different importance in

influencing students’ perceptions on the usefulness o f general E-leaming and CALL. First 

of all, flexibility (of study time, location, content and pace) and instant feedback were 

initially rated as the most helpful features o f E-leaming while collaborative and distance 

education opportunities were seen as the least helpful. However, after one year’s CALL 

experience, the perceived usefulness o f flexibility was outweighed by that of instant
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feedback, and collaboration was rated the lowest. This favour for instant feedback was in 

good accordance with the finding that the more close-minded students valued instant 

feedback more since they were more concerned about obtaining correct answers. As this 

group o f Chinese students generally showed an evident tendency o f closure-mindedness, 

little wonder that the feature of instant feedback had gained the most recognition.

Secondly, these students regarded CMC with teachers as more helpful a feature o f E-leaming 

than that with peers. The interviews revealed that teachers were generally seen as authorities 

whom students did not want to ‘bother’ in person, and in reality teachers were not very often 

personally available either, whereas CMC tools would enable students to contact teachers 

more frequently and receive more personal feedback. They also felt ‘more equal’ when 

communicating with teachers through CMC. As mentioned in the literature review, the 

Chinese society is very hierarchical, and still seems to exert great influence on Chinese 

students’ learning culture, which has fostered very teacher-centred and instruction-dependent 

learners.

Thirdly, the students were aware that face-to-face English communication opportunities, 

especially with native-speakers, were difficult to obtain in real life. Therefore, they 

acknowledged that CMC was probably the most promising and practical way to compensate 

for this. Nevertheless, it was found that the students’ use o f CMC tools such as forums or 

chatrooms decreased over time, and their perceived usefulness of CMC with peers for 

general study and English learning both declined. This seemed to indicate that CMC did not 

play an essential part in their E-leaming for any subject, whereas it is usually an important 

element in E-leaming environments in European universities. This was opposite to the 

researchers’ expectations. As shown in this study, Chinese learners are generally introverted 

and reluctant to speak up in class, and it was hence expected that they would be in great 

favour of non-face-to-face, anonymous online communications. However, these students 

had hardly made use of NCE Online’s ‘Online Community’ for communicative practice. 

Similar to what is indicated in the literature, a small number of students admitted they did 

not like this form of communication in that the typing did not feel as ‘real’ as speaking and 

the lack o f social cues was unnatural for their communication. Nevertheless, the majority 

were comfortable with online communication, and some o f them were even actively 

participating in some popular public English forums or chatrooms. The main reason why 

NCE Online’s ‘Online Community’ did not appeal to them was that it did not provide any 

interesting and relevant themes for learners to discuss with each other. Neither did it have
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any speciality to distinguish itself from other public CMC facilities. In a word, it did not 

attract enough interest from different learners to summon a uniting power which would 

create a ‘community’ for EFL practice purposes. Some students wished NCE Online could 

incorporate a voice chatting module that would create a more spontaneous environment for 

oral English practice. Moreover, they expected that their teachers also participate in ‘Online 

Community’ and provide more guidance, instructions and even assessment. This did not 

only show Chinese students’ noticeable reliance on teacher control over their learning 

activities, but also the importance of learner contexts for the communicative methodology.

Although communicative activities were the most sought after in students’ English learning, 

the most desirable feature students would like to have in NCE Online was a reservoir of up- 

to-date, authentic, quality language materials. They were conscious o f the importance o f 

sufficient meaningful and authentic linguistic input. Many mentioned that, although they 

could see an enormous body o f English materials on the university network and the Internet, 

they felt at loss when coming to choose the most beneficial for their study. They expected to 

have a source o f resources that would function akin to an online newspaper where a variety 

of contents were selected, edited and updated by their teachers all the time. NCE Online 

could invest more in time and labour to sift and present more resources to students, however, 

the most effective approach may be to train learners to ‘drive’ before turning them to ‘the 

information highway’. In addition, students also wished to have more online exercises and 

mock tests as well as better referencing functionalities in the current CALL system. This 

again showed they were very methodical and conscientious learners who would consciously 

challenge themselves for higher achievement.

In general, this study has suggested that Chinese students are still not familiar with 

autonomous and social learning, and thus their traditional learning styles have been 

transferred into CALL environments. A CALL system should, therefore, also aim to foster 

autonomy, metacognitive skills and collaboration among Chinese learners, which is an 

essential factor that social constructivist CALL advocators have to take into account when 

designing materials for Chinese learners.
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8.5. S tudents’ A ttitudes tow ard CALL and the University’s 

CALL Developm ent

The students’ overall attitudes towards E-leaming and CALL were positive. They generally 

believed E-leaming should be an indispensable part of their study life, and felt that the use of 

computers had made their English study more interesting and promoted equality and 

confidence. They had used paper-based materials predominantly throughout their English 

learning history, however, after one academic year at university, they reduced use o f paper- 

based materials considerably while CD-ROMs and the Internet attracted remarkable increase 

in usage. Apparently, printed materials were losing popularity when computers provided 

much easier and more flexible access to a wealth of resources at much lower costs. However, 

the students were also very affirmative that E-leaming materials were not necessarily more 

effective than traditional learning materials. Paper-based materials were still comparatively 

the most frequently used medium because: a) they were convenient to carry to classrooms 

where students did self-study; b) they were more readily available from many sources; and c) 

they were more familiar and comfortable to use for those more traditional students. 

Paradoxically, digitalised resources were gaining more and more prominence almost for the 

same reasons: convenience, easy access and comfort (with use o f the Internet). With the 

younger generations growing up with computers that execute almost every task in life and 

are becoming more mobile and portable, electronic materials are very likely to be accepted 

as more dominant learning media in the near future. Indeed, this tendency was already 

budding among these participants’ choices of favourite English learning modes. At the 

beginning o f their first year, they were still largely in favour of mostly face-to-face 

classroom learning, whereas by the end of the second year, nearly half o f the second-year 

participants indicated a preference for more CALL than traditional classroom learning in 

their English study.

Nevertheless, the students’ evaluation on the usefulness of E-leaming noticeably declined 

after one academic year. In fact, their CALL system—NCE Online was ostensibly 

underused among both the first and second year students as the vast majority o f them only 

accessed it several times throughout their study. Alarmingly, a number o f students did not 

even know it existed. Apart from the aforementioned problem— the constant unavailability 

of the system due to network failures or system defects, two other predominant reasons were 

uncovered: a) NCE Online was not directly helpful with English exams/tests; b) limited time 

for the course. As NCE Online was not an integral part o f the College English course, most
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teachers were not utilising it regularly in or after class with their students. Therefore, it was 

not closely connected to the progress of the course or providing learners with substantial 

exercises or trainings which they might feel helpful for exams. Furthermore, students’ 

learning done within NCE Online, if  any, would not be assessed or counted towards their 

final assessment every semester. Being very purposeful learners, the Chinese students did 

not think spending time on NCE Online would be practically beneficial. Not to mention that 

they generally felt they had very limited time for English study. They admitted that, 

compared with their more difficult major courses, they normally made much less effort for 

the less demanding English course. Since using NCE Online was not required and was seen 

as a rather time-consuming task, most o f them opted not to include it in their study routines.

Overall, although the students were clearly positive about CALL, there was also a strong 

sentiment that it is ‘a necessary devil’ (Fox et al. 1998, p.73). They wanted to have more of 

CALL in their study, but this could be, on the one hand, simply a result o f the wide spread 

use o f ICT in education in general, and on the other hand, a calling for more quality CALL 

materials designed according to their interests and learning agendas. In contrast, although 

the University made increasing investment in developing more and more E-leaming 

materials, and enacted policies to encourage more involvement of E-leaming, it failed to 

become truly integrated into the traditional teaching. Therefore, there appeared to be a 

tension between the apparent advantages o f this form of learning on the one hand, and the 

various inevitable technological, time and resource constraints on the other (ibid).

8.6. Teach er’s A ttitudes tow ard CALL and the Current S ta te  of 

CALL

The majority o f teachers showed positive attitudes toward the use of ICT in the College 

English course. They acknowledged the necessity o f a CALL environment such as NCE 

Online, however, most o f them only thought of NCE Online as a self-study environment for 

students after class, and did not explore the possibilities o f incorporating it into their teaching 

in a wholesome way. This was partly due to the technical difficulties that the teachers often 

encountered and lack o f support, which resulted in unfamiliarity with the functionalities of 

the system. Since the university curriculum did not include any requirement for E-leaming 

before 2004 or offer a practical pedagogy for CALL integration, the teachers had little idea 

as to how exactly CALL may help with their teaching. Although the mandatory curriculum 

change in 2004 which required at least one third of teaching be conducted online saw an
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increased use of NCE Online in class, the utilisation was still mostly sporadic and piecemeal. 

What was worth noticing was that the second-year students who experienced this change 

reported better liking and perceived usefulness o f the system the more they used it. 

Nonetheless, the teachers were concerned that, since some students did not have PCs 

(especially the first-year students) and often they had to teach one class in a computerized 

classroom while another in a traditional classroom, the mandatory use o f CALL may create 

inequality among students. Therefore, unless both the quantity and quality of the university 

computing facilities could be upgraded to accommodate the expanded E-leaming 

implementation, an integrative CALL curriculum would be unrealistic.

Teachers’ computing experiences and teaching objectives were closely linked to how they 

perceived NCE Online and what they expected from CALL. Since the majority o f teachers 

were not regular users o f online discussions or chatrooms, and neither had they themselves 

been taught by a communicative method, not only that hardly any teachers were using NCE 

Online’s communication facility ‘For Teachers’ to have professional exchanges with their 

colleagues, but also almost no teachers had tried to organise any communicative activities in 

students’ ‘Online Community’ module. This indicated that the teachers were either unaware 

of the potentiality o f the online communication modules, or expected students to conduct 

communicative activities on their own whereas students were expecting them to initiate and 

monitor such activities. More importantly, there were also teachers who believed online 

communication was the embodiment of inappropriate language uses which would only 

undermine learners’ linguistic competence, although many studies in the literature on 

network-based interactions have suggested otherwise. Moreover, the teachers showed an 

overwhelming tendency to expect a CALL environment to be an area where they could 

access lesson plans and extra teaching resources and a means to reduce their workload. The 

heavy workload became a major concern when the College lost nearly half of its teaching 

staff due to a university personnel policy. Therefore, CALL, as an innovation, was naturally 

(albeit unrealistically), expected to relieve this situation. What calls for attention is that a 

fair number o f teachers were resistant to the University’s promotion o f E-leaming as they 

feared it would take the place of their teaching. This position is actually rooted in the same 

belief as that o f the teachers who expected CALL to considerably relieve their workload— 

they viewed CALL as an omnipotent teacher substitute. This ‘fear-and-awe’ reaction to ICT 

in teaching is a very common phenomenon before a technology has been ‘normalized’1.

1 See Section 2.4 in Chapter 2.
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Further, teachers’ perception and expectation of NCE Online revealed a gap between teacher 

needs and CALL designers’ visions. For instance, ironically, the most important part of 

NCE Online— NCE (the e-version o f the reading passages from the textbooks)— was viewed 

as helpful by neither teachers nor students, despite the fact that this module was the one that 

cost its development team the most time and effort. Apart from technical difficulties, the 

fact that NCE Online was not directly responsive to teachers’ needs was probably a major 

reason for teachers’ underuse o f the system. Since the system was originally designed to 

primarily help with learners’ self-study rather than teaching, the teachers were not actively 

exploring its use in their teaching. It was clear that teachers’ attitudes and behaviour, among 

all other factors, largely influenced learners’ behaviour towards the system (also see Piper et 

al. 1996). Therefore, without the teacher presence in the system, students were apparently 

not motivated to use it autonomously.

8.7 . The Future of CALL in China

Research suggests that CALL can offer advantageous features to English learners in the 

following aspects:

♦  Self-access: CALL enables students to work anywhere, at anytime.
#■ Access to input, which can take many forms (linguistic/non-linguistic, 

textual/visual/sound) for learners to exploit, according to their needs.
♦  Instant access to reference sources (glossaries, concordances, specialized 

dictionaries).
♦  Opportunities for exploratory learning and risk-taking: students can use the 

computer as ‘a means o f exploring and playing with material’ (Chapelle and 
Jamieson 1986, p.28).

♦  Opportunities for individualized learning processes and feedback.
♦  Interactivity: CALL materials can, to certain degree, be interactive with the 

requirements of the individual learner (Domingo 2002).
♦  Interconnectivity: with CMC, CALL emphasizes connecting individual learners and 

uniting them into communities engaged in project work and peer learning.

However, the status quo of CALL development in China at present is very similar to what 

Kenning and Kenning noted in 1990:

There are several reasons for this general failure [of CALL] to make real 
inroads into language teaching practice on the ground. One is undoubtedly a 
chronic lack o f hardware, ... there is still a great deal o f ignorance as to the 
nature o f computer technology and its potential as an educational aid... 
Another reason is a lack o f suitable software. Despite the fact that, ... 
commercially available packages are beginning to appear, it is still true that 
many o f those which do exist are o f a stand-alone, one-off, type which are not 
always easy to integrate into existing courses (p. 12).
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NCE Online, as a forerunner of CALL in China, was almost the first one to have made great 

effort to realise the aforementioned potentials for an existing course. However, the process 

of the development have been subject to substantial difficulties, including lack o f facilities 

and technical expertise, financial and logistical support from the University, and 

coordination from the network services which was managed by a privatised company whose 

commercial interests was often more important than the educational concerns. The 

effectiveness of the system was also affected by the lagging o f a corresponding curriculum 

and pedagogy that would ensure both high-quality E-leaming systems design and effective 

use of such systems in practice. NCE Online’s growing curve has probably occurred or is 

going to occur to many other CALL endeavours in the country. Therefore, this study would 

like to make some tentative suggestions as to how to design a CALL environment to be more 

effective for Chinese students in higher education, although admittedly the study was far 

from in-depth enough to be conclusive. The following aspects emerged in this study as 

crucial factors that both teachers and CALL designers may have to bear in mind for 

successful realisation o f CALL’S potentiality.

Learner Characteristics

Matching CALL design with learners’ learning needs and styles is by far the most important 

agenda which will largely determine learners’ attitudes toward CALL and motivate them to 

utilise it more extensively and autonomously in the long run. To accommodate Chinese 

learners at present, it seems that a well-structured CALL environment with plenty of 

instantly-evaluated exercises which can be completed individually may be well-received. 

However, it should not overemphasize drills on grammar as it is relatively the easiest aspect 

and is not what university learners are most concerned about even though it does impose 

certain problems sometimes. On the contrary, grammatical knowledge can be better 

sensitized through the use of concordancers and corrective feedback while learners are doing 

other activities in the system. A separate, comprehensive grammar knowledgebase, as a 

reference tool, is also effective for Chinese learners. The reference and feedback linked to 

these exercises should be made as individualized as possible by innovative use of multimedia 

and NLP technologies2 to improve learners’ language accuracy (Chinese learners’ major 

concern) and appropriateness (communicative teaching’s ultimate goal). In contrast, 

vocabulary exercises should enjoy more importance, but preferably in more creative forms 

such as games and story creating. To achieve this, one institute’s or one CALL design

2 As discussed in Section 2.5.1 of Chapter 2.
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team’s effort is often insufficient. The ideal CALL environment should systematically 

utilise such resources on the Internet which are developed by a large number o f TESOL 

practitioners around the world. To share and keep up-to-date with useful resources globally, 

CALL designers and teachers can take advantage of technologies such as blogging, RSS, and 

semantic w eb3 which will inform and incorporate information and data from different 

sources on the Internet.

At present, most Chinese learners are more comfortable with linear presentation of 

information and sequential processes o f learning, and they are still by and large reliant on 

teachers’ instructions. Therefore, a CALL system should provide online placement tests 

which the learner can take to assess his/her own proficiency level and which give advice as 

to what content is appropriate for him/her. Thus, the learner can be guided through content 

designed for different levels step by step, much similar to what s/he would expect from the 

teacher. Nevertheless, this does not mean the strengths o f the other E-leaming features will 

not gain more recognition as Chinese education evolves. Educational environments are 

inevitably shaped by the economic, political and cultural development o f a society, and 

learning style, as a socialized and malleable trait, changes under different cultures and at 

different stages of the learner’s life. For instance, in the U.S. many educationists have 

realised that the rapid development o f technologies has created a generation o f learners, 

namely ‘millennials’, who manifest learning styles distinct from the previous generations 

(Brown 2001; Frand 2000; Oblinger 2003; Prensky 2001; Raines 2002). Millennials are 

young people bom after 1982 and growing up with computers. They are found to be good at 

multi-tasking (e.g. writing an essay on the computer as well as listening to online radios and 

chatting with their friends on messengers), comfortable with learning through their own 

exploration into different resources (e.g. researching on a topic on the Internet), and happy to 

communicate and cooperate with people from completely different cultures whom they have 

never met (e.g. playing internet-based games with peers from different countries). In short, 

in learning, they are naturally expecting non-linear, multi-media presentation of knowledge, 

collaborative work and discovery-oriented tasks. As China is becoming more and more 

internationalised economically and culturally, Chinese learners may be changing into more 

like their American or European peers in the very near future. The pedagogical 

transformation from the traditional teacher-centred to the more learner-centred education is

3 RSS, an acronym for Real Simple Syndicate, is a technology that can monitor and aggregate the 
updates from a specified website. Semantic web is a recent web innovation which aims to aggregate 
publicly available data from different websites according to users’ needs.
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presently taking place at different levels of education in the country. Especially, the 

prevalent approach to teaching English in Chinese higher education is the communicative 

method which emphasizes problem-based tasks, a facilitative and supportive role for the 

teacher, interpersonal interaction between students (and teachers), and learner autonomy 

(Fox 1993). Hence, learners will probably soon prefer learning environments that are less 

structured, less sequential, but more communicative and collaborative, and promotes more 

self-directed, explorative and reflective learning (also see Mitchell 2005). In addition, when 

guided or trained with appropriate learning activities, learners will adapt their styles very 

quickly, too. The younger learners may thus develop very different learning preferences 

from their older peers. For instance, at present, Chinese learners are generally introverted 

individual learners, but they are willing to collaborate or share ideas to certain extent. The 

publishing software such as weblogs or wikis4 can be one o f the most helpful technologies to 

foster social learning among Chinese learners in that, with these tools, they can create and 

publish individually but share and modify their own products with others without being 

directly face to face (see Harrison’s (2006) study on using a vocabulary building wiki with 

Chinese students in a UK university). With more activities like this, in the long term, a 

social constructivist approach to learning may become a more dominant habit than their 

individual learning tradition. The amount of creation and presentation involved may also 

train them to be more explorative and reflective learners. Therefore, TESOL educators 

should not only design CALL for the Chinese learners now, but also aim to design for 

learners o f  future.

Effective online communication facilities and activities are certainly the most needed 

development CALL developers and language teachers should be concentrated on from now 

on as Chinese learners are in urgent need of an immersive language environment and 

substantial communicative opportunities. Although ideally learners would most like to have 

face-to-face communication with native-speakers (as shown in this study), it is not feasible 

for majority o f Chinese learners in the mainland at present. Therefore, creating CMC-based 

communicative bridges between learners and English-speakers from different areas o f the 

world will be the most economical and helpful means to meet this need. However, the 

literature review has shown that meaning negotiation with peer learners online is no less 

effective than that with native-speakers in terms o f improving linguistic awareness. Hence, 

an online community mainly comprised of learners is also highly desirable. Often reported 

in research is ‘the unexpected ‘warmth’ in the putatively ‘cold’ computer network

4 As discussed in Section 2.5.2 of Chapter 2.
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environment’ (Hoffman 1996, p.67). The weakening o f many social barriers in a virtual 

community may help Chinese learners to feel more at ease with obtaining help and advice 

from their teachers, higher-level peers, and academic authorities. Nonetheless, this study 

revealed that online communication was considered much less useful in students’ English 

study than they initially expected, and learners hence showed little interest in utilising CMC 

tools for learning purposes. Therefore, to make an effective and thriving online community 

in a foreign language for Chinese learners, considerable amount o f teacher intervention and 

guidance is expected to organise and regulate the communication and create meaningful 

purposes to motivate learners. In other words, teacher presence is indispensable in creating a 

virtual community for learners, and activities should be carefully designed to match their 

computing habits, proficiency levels, learning preferences and personal interests.

Nonetheless, despite the fact that Chinese learners are very positive about CALL in their 

language study and many research studies have shown CALL is genuinely helpful in many 

aspects, it is almost universally observed that majority o f learners, regardless o f learning 

styles, prefer the traditional face-to-face classroom delivery o f teaching. They clearly 

believe that E-leaming and classroom learning are complementary to each other within 

higher education, and they would still like to have a blended mode of learning with 

classroom being the dominant learning environment. It is widely acknowledged that up to 

date students still approach learning in much the same way as they might have prior to the 

introduction of technology (Concannon et al. 2005). Piper et al. ’s (1996) study in Britain, 

for example, found that many students lacked the necessary technical, research and linguistic 

skills or appropriate learning strategies to make full use of CALL resources. In Fox et a V s 

(1998) words, ‘learners struggled to come to terms with’ the CALL activities which 

developed both language and other transferable skills. Mitchell’s (2002) research on 

Australian learners also revealed that nearly half of them were still lacking of the disposition 

and the skill readiness for self-directed learning— the basis o f online learning. All this 

suggests a need for placing more emphasis on helping learners adjust to learning in an online 

environment, even in a hybrid mode of learning, which may be primarily facilitated through 

considerations about learning styles (Buch and Bartley 2002).

Teacher’s Role

This research suggested that many Chinese TESOL teachers in higher education viewed 

CALL as either a replacement for human teachers or ‘a paralleled universe’ to their own
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teaching world. Despite the University’s reinforcement of hardware provision in classrooms 

and E-leaming policies, there was still an apparent ‘oversold and underused’ status (Cuban 

2002). No matter how powerful the software and hardware are, as Cuban (ibid) claims, they 

are often used in very limited ways to simply maintain rather than transform prevailing 

instructional practices. This is due to the fact that most teachers do not realise that E- 

leaming calls for changes in both the teacher’s and the learner’ roles. With the help of 

CALL, a language teacher’s role should turn from a knowledge authority to a learning 

facilitator and partner. This does not entail that teachers will have tremendously less work to 

do. To create a sustainable E-leaming environment, the foremost condition is that the 

instructor must ‘be there’, transcend invisibility over the Internet and become ‘a living 

participant in a shared learning environment’ (Chepya 2005, p. 10). Neither will the 

importance o f the teacher diminish; on the contrary, it will be more clearly accentuated 

because the creativity o f human teachers is still superior to any learning environments that 

machines can offer.

Despite the apparent advantages of multimedia CALL, today’s computer 
programs are not yet intelligent enough to be truly interactive. ... Computer 
programs that are capable o f evaluating the appropriateness o f a user’s writing 
or speech, diagnosing learner difficulties, and intelligently choosing among a 
range of communicative response options are not expected to exist for quite 
some time (Kem and Warschauer 2000, p. 11).

Hence, to claim that we can use technology to deliver effective language learning to large 

numbers o f people without using teachers are ‘erroneous and ultimately dishonest’ (Moore 

1993, p.56). Chinese language teachers should be made aware that there is no need to 

worship or fear CALL as an omnipotent entity that would deprive them of their jobs. Nor 

should they be resistant or defensive toward such innovations. On the contrary, they firstly 

need to recognise some apparent mismatches between their students and themselves:

1) Their students are ‘digital natives’ while most o f them are ‘digital immigrants’. 
Their students use technologies intuitively in a much wider range o f ways than them. 
For instance, this research has clearly shown that students spend considerably more 
time on computers for recreational purposes while teachers only use them as tools 
for work purposes.

2) Their students want to improve their communicative performance most, whilst they, 
or rather exams, still try to train linguistic competence most time.

3) The majority o f present Chinese learners are not accustomed to autonomous or 
collaborative learning, yet the prevalent English teaching method is the 
communicative approach which emphasizes these two learning strategies.

Secondly, teachers need to be provided with proper training to become more conscious of 

both the strengths and weaknesses o f CALL and its integrative uses for their current teaching

271



Chapter 8: Conclusion

practices. After all, perhaps every language teacher should remember that ‘computers will 

not replace teachers, but teachers who use computers will replace teachers who do not’ 

(Clifford 1998, p.5).

University’s Support

As is shown in the literature and this study, the following university support are crucial:

Dedicated technical and administrative staff
♦  Curricular integration
♦  Sufficient financial support
♦  Supportive policy-makers who give morale support and establish a platform for

discussion and ICT-related policy making in order to create a friendly e-culture

There has often been a disparity between our announced instructional goals and the true 

capability of our courseware (Clifford 1998). This gap has much to do with the overall 

support from an educational institution which largely affects the quality and implementation 

of its E-leaming resources. Most important of all, even if  an institution has provided 

sufficient administrative and technical support, what is often lacking is an appropriate 

curriculum and pedagogy for the integration of CALL. It is constantly found in the literature 

that the computer is being used in an ad hoc, fragmented and disconnected fashion (e.g., 

Kern & Warschauer 2000; Zhao 2003). Many higher education institutions (including the 

university in this research) have seen CALL as a shortcut to teaching more students (the 

number o f new students enrolled is increasing every year) with a reduced teaching staff, 

without realizing that such a conduct calls for innovations in the subject’s curricular design 

and teaching methods, too (see Pearson 2001). Interestingly, both this study and the 

literature review confirm that voluntary use of E-leaming is not conducive for improving 

either user attitudes or performance. Instead, research has often found that the mandatory 

users had significantly more positive attitudes than the optional users (e.g., Garland and 

Noyes 2004a). Therefore, only by making CALL an integral component o f the curriculum 

will learners be motivated to conduct more extensive learning through online resources. 

Moreover, although we have to admit that it is inevitable that to certain degree technology 

will determine learning (Fletcher 1993; Levy 2000), the computer itself does not constitute a 

method, not any more than books or blackboards do, instead, technology can be bent to serve 

the particular purposes and beliefs o f individual teachers and the contexts o f their institutions 

(Warschauer 2000c). Barr and Gillespie (2003) assert that technology should be used to 

enhance already existing effective teaching methods for the benefit of learners and teachers. 

Similarly, Allum (2002, p .161) also suggests that ‘CALL can be trusted to do some kinds of
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work as well as a teacher, provided the methodology is sound’, however, ‘CALL should not 

be relied on solely to deliver materials over longer periods’. In addition, Fletcher (1993) 

points out that more people successfully learn language through mass market processes— 

short intense courses, audio cassette based rote learning programmes— than through properly 

structured courses in academic institutions over several years. Lienee, the pedagogical 

strategies for CALL should also follow this formula— limited goals and simple processes.

In all, the most effective way to implement CALL in a Chinese university may be to make it 

a compulsory part of a full curriculum ‘that are supported by available technologies instead 

of individual tools that are only used infrequently or as a supplement to a primarily print- 

material-based curriculum’ (Zhao 2003, p.22). Also, this CALL environment should aim for 

training towards very clear and specific goals. In the interviewees’ words from this research, 

it should have specialised focuses, rather than being all-inclusive without any specific, short

term training objectives. A corresponding pedagogy should therefore be developed with 

regards to Chinese learners’ learning contexts, needs and preferences.

Furthermore, suffice it to say that developing excellent CALL courseware requires expertise 

in the language, instructional technology, and language pedagogy. This combination of 

skills may occasionally exist within one person, however, in most circumstances, effective 

E-learning software is the result of ‘a team effort that brings together language, teaching, and 

programming skills’ (Clifford 1998, p.7). The success o f such teamwork is largely 

dependent on an institution’s vision on E-leaming and coordination o f many different sectors.

8.8. L im itations of This Research and Future Research

This research covered a large number of samples and a wide range o f topics. While it did 

discover several important issues concerning Chinese CALL development, it was not able to 

offer more in-depth perceptions on these issues due to several major limitations in the design 

and implementation o f this research. The most critical one is that the researcher held some 

mistaken assumptions about the research context initially. Some preliminary interviews with 

teachers and students would have helped clarify the background information, identify the 

more relevant areas, and set up more focused investigations. Another major limitation was 

the instrument o f learning styles. The researcher did not retest it with the same group of 

students in case they should still remember the questions and their answers only after one 

year. Therefore, even though this instrument yielded some very important findings which
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seemed to have sufficient concurrent validity, there was no way of verifying the construct of 

the instrument. Moreover, the sampling procedure in this research was not exactly random 

in a strict sense. The participants mostly took part in the questionnaires or interviews under 

informed consent due to their teachers’ requests. In the case of the online questionnaire, 

there were apparently many self-selecting participants who happened to be accessing NCE 

Online and voluntarily completed the questionnaire.

The researcher’s experience with this study has pointed to a number of considerations for 

future research in this area. Firstly, research contexts are extremely important in 

understanding E-learning. Especially, in a hierarchical society like China, learners’ 

behaviour is not only closely related to their immediate environment—the university, but 

also the overarching government policies and social rules. Therefore, careful investigations 

using informal interviews or observations should be utilised to obtain as much background 

information as possible. Evident in the discussions was that some aspects o f learners and E- 

leaming are not unique to China, but rather universal. Therefore, to identify the peculiarity 

of contexts becomes all the more important as to understand how to accommodate for both 

common and special characteristics. Secondly, to improve the validity o f the current 

learning style instrument, it should be tested with learners from different Chinese universities, 

especially those specialised in social science and humanities disciplines where students may 

have very different thinking styles from peers from science and engineering oriented 

institutions. Thirdly, future research should also choose a cohort o f participants who have 

experienced substantial CALL, conduct experimental studies to detect any changes in 

learners’ learning styles, and thus ascertain whether learners adapt their styles to E-leaming. 

Lastly, more in-depth interviews with learners are needed to further investigate the causes 

behind the tension between learners’ favourable attitudes towards CALL and the underuse of 

it, and then shed further light on how specifically CALL designs can cater for Chinese 

learning styles.
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Epilogue

Computer technologies have evolved into an age of mobile and pervasive computing (also 

known as ubiquitous computing). Needless to say, we are in a transitional period of 

technological innovation that will one day allow us to place computing infrastructure 

potentially everywhere, with the prospect o f making it invisible to the users as well as 

intelligent and reactive to the users’ individual differences and the environment (Editorial 

2005, Interacting with Computers Vol.17). The main problem with CALL at present is that 

the pace o f the evolving technology is much faster than the pace of linguistics in solving its 

own questions (Conescenti 1993) as well as the pace o f SLA theorists in finding the 

appropriate CALL pedagogy. In this era of exploration and innovation, it is ultimately 

important to remember that CALL is not used for its own sake, or to justify the purchase of 

the equipment, but it is an integral part of the pedagogical strategies of the institution (Barr 

& Gillespie 2003) and is sensitive to learners’ characteristics and needs.
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Appendices

Appendix 1: Data A nalysis-Q uestionnaire  01 (2003)

Table 50: Academic Year at University

Year Level Frequency

1st 5154

3
3rd 1
4th 5

Postgraduate 1
Total 5258

Table 51: Computer at Home

Frequency Valid Percent
Valid No 2564 49.3

Yes 2637 50.7
Total 5201 100.0

Missing 57
Total 5258

Table 52: Home Computer Use Frequency

Frequency Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid Not at all 80 2.9 2.9
With parents permission 225 8.1 10.9

Limited time 586 21.0 32.0
Anytime 1897 68.0 100.0
Total 2788 100.0
Missing 2470

Total 5258

Table 53: Network at Home

Frequency Valid Percent

Valid No 417 16.5

Yes 2108 83.5

Total 2525 100.0

Total 2637
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Table 54: Home Network Use Frequency

Frequency Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid Not at all 34 2.3 2.3
With parents permission 151 10.4 12.7
Limited time 338 23.3 36.0
Anytime 929 64.0 100.0
Total 1452 100.0
Missing 1185

Total 2637

Table 55: Perceived Usefulness of Computers and the Internet

Perceived Usefulness Mean Median Skewness
Learning Resources 3.98 4.00 -.66

Communication 3.98 4.00 -.39
Self Assessment 3.86 4.00 -.55

Information 3.83 4.00 -.36
Distance Education 3.79 4.00 -.28

Table 56: Expected CALL Importance

CALL Features Mean Median
Physical Flexibility 4.05 4.00

Individualized Feedback 4.01 4.00
Cognitive Flexibility 3.96 4.00

Communication 3.95 4.00
Collaboration 3.64 4.00

Table 57: Learning Style Scale Reliability Statistics

Cronbach's Alpha Cronbach's Alpha Based on Standardized Items N of Items

.77 .78 37

Table 58: Learning Style Scale KMO and Bartlett's Test

Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy. .82

Bartlett's Test of Sphericity
Approx. Chi-Square 25716.52

df 666
Sig. .00

Table 59: Learning Style Scale Total Variance Explained

Component
Initial Eigenvalues Extraction Sums of Squared Loadings

Total % of Variance Cumulative % Total % of Variance Cumulative %
1 4.28 11.56 11.56 4.28 11.56 11.56
2 2.51 6.78 18.34 2.51 6.78 18.34
3 2.38 6.42 24.76 2.38 6.42 24.76
4 1.83 4.93 29.70 1.83 4.93 29.70
5 1.39 3.75 33.45 1.39 3.75 33.45
6 1.27 3.43 36.88 1.27 3.43 36.88
7 1.13 3.05 39.94 1.13 3.05 39.94
8 1.10 2.96 42.90 1.10 2.96 42.90
9 1.03 2.80 45.69 1.03 2.80 45.69
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10 .98 2.66 48.35
11 .97 2.63 50.99
12 .95 2.57 53.56
13 .92 2.50 56.05
14 .91 2.45 58.50
15 .86 2.32 60.82
16 .84 2.27 63.09
17 .83 2.25 65.34
18 .80 2.17 67.52
19 .79 2.14 69.66
20 .75 2.03 71.69
21 .75 2.01 73.70
22 .73 1.98 75.68
23 .71 1.93 77.61
24 .70 1.89 79.50
25 .68 1.85 81.35
26 .67 1.80 83.15
27 .64 1.73 84.87
28 .63 1.69 86.56
29 .61 1.65 88.21
30 .61 1.65 89.86
31 .58 1.56 91.42
32 .57 1.54 92.96
33 .55 1.50 94.45
34 .54 1.46 95.91
35 .52 1.41 97.33
36 .51 1.38 98.71
37 .48 1.29 100.00

C om ponen t N um ber

Figure 24: Learning Style Scale Scree Plot
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Table 60: Learning Style Scale Rotated Component Matrix(a)

Component

1 2 3 4 5
Methodical-Emergent 1 .642
Methodical-Emergent 2 .621
Methodical-Emergent 4 .442 -.311 .401
Inductive-Deductive 1 -.442
Inductive-Deductive 3 .434
Impulsive-Reflective 2 -.408
Sequential-Global 2 .344 -.331
Critlcal-Accepting 2 .536
Critlcal-Accepting 1 .525
Original-Traditional 1 .515 .328
Imaginative-Realistic 2 .408
Experiential-Theoretical 4 -.384
Proactive-Stress Avoider 3 .339 .384 .372
Methodical-Emergent 3 -.365
Sequential-Global 1 -.351
Inductive-Deductive 2
Initiator-Receptor 2 .580
Gregarious-Intimate 1 .555
Experiential-Theoretical 1 .536
Gregarious-Intimate 3 .436
Initiator-Receptor 1 .320 .431
Initiator-Receptor 3 .331 .430
Experiential-Theoretical 2 .409
Experiential-Theoretical 3 .349 .311
Gregarious-Intimate 4 -.331 .346
Proactive-Stress Avoider 1

High-Low Tolerance 1 .671
High-Low Tolerance 2 .660
High-Low Tolerance 4 .587
Proactive-Stress Avoider 2 .459
Original-Traditional 2 .555
High-Low Tolerance 3 .525
Critlcal-Accepting 4 .509
Critlcal-Accepting 3 .420
Impulsive-Reflective 1 -.375 .346 -.413
Gregarious-Intimate 2 .358 .364 .398
Imaginative-Realistic 1 .367

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis; Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization; 
Rotation converged in 15 iterations.
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Table 61: Learning Style Instrument Total Variance Explained

Component
Rotation Sums of Squared Loadinqs

Total % of Variance Cumulative %
1 2.52 6.82 6.82
2 2.52 6.81 13.63
3 2.49 6.72 20.35
4 2.48 6.71 27.06
5 2.36 6.39 33.45

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.

Table 62: Gender & Learning Style Factors

Gender Mean Std. Deviation
Factor 1 Female -.11 1.00

Male .04 .99
Factor 2 Female -.23 .95

Male .08 1.01
Factor 3 Female .04 .95

Male -.03 1.01
Factor 4 Female .21 .96

Male -.10 1.00
Factor 5 Female -.17 .96

Male .09 1.00

Appendix II: Data Analysis--Q01 (2003) vs. Q02 (2004)

Table 63: Recreational Use by Study Use Wilcoxon Signed Ranks Test

Recreational Use—Study Use N Mean Rank Sum of 
Ranks Test Statistics

Negative Ranks 108(a) 149.94 16193.00 Z -9.30(d)

Positive Ranks 269(b) 204.68 55060.00 Asymp. Sig. 
(2-tailed)

.00

Ties 136(c)
Total 513

a Recreational Use < Study Use; b Recreational Use > Study Use; c Recreational Use = Study Use; d Based on 
negative ranks.

Table 64: Computer Competence 2003 by 2004 Paired Samples T-test

Computer Mean N Std.
Paired Paired Differences

t df
Sig.
(2-

tailed)Competence Dev. Samples Mean Std. Dev.

2003 16.04 499 5.12 T-test
-4.88 4.15 -26.25 498 .00

2004 20.92 499 3.69
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Table 65: Surfing 2003 by 2004 Chi-Square Test

One Academic Year Observed N Expected N Residual Test Statistics Time
2003 207 290.5 -83.5 Chi-Square(a) 48.0

2004 374 290.5 83.5 df 1
Total 581 Asymp. Sig. .00

a 0 cells (.0%) have expected frequencies less than 5. The minimum expected cell frequency is 290.5.

Table 66: Learning Styles & E-learning
Methodical— 

Emergent
Open-minded—  
Close-minded

Extraverted— 
Introverted

High— Low 
Ambiguity Tolerant

Computer Attitude — — ,2 o r) .17(**)
Study Use Frequency .14(**) — — .u n
CAL Voluntariness — ,13(**) .u n —
NCE Online Liking ,15(**) ,13(**) ,14(**) -

Table 67: Learning Styles & E-learning Usefulness

E-learning Features Methodical-
Emergent

Open-minded-
-Close-minded

Extroverted-
Introverted

High-Low Ambiguity 
Tolerance

Self Pacing .14(**) - .194**) --
Peer Communication - - ,26(**) --

Collaboration • u n - •12(*) ,10(*)
Tutor Communication .13(**) - ,21(**) .13(**)

(Time/Place) Flexibility ,15(**) - ■10(*) .12 (*)
Instant Feedback ,13(**) - . u n ,11(*) -

Distance Education . 15(**) - - -

Table 68: E-learning Liking by NCE Online Liking Paired Samples T-test

Paired Differences

Mean
Std.

Deviation
Std. Error 

Mean

95% Confidence Interval 
of the Difference t df Sig. (2-tailed)

Lower Upper

.63 .57 .02 .59 .68 28.59 657 .00

Appendix III: Data A nalysis-Q uestionnaire  02 (2004)

Table 69: Favourite Learning Mode by English Level Correlation

Pearson Correlation English Level (Band)
Favourite Learning Mode -,08(*)

Table 70: Computer Confidence

Mean Median Std. Deviation Skewness
3.91 4.00 .58 -.35

Table 71 : Female & Male Computer Confidence

Computer Confidence N Mean Std. Deviation

Female 233 3.79 .57

Male 427 4.00 .57
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Table 72: Female by Male Computer Confidence Independent Samples Test

Equal
variances

Levene's Test 
for Equality of 

Variances t-test for Equality of Means

F Sig. t df
Sig. (2- 
tailed)

Mean
Difference

Std. Error 
Difference

95% 
Confidence 

Interval of the 
Difference

Lower Upper

assumed .15 .70 -4.60 658.00 .00 -.21 .05 -.30 -.12

not assumed -4.58 472.31 .00 -.21 .05 -.30 -.12

Table 73: Computer & CALL Usefulness

Mean Median Std. Deviation Skewness
Computer Usefulness 4.31 4.40 .56 -1.09

CALL Usefulness 3.59 3.64 .66 -.25

Appendix IV: Data A nalysis-Q uestionnaire  03 (Online)

Table 74: Self-reported Computer Competence in 2003 & 2004

Year Computer Competence

Mean Median Std. Deviation Skewness

2003 20.92 21.00 3.50 .05
2004 21.90 22.00 3.44 -.27

Table 75: NCE Online Usability

Mean Median Skewness
Interface 4.36 4.00 -1.22
Infrastructure 4.23 4.00 -.94

General ease of use 4.12 4.00 -.62

Navigation 3.97 4.00 -.89

General comfort 3.97 4.00 -.75

Logical menu 3.88 4.00 -.47

Clear help information 3.84 4.00 -.38

System flexibility 3.79 4.00 -.41

Ease of information searching 3.58 4.00 -.27

Font size 3.49 4.00 -.17

Error tolerant 3.48 3.00 .11

System stability 3.30 3.00 -.21
Table 76: Learning Style Sequential-Global

Q8 Frequency Valid Percent

Valid Global 430 31.5

Sequential 937 68.5

Total 1367 100.0
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Table 77: Learning Style Sequential-Global

Q15 Frequency Valid Percent
Valid Global 556 41.2

Sequential 795 58.8
Total 1351 100.0

Table 78: Learning Style Initiative-Receptive

Q7 Frequency Valid Percent
Valid Listener 1023 74.8

Initiator 345 25.2
Total 1368 100.0

Table 79: Learning Style Initiative-Receptive
Q17 Frequency Valid Percent

Valid Listen 390 28.9
Suggest 959 71.1
Total 1349 100.0

Table 80: Learning Style Critical-Accepting

Q10 Frequency Valid Percent

Valid Accept 732 53.6
Challenge 633 46.4
Total 1365 100.0

Table 81: Learning Style Gregarious-lntimacy (Seating)

Q11 Frequency Valid Percent
Valid Intimate 849 62.5

Gregarious 510 37.5
Total 1359 100.0

Table 82: Learning Style Gregarious-lntimacy (Study)

Q12 Frequency Valid Percent

Valid Alone 937 68.7

With others 427 31.3
Total 1364 100.0

Table 83: Learning Style Gregarious-lntimacy (In Class)

Q14 Frequency Valid Percent

Valid Alone 494 36.5

Groupwork 860 63.5

Total 1354 100.0

Table 84: Learning Style Gregarious-lntimacy (Project Work)

Q16 Frequency Valid Percent

Valid Individual 745 54.9
Collaborative 611 45.1

Total 1356 100.0
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Appendix VI: Teacher Questionnaire Data Analysis

Table 85: Band Levels

Missing Band
1

Band
2

Band
3

Band
4

Band
5

Band
2&3

Band
3&4

Band
3&5

Band
3&6 Total

Frequency 4 11 14 8 8 2 1 1 1 1 51
Percent 7.8 21.6 27.5 15.7 15.7 3.9 2.0 2.0 2.0 2.0 100.0

Table 86: Computer Type
Desktop Laptop Both None

Percent (%) 66.7 7.8 23.5 2.0

Table 87: Operating System
Operating

System
Desktop Laptop

Frequency Percent (%) Frequency Percent (%)
Win98 17 36.2 2 13.3

Win2000 17 36.2 3 20.0
WinXP 13 27.7 10 66.7
Total 47 100.0 15 100.0

Table 88: Main Computer Use Frequency

Proportion in All 
Computer Use

Rarely
(0-10%)

(%)

Not often 
(10-30%)

(%)

Medium
(30-50%)

(%)

Often (50- 
70%) (%)

Very often 
(70-100%)

(%)
For Teaching 2.0 8.2 16.3 34.7 38.8

For Personal Affairs 14.6 2.1 12.5 18.8 39.6
For Recreation 24.5 28.6 10.2 12.2 20.4

Table 89: Self-reported Computer Competence

Computer Skills Minimum Maximum Mean Skewness
Audio File Editing 1.00 4.00 1.63 1.04

File Format Change 1.00 5.00 1.69 1.50

Webpage Editing 1.00 5.00 1.88 1.72

Daily Scheduling 1.00 5.00 2.08 1.20

Scanning 1.00 5.00 2.38 .83

Image Editing 1.00 5.00 2.40 .58

Excel 1.00 5.00 2.98 .43

Winzip 1.00 5.00 3.00 .11

PDF Reader 1.00 5.00 3.02 .00

Anti-virus 1.00 5.00 3.48 -.15

Powerpoint 1.00 5.00 4.20 -1.24

Word 2.00 5.00 4.45 -1.27
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P D F  R e a d e r

Figure 25: Self-reported Competence for PDF Reader

Table 90: Helpfulness by Use Frequency Correlations
Pearson Correlation NCE Online Helpfulness

NCE Online Use Frequency .41 (**)

Table 91: Teacher Training
Not

Necessary
Not

Bothered
Better Than 

None
Necessary but 

Short
Necessary & 

Detailed
Frequency 1 6 8 26 7

Percent 2.1 12.5 16.7 54.2 14.6
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Appendix V II: Questionnaire Instruments

(both original Chinese versions and translated English versions)

317



+

i i ^ M M M M s T F f f i & V h J g r t i T - ^ X  ( in K f l n S :

# .  # « ? ! « « o

Thank You Very Much for Your Kind Assistance!

0 M s  W m °

1#»» « & W ,  i f £ * «  ‘3E’
*J® 0 # N

W D  A D  # □  A O
^  i t  »

□  □

®A t M f f l —tk ME—Ik IS^sKA^aW
□  □  □  □  □

1 0 ^ /J 'H t^ ±  7-9 A'Mtt 5-6 A'-Mtf 3-4 A'J'Hi 1-2 AAHi 0 A'Mli
□  □  □  □  □  □

4. jn * « x i« 3 ja w ii i« p ^ io > h < iM it ,  ( m w z m m m

T S fc fc tt, ItiaHi- W ± i6 f isi3 8 t '£ £ ils l
f^±®PA i f i f i  &  m±m<vuMtt % n± ìsì&  

□  □  □  □  □
+

5.

W A itiè
□ □

# # W # & Wlt'Cf —m n m
Word, tkiPffl W o r d ^ - l ' f è A f l ^ i I ^ I ^ A ^ □ □ □ □

(W ebBrowser) , Google fKjffi Jc S Ìic lg S □ □ □ □
% 7SU # (Email), t t t m  163 g ii#  Hotmail □ □ □ □

b t m  OICQ g ii#  MSN iÈra±WSlJ A iP A □ □ □ □
Jowerpoint, tW PilìtÌfclft Powerpoint □ □ □ □

^  K  rfrJfF, thtinFft Dreamweaver or HTML ÌHA É1 B FH iR IA □ □ □ □
m m m ,  t t - m  Photoshop □ □ □ □

6. f l Ì ÌE T m ili^ iÈ iP -^ iK W W J J M IS a a » -* .

□  f f c w - è f c i a .  .

□  n s a ' s w % j » ,
□  S l iÌ E a W if e t ì ,
□  S i Ì S f l f i ,  *AJÌH!fcffl#JAWfeJB. ìE»l1fe*#J»3SfcIft.

+ 318 +



7. A iig Ä S » Ä ß I M W « « Ä # E # W W Ä A iS P H i?  ^ B t i H Ä # P * f t J ! I I W « # ^ * g Ä ±

t $ ¡ * 3 í £ i f H # r a  fê ffl ® $
p Â Æ ^(ïôS gE nriu± ® E R -tfeR riu± 0# ra . □  Æ&Âifêj, ( f t r a â ï s # « )
3 Â K tË Â A ^ r a .  □

JlN» Rio

£ ^ 1 2 ^  9-12 íp 6-9 íp 3-6 íp 0-3 ^
□  □  □  □  □

9. f ó £ * & 0 í; * : ^ ¿ J r ,  - « M » » T W * 3 í ® ^ g ± í 6 ^ ¿ > B í r a  (& ® ± ìg M 5 g u a t is i)  ?

lO'M'&fÜLt 8-10/hB Í 6 - 8  yh<l'HÍ 4 - 6 yM'BÍ 2 - 4 'N W  0 - 2 'N W
□  □  □  □  □  □

10. S im iîrô n L  « B £ t e f f i 7 K T « ® f c f c 3 * :3 £ S 7  ( t t l& Æ M É Ê )  +

$ * * # £ £  _ fcffitfftfiBJt
WJW4 r * i ï @  é .Wi ï s  H^Ri

□  □ □ □ □ □ □  □  

u. 5 ( i )  mmmm (5 ) mm??* ûw iÿ& ,

□  □ ® l¥ Â lE il '( ÎÆ i§ )È  D 1® iiMM- CH^fË □  P io

l i  £ » * % ,  Ä W i3 £ » ^ 3 W « j8 in M ?

□ M S ^ 5 3 3 S ®  DÄfc □ Ä ^ # Ä ¥ 3 l ®

13. â T S ô ë ü # ,  ^ fW i*Â IM S X Î!U T tt& W illR rëÂ .

^ 23 ^ fe %±
IrIÄ

s*
mm 3̂Ï

(3ËÂJ&)
***
|h1Â mm

2 m 3 □ □ □ □ □
□ □ □ □ □
□ □ □ □ □

Mf?MPA1PaJiiío □ □ □ □ □
sia® b wfft», w##m. □ □ □ □ □
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Many Thanks Again!

E-mail: nceonline@163.com or Yuhua.Hu@education.ed.ac.uk
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Q uestionnaire  01 (2003 )

fjow to complete the questionnaire: If it is a multiple choice question, please mark in the small 
checkbox beside the item you choose. Most questions can only have one choice, however, the questions that 
are specifically indicated with ‘Please mark all appropriate’ can have more than one choice. If it is a 
question that asks you to fill in something, please write down your responses in the blank boxes provided.

Thank you very much for your assistance!

Please a n s w e r  Q u e s tio n  1 -  5  o n  th e  b a s is  o f  y o u r  c o m p u te r  e x p e r ie n c e  o v e r  th e  p a s t  f e w  m o n th s  p r i o r  to  y o u r  s tu d y  a t  

this u n iv e rs ity .

1. Do you have a computer or Internet connection at home? If yes, please tick ‘Yes’ and indicate how often you can access 
them; if no, please tick ‘No’ and then go directly to Q2.

Computer The Internet
YesO NoO YesO No Q

I can access it whenever I want. □  □
I can access it for a limited time every day/week.

I can only access it with permission. □  □
I can’t access it at all. □  □

2. If you can access a computer at home or elsewhere, how often, on average, do you use it for your study?

Every day Several times/week Once/week Monthly Very rarely or never
□  □  □  □  □

3. If you can access the Internet at home or elsewhere, approximately how many hours a WEEK do you spend on it for 
private or recreational purposes?

10 or more hours 7-9 hours 5-6 hours 3-4 hours 1-2 hours 0 hours
□  □  □  □  □  □

4. If your answer to Q3 is more than 0 hours, which of the following do you often use recreationally? (Please mark all 
appropriate)

Downloading files Shopping Banking or similar Surfing 
Chat E-mail (eg music) online business online websites Games
□  □  □  □  □  □  □

S. Please indicate how well you can use the following applications on a computer.
Very I’d need I’ve never

Competent Competent some help used it
Word Processor, eg. Writing an well-formatted essay with Word □ □ □ □

Web browser, eg. Using Internet Explorer to browse for information □ □ □ □
Email, eg. Using 163 or Hotmail to send and receive emails □ □ □ □

Forum/Chatroom, eg. Using MSN to chat with other people online □ □ □ □
Presenation, eg. Using Powerpoint to design electronic slides □ □ □ □

Webpage Design, eg. Using Dreamweaver/HTML to design web pages □ □ □ □
Image Editing, eg. Using Photoshop to resize or change brightness of pictures □ □ □ □

6. If you are living in a university dormitory, do you have a computer? Please indicate which of the following is the closest to 
your circumstances.

□  I have a computer all to myself, and I can use it anytime I want.
□  I own a computer, but I also let my roommate(s) use it often, which sometimes restricts my own use.
□  I bought a computer together with someone or some roommates so we share the use of the computer.
□  I don’t own a computer, but I can use my friend(s)’/ roommate(s)’ or home computer conveniently.
□  I don’t own a computer, and have no other convenient access to any computer, but I will be buying

one in the near future.
□  I don’t own a computer, and have no other convenient access to any computer, neither will I be 

buying one in the near future.
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7. If you are living in a university dormitory, do you have network connection in your room, and to what degree will you be 
utilizing the network when at university? Please mark one box only for each sub-section.

Access to University Intranet or the Internet
P I can access both the Intranet and the Internet in my room.
P In my room, I can access the university Intranet only.

P There’s no network connection in my room at all, but I will 
go to the university computer labs to use the network.

8. How long have you been learning English up till now?

Frequency of Use
I’ll spend a lot of time using networks at university.

□  I’d like to use the networks for a certain amount of 
time when it’s necessary.

□  I’m not very interested in using networks, so I don’t 
think I will spend much time on them.

more than 12 years
□

9-12 years
□

6-9 years 
□

3-6 years 
□

0-3 years
□

9, Before you came to this university, normally how much time would you spend on English study every week 
(including both time spent on English classes and self-study)?

More than 10 hours 
□

8-10 hours
□

6 - 8  hours
□

4 - 6  hours 
□

2 - 4  hours 
□

0 - 2  hours 
□

10. Please indicate which of the following methods you have used for your English study, (please mark all appropriate)

Printed Audio Video Radio Television CD-ROMs The Extracurricular training
material cassettes cassettes programmes programmes Internet tutorials or private tutors

□  □ □ □  □ □ □  □

11. Please rate the following English learning activities from the easiest (1) to the most difficult (5). Please write down 
the number (from 1 to 5) inside the box beside each activity. Please note that, since it is order ranking, there should 
not be any repeated numbers.

Q Memorizing and using new words or phrases □  Understanding and using grammar correctly
Q Listening comprehension O  Writing □  Speaking

12. In general, how did you feel about learning English as compared with the other subjects you needed to study?

DI enjoyed it very much. □  I somewhat liked it. Q  No particular feelings towards it. □  I somewhat disliked it. □  I hated it.

13. In order to improve our teaching, we would like to know in what ways you prefer to learn, so please indicate how 
 much you agree with the following statements.

Items
Strongly

Agree
Mostly Mostly Strongly

Disagree
Hike assignments which require me to work with two or three classmates.

□□

□ □
Ipaymore attention to the whole picture of something than the details of it.

□□

□ □
When I’m in a group, I usually do a lot of talking.

□□

□ □
Hike to finish one task first and then proceed to the next one, but don’t like 
to work on several tasks at a time.

□□

— □ □

I’m more concerned about what it is than what it can be or could have been. □  □ n □ □
Hike to leam theories and rules first and then use them to solve problems or 
explain situation.

□  □ □ □ □

I like teachers to draw many graphs or tables on the blackboard to explain 
fags to us.

□  □ □ □ □

Hike to initiate or organise group/team activities, eg., class picknic. □  □ i □ □
lean only understand something well after I try it out. □  □ i □ □
Id a study group working on difficult material, I’m very much likely to jump 
ioand contribute ideas.

□  □ □ □ □

1 prefer coruses that emphasize facts or data, but not abstract materials such 
ĉoncepts or theories.

□  □ □ □ □

When I need to complete a learning task, I prefer to do it a new way that I 
jnst thought of.

□  □ □ □ □

I often have different opinions about things from other people, and like to 
ffiue for my opinions.

□ □ □ □ □

[don't like lab classes. □ □ □
Jnclass, I often feel I can’t participate in group activities very well. □ n □ □
id feel very happy if the English teacher asked us to write something using 
•imagination rather than describe something in our daily life.

□ □ □ □

Ijften doubt the correctness of the teachers or the textbooks. □ □ □ □ □
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studying in a group, I usually like to sit back and listen to other 
people’s discussion and am ready to fulfil the task through whatever ways 
(lev have agreed to try.

□ □ □ □ □

tonally I can quickly understand theories or rules even if there are no lab
f|a«es for them.

□ □ □ □ □

jTdass. I leam better with groups than on my own. u □ □ □ □
fiOnot very good at discovering the problematic or faulty side of things, e.g. 
■ifthere’s a half glass of water, I’d be more likely to think half of the glass is 
filled with water, but not that half of the glass is empty.

□ □ □ □ □

iTwoften 1 act ar|d talk without thinking much first. u □ □ □ □
ijjsually I remember better if I hear a story on the radio than if I read this 
ame story on a newspaper/magazine.
fhen I do a job, my usual approach is to start from the beginning and follow 
procedure step by step.

u □ □ □ □

Tiike to get things done in those old tried ways. u □ □ □ □
fen reading an English article outside classroom, I need to understand 
every word and sentence in order to understand the whole article very well.

□ □ □ □ □

"¡like reading detective novels very much because I like trying to work out 
who did what through the bits of clues here and there in the novels.

□ □ □ □ □

Tiike to try to use the new words or phrases I’ve just learned in my writings. □ □ □ □ □
"When reading an interesting article in English, I prefer to read along without 
looking up all the new words till the end when I’ve grasped the main idea.

□ □ □ □ □

I'd rather someone tells me how to complete a task step by step than having 
to figure out how to do it myself.

□ □ □ □ □

If possible, I ’d like to try some more adventurous sports, such as bumgee 
¡limp or parachuting.

□ □ □ □ □

I enjoy challenging myself with slightly more difficult learning tasks than 
what I already can do.

□ □ □ □ □

I like to first arrange the things I need to do on a day according to their 
importance and then get them done one by one.

□ □ □ □ □

I like to leam a lot of examples or cases first, and try to draw out of them 
some underpinning rules or theories.

□ □ □ □ □

I like to try new things out immediately, eg., a new Walkman, without reading 
the instructions in the manual..

□ □ □ □ □

I leam  in fits and starts, but not at a regular pace. □ □ □ □ □
Even i f  an English article is about something I’m very interested in, I often 
feel very frustrated if it has many new words in it, and may even give up 
leading it in the end.

□ □ □ □ □

When it comes to an uncertain situation, I usually trust my reasoning more 
than my feeling.

□ □ □ □ □

1 prefer to work on my own. □ □ □ □ □
When trying to memorize a new word, I find it easier to remember it by 
looking at the word several times than listening to it (e.g. on a cassette tape) 
fora few times.

□ □ □ □ □

14. The following statements are about learning and computer use. Please indicate to what extent you agree with them.______
Totally Mostly Mostly Totally

ITEMS agree agree Neutral disagree disagree
Our classes would become more interesting if computers were used in our
.classrooms. □ □ □ □ □

I feel comfortable with the use of computer technologies in my study □ □ □ □ □
Learning via computer/the Internet on my own is acceptable to me □ □ □ □ □
I’d prefer to talk to a teacher face to face instead of communicating through a 
.computer □ □ □ □ □

[would like to study with a computer, even if it is complicated □ □ □ □ □
1 prefer to communicate with my classmates through chatrooms or forums on the In 
taet rather than in the classroom where I have to face many people □ □ □ □ □

dj-ROM software for English study is more helpful than printed materials □ □ □ □ □
[dke being taught in a classroom setting with face-to-face contact □ □ □ □ □
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15. Please indicate how much you think the following items can help you learn English? (If you have never used some 
items, please predict their usefulness according to your own understanding.)

ITEMS
Very

helpful Helpful Unsure
Not very 
helpful

Not helpful 
at all

E-mailing in English to friends in some other countries □ □ □ □ □
Chatting with friends in English on the Internet □ □ □ □ □

Listening to the English audio materials on the internet, eg. Songs □ □ □ □ □
Watching English movies on computers □ □ □ □ □

Taking self tests or simulated tests on computers or networks □ □ □ □ □
Participating in discussion forums where everyone writes in English □ □ □ □ □

Surfing the Web that provides information in English □ □ □ □ □
Taking online English courses from an institution or organisation □ □ □ □ □

1 6 . How im portant do you think the following things which NCE Online you are going to use may enable you to do for 
your English learning?

Very
ITEMS important Important Unsure

Not very 
important

No importance 
at all

I can communicate with fellow students or peers in other countries □ □ □ □ □
I  can study English whenever I  prefer. □ □ □ □ □

I can study English wherever convenient, eg., at home when on
holiday. □ □ □ □ □

I can get more effective and/or frequent instructions or feedback fro 
m teachers than what I normally get in the classroom. □ □ □ □ □

I can have more freedom in managing my own study pace and cont
ent. □ □ □ □ □

lean have more opportunities for discussing or working with other stud 
ents on some difficult problems, tasks or projects.

□ □ □ □ □

I can easily access a wide range of sources of information and kno 
wledge about English through the online NCE. □ □ □ □ □

wplease t e l l  us  s o m e th in g  a b o u t  y o u rs e lf .

17. Your Year 1st Year □  2nd Year □  3rd Year □

18. Your gender Female ED Male O

19. Your Age (please write in the

4 /5 Year □ Postgraduate □

Your Student ID No. (please write in the

20. What is your current English proficiency level?

Level 1 O  Level 2 O  Level 3 O

21. Which College are you in (please choose)?

22. Where is your hometown province/city (please choose)?

Level 4 O Level 5/6 Q

Many Thanks Again!
If you have any enquiries or suggestions 

please contact us by E-mail: nceonline@163.com; Yuhua.Hu@education.ed.ac.uk

325

mailto:nceonline@163.com
mailto:Yuhua.Hu@education.ed.ac.uk


¿ c f  NCE Online ÉKjW S IrJ^
+

®  6tJ iT —' ' t 'X  (^PlSiiii/jN: S  ) , ifi3£

Thank You V ery Much for Your Kind Assistance!

m s  + r & .

i. t a m ,  ‘W ’ t f i iK r t i f c i r x .  M « i f 4 H 0 W
ffiffli#»! t a ^ m ,  '% ’ j& a w « rt# rx ^ M m s f*» 2 is .

Æ 'If u

itR it^cH cW jaiffifflW K W -aH ira 
â k w ï m m m  a n s t m m )

W D  Œ  W D  Œ

□
□
□
□

□
□
□
□

2. M m m t E i c a ,  « f i ,  B ÏÂ 'È M dÈ rÂ ffl*». a P ^ « H R ^ 4 « * M iff if f l* JB i3 fE ílt li i« Ú & ^ 3 3 ?

« A  4ÇJÜ-& « £ - &  Í S M i L f S f
□  □  □  □ .  □

3. * n £ f t f t e & $ f i ,  « f i ,  U 5 ^ « - Ä * a ^ ^ - l f e l l i W Ä ^ A # W Ä * 0 W i i 5 ±
W?

10 - t f i lP M #  10 A 'N H fiA  7-9 -t/J'B i 5-6 •'MMJt 3-4 'M 'l tf  1-2 -f-fillt 0 -tfiB Í 
□  □  □  □  □  □

H ±W A  N u i® #  %s&Ml¥ m ± ^ m T M  
□  □  □  □

[**J±ìS#
□

|wJ±7t,'i'I
□

WÈ1&
□

S  I I  »  I  ffl 'Êf'ffMl' 'Êf'fW'ij' -ÖffiBÖ
.AA

Word, tW nfi Word 2 |—Ìg fftA S ^ ÌIJE lS A S □ □ □ □
W5l$!l)!£ïnl (WebBrowser) , Google ÊKlSsiflÂâÎfefiiJË. □ □ □ □

f i? W f r  (Email), 163 «Je# Hotmail StlÈPffi^l&Â'fS# □ □ □ □
g WfösCTPAS, fcMnflï oiCQ s t #  MSNÄ iA ii» ]A ® P A □ □ □ □

Powerpoint, tAiiflfiîifcftfKj Powerpoint A WffiÆllil'flfifiÎjiÎ A □ □ □ □
W5ïijï!lfi, I t tn f i  Dreamweaver or HTML i§W Él B$Ht|Ñ|jíí □ □ □ □

w & sm , ttto H  Photoshop t  W A fi& ñ i? □ □ □ □

6.

□  Â t - ê t ü f i ,  f lr K W W fc a s a w ^ s m s R iH T .

□  f f i É l ü 'S ^ « ,  JKl&teSfcfgBSCfiWfcjS.
□  S a íE - S W * » .  fifiifêffifiS ilA K fiB , f i â Â £ Æ ^ A ^ A A - - £ »
□  « A & W f iÊ >  Â A 'M lM A Û fiË K ,

326



r  w  m  #  h  #  m f é  ®  $

j ]  $ $ f c ß 9 S f ä ) ä ,  Ä A  i t e ®  A S P A

□  « j g u h a « ^ » ,

8. jn #t5B ÌS B ÌlE 4'l£fflftftW W iR ÌR #N C E  Online (New College English Online),
m m ?  ^ f i m w « Ä 3 a i i w - # f t ? ^ Ä r a w .  ( m w è l m m

(Modem) (LAN)
□  S B ^ S ^ E fe J f i  □  □
□  m t s s w A ®  □  □

9. ffgfflffiNCE Online?

6 □ 4-6 AAW  
□

2-4 AAltf 
□

1-2 A  A Ut 
□

A A 1 AAW 
□

0 AW 
□

10. NCE Online W 4 4 > N P ^ ± « m il5 I Ä * iS  (1 ) S05Hé (4 ) Ü M ?
(A U SÜ 4)

□  NCE EU English For Fun EU Online Community

■ y n A ilä N C E  Online NCE O n lin e *  NCE O n l i n e * ^ 2 3 * ± ,

□  Reference

g ^ è j^ ig . ± ,  iS ä ;A * * $ ®  ^ Ä A ^ r i t  NCE Online * i t  

□  □  □  □

W i ^ m m

□

12 . » i& # * x iK T it t s w ^ R r iB a f .

m m
* A
H Ä

Au£
(75ÄÜL)

S A A
H Ä

5SAA

□ □ □ □
m m x  nce online m m ,  m m m m K  □ □ □ □ □

H W k NCE Online □ □ □ □ □
m m  NCE Online □ □ □ □ □

S t# N C E  Online t£M 6#^ftPJ4S ffing$JP«IX , A A  |—|
B tft i& A A in ] u □ □ □ □

NCE Online n
4aiAt6sK®PA □ □ □ □

NCE Online it^ 'f f ltb iE P ^ IA S # , i l ^ # l l k ,  □ □ □ □ □
■ ^ il& M ffifc fc , S i t : # i i a  NCE Online □ □ □ □ □

m m  NCE Online J&MW*fl?lffilfr7iiA9$*3 □ □ □ □ □
f t A i s M  NCE Online □ □ □ □ □

13. i& f;# lU T  NCE Online

NCE Online ifi #  £
« f é

m &
fé ®
3F1Ö a  m m

A A fé
m

5 n ± &
fé ffiS i

□ □ □ □ □
□ □ □ □ □

W A f f S t « » ’ i f ’ □ □ □ □ □

□ □ □ □ □
m a ia a jg i i t # □ □ □ □ □

HtfBJ □ □ □ □ □

NCE Online (Glossary) M W -, ffiJJ&fflTffilSKl
M 'h I& ^ R W 'V B r i- t lf t iS A , Atu-^iSC# □ □ □ □ □

i t  NCE Online |f t ’ Speaking’ ® # -S , S A m f f l ’ Role Play’ P J P ® □ □ □ □ □
i i « T ^ 4 ^ w # p nn # ic , □ □ □ □ □

327
+



+
NCE Online W 4# /&

A t w
ffifb

w s
fffSb A » &

AAW
W ttb

NCE Online ÌliTgürPff □ □ □ □ □
NCE Online it& ^ 8 B « # £ jlip ^ » im !l£ a fcW # L # □ □ □ □ □

MÜ NCE Online, □ □ □ □ □
STtUiE NCE Online ± A £ itfe P Îtff l^ ® ifc # W iS S â m tiè □ □ □ □ □

i4. x i ^  £  m  T  m  Ki #  a  &  ¿3 @ %  M w  , m  n  i t
+

\ k %  NCE Online W £  s  m ?

A t
¥  53 a  u  m m

tu s
£ 5

W/& A A
£ £

AftfsJÂ
A Ü S

t ^ t a r r - m  m aK ^ fltffl®  □ □ □ □ □ □
Ä A lttA ^ ffifW J lA , i lÄ P iS A A  □ □ □ □ □ □

□ □ □ □ □
U M m ì È m m m z t i  □ □ □ □ □ □

ÿeÎaïffFftA □ □ □ □ □
□ □ □ □ □
□ □ □ □ □

Sâ±itàf:g^53WBÎfB]-%±Èâ, * Æ ^ S ® Î t^ ^ Â ^ 5 3  □ □ □ □ □ □
M ÎM :,g stt:> 3 M tê± □ □ □ □ □

15. NCE Online fö ^ + Ä S I fe t in T tö lB I Ä , +
j n ±
|hiâ

S A
m u t

A A
(AftJE)

S A
A r a «

7 C ±
* m M

nce online, B * & A iifsw ft* 3 id » t ì! f» # À □ □ □ □ □
tffiffl NCEOnline ÔÎJlEl'M, Â & tSÊ SII-® ®  g B A S * W A ff i îS A A ff itöffl® □ □ □ □ □

□ □ □ □ □
□ □ □ □ □

« â  h  a  h  m â  w t  ̂  a  f t « »  m  inm . m t ^ - s t n m a * □ □ □ □ □
& w a $ ,  m i i f f l i f e j B t ' iS s m s □ □ □ □ □

SiAÄSicNCE Online ¿iiy A K T □ □ □ □ □
Îffiffl NCE Online W n m  0 Ä

word n x m & f t m m m - x n t  
tUftiiJÂ'ÈWP □ □ □ □ □

W ltii^ tÎC ftË JT icitraA -feT □ □ □ □ □
□ □ □ □ □

16. A 7 1 t NCE Online
g & _________________________________________________________________________________________

«■ m  ä  m

A t
iS ®

tm  
m m

= £ £
m m AffiïS?

f t A Ü t Ä Ä
f f l iS M Ä S

□ □ □ □ □

® £ Ë I i3 |0 & S I □ □ □ □ □

E & M w m s m m ;3 □ □ □ □ □

□ □ □ □ □

È Q i i i â Î f t t S □ □ □ □ □

fcfcin, Î P Â W A A A ê A « «
f à ,

□ □ □ □ □

□ □ □ □ □

B iin A iO tä Jc ^ S iW iS IA , ü l f ë ia tZ ,# - ^ □ □ □ □ □

□ □ □ □ □
t a - t A n w ^ Ä ,  g f f t ^ A ^ s i i A i t k i ^ w m

Ä i i f e l A t W I M i l i A & i ! ]  g  B « ® f ó # i , Ì □ □ □ □ □

S Ä S t k a ^ I I Ä T Ä - A A i s l ^ i s I f f l f i i J f f l t e W l l i M ,  NCE O nline tB H Ä “ #
I  Ä t tä tB S I H & f c J g J iß  W ^ ïÜ S i ië  A fflili T

□ □ □ □ □

i i — 'H ^'fiU A  M ic ro so ft O utlook iS f f i^ f f iÖ t lA T i t iA A , (S T P Ä B □ □ □ □ □

328



~~ -m, - m
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M any Thanks Again!

E-mail: nceonline@163.com or Yuhua.Hu@education.ed.ac.uk
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16/09/03
Q uestionnaire  02  (P ilo t)

How to complete the questionnaire: If  it is a multiple choice question, please mark in the small 
checkbox beside the item you choose. Most questions can only have one choice, however, the questions that 
are specifically indicated with ‘Please mark all appropriate’ can have more than one choice. If it is a question 
that asks you to fill in something, please write down your responses in the blank boxes provided.

Thank you very much for your assistance!
Please a n s w e r  Q u e s tio n  1 -  5  o n  th e  b a s is  o f  y o u r  c o m p u te r  e x p e r ie n c e  o v e r  th e  p a s t  f e w  m o n th s  p r i o r  to  y o u r  s tu d y  a t  
this u n iv e rs ity .

1. Do you have a computer or Internet connection at home? If yes, please tick ‘Yes’ and indicate how often you can access 
them; if no, please go directly to Q2.

Computer The Internet
Y e s Q  NoQ  Y e s O  No □

I can access it whenever I want.
I can access it for a limited time every day/week.

I can only access it with permission. □  □
I can’t access it at all. □  □

2. If you can access a computer at home or elsewhere, approximately how often do you use it for your study?

Daily Several times a week Weekly monthly Rarely or never
□  □  □  □  □

3. If you can access the Internet at home or elsewhere, approximately how many hours a WEEK do you spend on it for
private or recreational purposes?

10 or more hours 7-9 hours 5-6 hours 3-4 hours 1-2 hours 0 hours
□  □  □  □  □  □

4. If your answer to Q3 is more than 0 hours, which of the following do you often use recreationally? (Please mark all 
appropriate)

Downloading files Shopping Banking or similar Surfing
Chat E-mail (eg music) online business online websites Games
□  □  □  □  □  □  □

5. Please indicate how well you can use the following applications on a computer.

Very I’d need I’ve never
Competent Competent some help used it

Word Processor, eg. Writing an well-formatted essay with Word n r □ □
Web browser, eg. Using Internet Explorer to browse for information □ □ □ □

Email, eg. Using 163 or Hotmail to send and receive emails n r □ □
Forum/Chatroom, eg. Using MSN to chat with other people online □ □ □ □

Presenation, eg. Using Powerpoint to design electronic slides n n □ □
Webpage Design, eg. Using Dreamweaver/HTML to design web pages n n □ □

Image Editing, eg. Using Photoshop to resize or change brightness of pictures □ □ □ □
6. If you are living in a university dormitory, do you have a computer? Please indicate which of the following is the closest to 

your circumstances.
I I I have a computer all to myself, and I can use it anytime I want.

I own a computer, but I also let my roommate(s) use it often, which sometimes restricts my own use.
I bought a computer together with someone or some roommates so we share the use of the computer.

□  I don’t own a computer, but I can use my friend(s)’/ roommate(s)’ or home computer conveniently.
□  I don’t own a computer, and have no other convenient access to any computer, but I will be buying 

one in the near future.
I I I don’t own a computer, and have no other convenient access to any computer, neither will I be 

buying one in the near future.
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7. If you are living in a university dormitory, do you have network connection in your room, and to what degree will you be 
utilizing the network when at university? Please mark one box only for each sub-section.

Access to University Intranet or the Internet
Q I can access both the Intranet and the Internet in my room.
] In my room, I can access the university Intranet only.

] There’s no network connection in my room at all, but I will 
go to the university computer labs to use the network.

Frequency of Use
I I I’ll spend a lot of time using networks at university.
I I I ’d like to use the networks for a certain amount of 

time when it’s necessary.
□  I’m not very interested in using networks, so I don’t 

think I will spend much time on them.

8. If you have been uainf NCE Online, how do you access it most time—where is the computer and how is it connected to 
the network? (Please mark all appropriate)

Modem LAN
From a computer at home 

I I From a computer in my dormitory room. O  HU
□  From a computer in the university computer labs.

9. How much time have you been spending on NCE Online EVERY WEEK during the past academic year?

6 or more hours
□

4-6 hours
□

2-4 hours
□

1 -2 hours 
□

Less than 1 hour 
□

0 hours
□

10. Please rank NCE Online’s four modules according to the time you spend on them from the shortest (1) to the longest
(4)-
□  NCE □  English For Fun □  Online Community □  Reference

11. If you could choose freely, which of the following methods would you like most for your English study at university?

] complete self-study through NCE Online
Mainly through NCE Online, together classroom learning 

j Approximately through the same amount of NCE Online and classroom learning 
Mainly face-to-face classroom learning, together with NCE Online 

[~1 Face-to-face classroom learning only

12. Please indicate how much you agree with the following statements,

ITEMS
Strongly

Agree
Mostly
Agree Neutral

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

I like the idea of learning English online through computers and networks. □ □ □ □ □
I like the appearance of NCE Online interface, eg., the colour and shape. □ □ □ □ □

I like the overall structure of the components in NCE Online. □ □ □ □ □
I think NCE Online has made my English study more interesting.

I find it very easy to navigate around the whole environment. □ □ □ □ □
I prefer to communicate with other students anonymously in NCE Online rather

than in the classroom. □ □ □ □ □
I like it that we can view, work on and submit assignments in NCE Online. □ □ □ □ □

I think I can communicate with the teacher much more easily and efficiently in
NCE Online than in the classroom. □ □ □ □ □

I think NCE Online helped with my study more effectively than printed
materials. □ □ □ □ □

I enjoy the additional multimedia materials provided by NCE, such as Word
Games, and movie clips. □ □ □ □ □

13. Please indicate how helpful you think the following NCE Online features have been for your English study? (Please mark

ITEMS
Very

Helpful Helpful Unsure
Not Very 
Helpful

Not Helpful 
at all

Access to in-class listening materials any time outside the classroom □ □ □ □ □
Being able to access all the reading texts without having to carry the

textbooks around □ □ □ □ □
Most of the reading texts are read out by native speakers so that I can

‘listen’ to a text rather than ‘reading’ it □ □ □ □ □
Being able to view the translation of each sentence of the major texts □ □ □ □ □

Being able to set the timer for myself for whatever exercise I do n □ r □ □
Being able to view my study record so that I know how much I have done 

_ and what I should spend more time on □ □ □ □ □
The Glossary provides not only pronunciation and explanation of a word, 

but also the example sentences from the textbooks. □ □ □ □ □
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Being able to have role-play practice in the system. f~~l______ Q _______Q _______ Q _________I I
Being given sample writings and shown the errors in them and how they

are corrected. □ □ □ □ □
The referencing tools, eg., the grammar explanations □ J □ □ □

Being able to communicate with the teacher individually. □ J □ □ □
Being able to get more specific feedback/help from the teacher more

quickly. □ □ □ □ □
Being able to discuss on different topics with other students in English □ □ □ □ □

14. Please indicate how important you feel NCE Online has been for you to achieve the following learning objectives?
Very Not Very No Importance

NCE Online Important Important Unsure Important at all
Acquiring new vocabulary, more useful phrases and idioms □ □ □ □ □

^Improving my speaking competence through more communication
opportunities with other students □ □ □ □ □

Understanding and learning more grammar knowledge □ □
Improving my reading comprehension ability □ □

Improving my writing □ □
Obtaining more study-related information and resources □ □

More opportunities to collaborate with other students □ □
Ijjore flexibility of study time and place, eg. study at home on holidays □ □

Improve my ability to study and reflect independently □ □

15. You may have encountered the following problems /difficulties when using NCE Online. Please indicate how much 
you agree with the following statements.

Using NCE Online
Strongly

Agree
Mostly
Agree Neutral

Mostly Strongly 
Disagree Disagree

I’m worried that I can’t use NCE Online properly because I’m not very |—,
technically-minded. □ □ □ □

I often encounter technical problems which I don’t know what to do. □ □ □ □
I can’t find many technically-minded friends/classmates to help me with .—.

technical problems. □ □ □ □

I can’t get prompt technical support from the website maintenance staff or the ■
university. □ □ □ □

Ifeel really frustrated when my study couldn’t proceed smoothly because of the >—■
technical problems I can’t resolve. □ □ □ □

In general, I have a phobia for the use of computers. □ □ □ □
I think the animation played before the NCE Online login page is too long. □ □ □ □

I don’t like the fact that the NCE window takes up the whole desktop screen so 
that I don’t know how to switch to other windows if necessary, eg., when I want 
to write up something using Word and work on NCE Online at the same time.

□ □ □ □

Sometimes the downloading time of the audio or video files is too long. □ □ □ □
The sound or image quality of the listening materials or the video clips is not .—i

very good. □ □ □ □

16. The following is what NCE Online may be able to offer in the future. Please indicate how much you would like them
for you English study?

Resources and Facilities
Highly

Desirable Desirable
Not

Desirable
1 don’t understand 

this item
More listening exercises □ □ □ □

More vocabulary exercises □ □ □ □
More reading comprehension exercises □ □ □ □

More writing skills training □ □ □ □
More pronunciation training exercises □ □ □ □

More helpful information related to the topic of each unit, eg., if a unit is 
about travelling, provide hyperlinks to websites about tourism. □ □ □ □

More oral English practice □ □ □ □
More effective referencing tools, such as a picture dictionary to help us

□ □ □ □__ memorize certain new words.
Teachers organize more group or collaboration activities online. □ □ □ □

Set up an FAQ board so that students can ask questions about English 
_ knowledge easily or leam from other students’ questions and answers. □ □ □ □

When I’m trying to fully understand the meaning and usage of a 
_word/phrase, I would like NCE Online to have a tool to show me how □ □ □ □
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this word/phrase has been used in authentic writings (eg., novels).
A calendar, similar to electronic diaries such as Microsoft Outlook, 

where I can organise my tasks or events for my English study. □ □ □ □

A space where I can write notes while I’m studying on NCE Online. □ □ □ □
A ‘Print’ button which enables me to print off some texts or some

exercises. □ □ c □
More English For Fun materials □ □ □ □

'""More external resources on English learning, e.g. some other websites
good for learning English such as □ □ □ □

More technical support □ □ □ □

17. Your Year: 1st Year O  2nd Year O  3rd Year Q  4th/5th Year Q  Postgraduate O

18. Your gender: Female Q  Male O
---------------------------- r

19. Your Student ID__________________  YourAjj_

2nd □20. Your English Level now: 1st □ ->rd □ 4th □ 5th/6th □

21. How long have you been learning English up till now? (please mark one option)

more than 12 years
□

9-12 years
□

6-9 years
□

3-6 years
□

0-3 years 
□

22. Normally how much time do you spend on English study every week approximately (including both time spent on 
English classes and self-study)? (Please mark one option)

More than 10 hours 

□
8 - 1 0  hours 

□
6 - 8  hours 

□
4 - 6  hours 

□
2 -  4 hours

□
0-2 hours 

□

23. Please indicate which of the following methods you have used for your English study, (please mark all appropriate)

Printed Audio Video Radio Television CD-ROMs The Extracurricular training
material cassettes cassettes programmes programmes Internet tutorials or private tutors

□  □ □ □  □ □ □  □

24. Please rate the following English learning activities from the easiest (1) to the most difficult (5). Please write down 
the number (from 1 to 5) inside the box beside each activity. Please note that, since it is order ranking, there should 
not be any repeated numbers.

□  Memorizing and using new words or phrases 
CD Listening comprehension O  Writing

I I Understanding and using grammar correctly 
I I Speaking

25. In general, how do you feel about learning English as compared with the other subjects you need to study?

I enjoy it very much Q  I somewhat like it □  I don’t have particular feelings towards it □  I somewhat dislike it □  I hate it □

26. Which College are you in?

27. Where is your hometown province or city?

28. Please feel free to write down what else you expect NCE Online to offer for your English study, or any comments 
you want to make:

Many Thanks Again!
If you have any enquiries or suggestions 

please contact us by E-mail: nceonline@163.com: Yuhua.Hu@education.ed.ac.uk
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Questionnaire 02 (2004)

flow to complete the questionnaire: If  it is a multiple choice question, please mark in the small 
checkbox beside the item you choose. Most questions can only have one choice, however, the questions that 
are specifically indicated with ‘Please mark all appropriate’ can have more than one choice. If it is a question 
that asks you to fill in something, please write down your responses in the blank boxes provided.

Thank You V ery  M uch for Your Kind Assistance!

Questions 1-11 are about your computer use experiences:

1. If you are living in a university dormitory, do you own a computer there? Please indicate which of the following is the 
closest to your circumstances.

] Yes. I have a computer all to myself
] Yes, I have my own computer, but I also often let my roommate(s) use it 
] No, but I can use my ffiend(s)’ or home computer conveniently 
] No, and I don’t have convenient access to friend(s)’ or home computer either

2. If your answer to Question 1 is ‘Yes’, please indicate the type of your computer; if your answer is ‘No’, please 
indicate whether you intend to buy a computer in the near future.

I I Desktop □ ]  Laptop □  I will buy a computer soon. □ ]  I will not buy one in the near future.

3. If you have to go to the computer labs to use computers, do you have any difficulty accessing computers there?

□  Very difficult □  Often difficult □  Occasionally difficult □  Very convenient

4. If you use a computer (your own or someone else’) in your dormitory, is the computer connected to any network?

□  Yes, the university intranet, the national network and the Internet □  Yes, but only the university intranet and the national network
□  Yes, but only the university intranet □  No, no connection to any network at all

5. If you can access a computer at home or elsewhere, approximately how many hours a WEEK do you spend on the 
computer or networks for your study and recreational purposes?

>10 hours 7-9 hours 5-6 hours 3-4 hours 1-2 hours 0 hours 

Study Purposes □  □  □  □  □  □
Recreational Purposes

6. When you use computers for study, how is the proportion between the use due to university/course requirements and the 
use out of your own will?

^Completely by requirements □ )  Mainly by requirements □  About same amount □  Mainly voluntary I I Completely voluntary

7. When you use networks for recreational purposes, which of the following do you use mainly? (Please mark all 
appropriate)

Downloading Shopping Banking or similar Surfing 
Chat E-mail files online on-line business websites Games

□  □  □  □  □  □  □

8. Please indicate how well you can use the following applications on a computer.
Very I’d need I’ve never

Competent Competent some help used it
Word Processor, eg. Writing an well-formatted essay with Word □ □ □ □

Web browser, eg. Using Internet Explorer to browse for information □ □ □ □
Email, eg. Using 163 or Hotmail to send and receive emails □ □ □ □

Forum/Chatroom, eg. Using MSN to chat with other people online □ □ □ □
Presenation, eg. Using Powerpoint to design electronic slides □ □ □ □

Webpage Design, eg. Using Dreamweaver/HTML to design web pages □ □ □ □
Image Editing, eg. Using Photoshop to resize or change brightness of pictures □ □ □ □
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9. Please indicate how much you agree/disagree with the following statements according to your computer experience,
Strongly

Using Computers in Daily Life Agree
Mostly
Agree Neutral

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

Computers give me opportunities to learn many new things 

I am confident that I can learn computer skills well
□□

□

□
□

□

□

□ □

□
I feel comfortable working with a computer 

I believe it is very important for me to learn how to use a computer
□

□

□

□

□

□
□

□

□□
I believe with time and practice I will be able to use any software well 

Computers and the Internet have broadened my scope of knowledge
□
□

□
□

□□
□□ □□

I feel I will be able to keep up with the advances in the IT world 
Computer skills will be important when I look for jobs in the future

□□ □□ □□ □□ □□
Computers and the Internet have made my study more effective 

Anyone can learn to use a computer if they are patient and motivated
□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

10. Computers & networks are being used in the following ways in our education. How helpful do you think they may be 
for your English study?

Through computers & networks, I can.......
Very

Helpful
Fairly

Helpful Medium Not so 
Helpful

Not Helpful 
At All

Review study content or do exercises repeatedly until I acquire the
knowledge

Choose time and location of study at my own convenience
□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□
□
□

Self-pace my study, eg. Skipping the easier content 
Collaborate with other people at a distance, eg. for a project

□
□

□
□

□
□

□
□

□
□

Have more contact with teachers through E-mail, online forum/chatroom 
Exchange ideas with classmates or peers from other home/overseas

universities

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

Obtain instant feedback when doing online exercises 
Receive distance education, eg. courses offered by other institutions

□
□

□
□

□
□

□
□

□
□

11. Please indicate how much you agree/disagree with the following statements +
Strongly

Agree
Mostly
Agree Neutral

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

I feel apprehensive about using computers because I’m not very
technically-minded

I’d rather talk to teachers face to face than communicate through CMC
tools

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□
Computers and the Internet provide us with a lot of useful English study

resources
I think computerized multi-media English materials are more effective

than printed materials

□

□

□
□

□
□

□

□

□

□
I avoid computers because I’m worried about making mistakes or 

breaking something due to improper operations 
Compared with speaking up or expressing my ideas in front of other peop 
le, I’d prefer to communicate with my fellow students through CMC tool

s

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

I have difficulty in understanding the technical aspects of computers 
Computers and networks bring more opportunities for me to communicat

e with other people in English

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□

□
I feel really frustrated when my study couldn’t proceed smoothly because

of the computer’s technical problems 
In general, I have a phobia for the use of computers

□

□
□

□

□

□
□

□

□

□

Questions 11-20 are about your English study and your use ofNCE Online:

12. How long have you been learning English up till now?

I 11-3 Years | [4-6 Years | \l Years 08-9  Years I |lO Years I I More thanlO Years
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13. In the past year, approximately how much time did you spend on English study every week (excluding the 
classtime)?

< 1 hour 2-4  hours 4-6 hours 6 -8  hours £ 8 hours□ □ □ □ □
14. Compared with before you started university, which of the following methods have you increased or decreased using 

for your English study? Please write ‘1’ in the corresponding box(es) if it is ‘decreased’; write ‘2’ if it is ‘increased’; 
please do not write anything if you have never used a method or the time you used it has not changed.

Printed materials (eg. Audio/video Broadcast programmes The Extracurricular training
books&magazines) cassette tapes (eg. Radio, Television) CD-Roms Internet tutorials or private tutors

□  □  □  □  □  □

15. If you have used or are using NCE Online (New College English Online), please indicate where you usually access it. 
If it is your home computer, please also choose your connection method. (You may have more than one option)

I I Dormitory computer Q  University computing labs Q  Home computer (Connection: Modeml I Broadband Q  )

16. During the past semester, how often did you use NCE Online?

I I Daily O s e v e ra l times/week [^S evera l times/month Q o n ly  several times in total ^ N e v e r  Used

17. There are four main components in NCE Online. Please rank them according to the time you spend on them from 
the shortest (1) to the longest (4). Please note that, since it is order ranking, there should not be any repeated 
numbers.

I I NCE \ ^ \  English For Fun □  Online Community □  Reference

18. If you could choose freely, which of the following methods would you like most for your English study at university?

Complete self-study CALL + Online Mainly CALL + About same amount of Mainly classroom learning + Classroom
through CALL Tutoring classroom learning CALL & classroom CALL learning only

learning

□  □  □  □  □  □
19. Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following items.

Strongly
Items Agree

Mostly
Agree Neutral

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

I like using computers in my daily life and study □ □ □ □ □
I like the idea of learning English through computers u u u u □

I feel NCE Online has made my English study more interesting □ n □ □ □
I often access NCE Online’s ‘Online Community’ u □ □ □ □

Comparatively speaking, I’d be more interested in courses which involve
using computers very often 

I like to communicate with teachers through NCE Online.
□
□

□
□

□
□

□
□

□
□

For some courses, I’d prefer to study with E-leaming materials on my
own □ □ □ □ □

I prefer using NCE Online rather than printed materials for self-study □ □ □ □ □
I like working on computers even though they are a bit complicated

sometimes □ □ □ □ □
I enjoy the additional multimedia materials provided by NCE Online,

such as English songs and movie clips. □ □ □ □ □
20. How helpful do you think the following features of NCE Online are?

NCE Online Features
Very

Helpful
Fairly

Helpful Medium Not so 
Helpful

Not Helpful 
At All

The additional listening materials enable me to practice outside the
classroom □ □ □ □ □

Every In-Class Reading text is read out by native speakers □ □ □ □ □
Being able to view the translations of words or sentences in the texts □ □ □ □ □

Being able to view my study record so that I know how much I’ve
completed □ □ □ □ □

The vocabulary practices in Word Games □ □ □ □ □
The Glossary of NCEonline provides not only pronunciation and 

explanation of a word, but also the example sentences from the textbooks □ □ □ □ □
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Being able to have role-play practice in the ‘Speaking’ section in NCE 
Being given sample writings and shown how the errors in them are

corrected

□ 
□

 

□ 
□

□ 
□

□
□

□
□

Being able to discuss on different topics with other students in English i—i i—i i—i i—i i—i 
on NCE Online’s Discussion Forum or Chatroom '—' — '— ' '—* '— '

The referencing tools provided by NCEonline, eg., grammar explanations □ □ □ □ □
21. To make NCE Online more attractive, how much do you think you would need the following features?

Possible Features/Resources in NCE Online
Very

Necessary
Fairly

Necessary
Somewhat
Necessary

Not
Necessary

Teachers organize more group or collaboration activities online □ □ □ □
More exercises, such as listening, vocabulary or reading comprehension □ □ □ □

More writing skills training □ □ □ □
More pronunciation training exercises □ □ □ □

More ‘English For Fun’ resources □ □ □ □
Better reference tools, eg., a picture dictionary to help us memorize new words □ □ □ □

More facilitati ve information related to the topic of each unit, eg., links to i—i i—i i—i i—i 
interesting websites about tourism if a unit is about travelling '— — — '— '

More oral English practice □ □ □ □
More chances to communicate with the teachers via its ‘Online Community’ □ □ □ □
An FAQ board so that students can ask questions about English knowledge i—i i—i i—i i—i 

easily or learn from other students’ questions and answers '— ' '—'

Now please provide some o f your personal information:

22. Your Student ID Number:
. . . . . . . . . . . .

m  i i 1
(please write the numbers in the boxes as shown 1 2

i 3 i 4
5 6 7 8 1 «

 I I I I I I I I I____

23. Your gender: Female Q  Male Q  Your college (please write on the line):__________________

24. Your English Level now: 1st □  2nd □  3rd □  4th □  5th or 6th □

25. Please rate the following English learning aspects from the easiest (1) to the most difficult (5). Please write down the 
number (1 to 5) inside the boxes. Please note that, since it is order ranking, there should not be any repeated 
numbers.
I I Vocabulary Q  Grammar O  Listening O  Writing O  Speaking

26. In general, how do you feel about learning English as compared with the other subjects you need to study?
O  I enjoy it very much O  I somewhat like it Q  No particular feelings for it □  I somewhat dislike it □  I hate it

27. If you have some thoughts about the use of computers & network in your study, please feel free to write them down 
in the box b e l o w : _____________________________________________

Many Thanks Again!
If you have any enquiries or suggestions, please contact us by E-mail: nceonline@163.com:

Yuhua.Hu@education.ed.ac.uk
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E-mail: nceoline@ 163.com or Yuhua.Hu@education.ed.ac,uk

Many Thanks Again
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Q uestionnaire  03  (O nline)

1. Is there a computer in your residence (your home or university dormitory room) during the semester?
• Yes, I own a computer all to myself and I can use it anytime.
• Yes, I own a computer but I often lend it to my classmates.
• No, but I can access my computer at home, or my friends/classmates’ computers conveniently.
• No, I can’t access other people’s computers conveniently either, but I will buy a computer for myself soon.
• No, I can’t access other people’s computers conveniently either, neither will I buy a computer in the near future.

2. If there is a computer in your residence (your home or university dormitory room), is it connected to any 
network?

• Yes, connected to the university intranet, national network and the Internet.
• Yes, connected to the university intranet, national network.
• Yes, connected to the university intranet only.
• No, not connected to any network.

3. If you can use computers at home, university or in other places, how often do you use them for study and 
recreational purposes respectively?

10 or more hours 7-9 hours 5-6 hours 3-4 hours 1-2 hours 0 hours 

Study Purposes □  □  □  □  □  □

Recreational Purposes □  □  □  □  □  □

Questions 1-6 are about your computer using experiences:

4. If you can access networks at home, university or in other places, what do you mainly use them for?

Chat□ E-mail□
Downloading

files
Shopping

online
Banking or similar 
on-line business

Surfing
websites□ □ □ □ Games□

5. Please indicate how well you can use the following applications on a computer.
Very I’d need I’ve never 

used it
Word Processor, eg. Writing an well-formatted essay with Word c □

Web browser, eg. Using Internet Explorer to browse for information □ □
Email, eg. Using 163 or Hotmail to send and receive emails □ □

Forum/Chatroom, eg. Using MSN to chat with other people online □ □
Presenation, eg. Using Powerpoint to design electronic slides □ □

Webpage Design, eg. Using Dreamweaver/HTML to design web pages □ □
Image Editing, eg. Using Photoshop to resize or change brightness of pictures □ □

6. When you use computers for study, how is the proportion between the use due to university/course requirements and 
the use out of your own will?

[^Completely by requirements | ¡Mainly by requirements I ¡About same amount I ¡Mainly voluntary [[^Completely voluntary 

Questions 7-17 are about your learning preferences:

7. I am more of a listener than a speaker.
a) Yes b)No

8. I prefer to finish one assignment before starting another one.
a) Yes b)No

9. I remember best
a) what I see b) what I hear.

10. I tend to
a) challenge and question what I hear and read b) accept what I hear and read

11. I usually place myself nearer to the side rather than in the centre of the room
a) Yes b)No
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12. I prefer to study
a) in a study group b) alone.

13. When taking a test, I can ‘see’ the answer in my head as it appeared in my notes or textbook when I studied.
a) Yes b) No

14. Many instructors could improve their classes by
a) including more discussion and group activities b) allowing students to work on their own more frequently

15. I am more interested in a general idea than in the details of its realization, 
a) Yes b)No

16. When on a team project, I prefer
a) to work with several team members b) to divide up tasks and complete those assigned to me

17. In a study group working on difficult material, I am more likely to 
a) jump in and contribute ideas b) sit back and listen

Questions 18-23 are about your experiences with NCE Online:

18. If you have used or are using NCE Online, please indicate where you usually access it. If it is your home 
computer, please also choose your connection method. (Please mark all appropriate)

□  Dormitory computer □  University Computing labs □  Home computer(Connection: ModemD Broadband □)

19. During the past semester, how often did you use NCE Online in the English class and after class?

In Class DEvery class □Once/week □  1—3 times/month □  Several times/year □  Never used
After class DDaily □  Several times/week □  Several times/month DOnly several times DNever used

20. Does your teacher encourage you to use NCE Online?
□  Yes, very often □  Yes, a few times DHardlyever

21. If you could choose freely, which of the following methods would you like most for your English study at 
university?

Complete self- CALL + Online Mainly CALL + About same amount of Mainly classroom Classroom
study through Tutoring classroom CALL & classroom learning + CALL learning only

CALL learning learning
□  □  □  □  □  □

22. Please indicate how much you agree or disagree with the following items.

About NCE Online Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree Neutral

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

It is a good idea to have such an online learning environment □ □ □ □ □
Its interface looks pleasant □ □ □ □ □

The colours help to pick out different sections □ □ □ □ □
I feel NCE Online has made my English study more interesting □ □ □ □ □

The navigation of the site is easy; it’s not likely to lost my way when
shifting among windows □ □ □ □ □

The texts are too dense and hard to read on screen. □ □ □ □ □
I feel comfortable using this system □ □ □ □ □

The system allows me sufficient flexibility to work in the way I want □ □ □ □ □
I prefer using NCE Online rather than printed materials for self-study □ □ □ □ □

It is easy to find the information I need □ □ □ □ □
The system is helpful in coping with operational errors □ □ □ □ □

The grouping of menu options is logical □ □ □ □ □
Overall, I am satisfied with how easy it is to use this system □ □ □ □ □

The referencing materials are very clear □ n □ □ □
The system is running very reliably □ □ □ □ □

NCE Online makes my English study easier □ □ □ □ □

22A. If you have any other comments or suggestions about the user-friendliness of the system, please write them 
down in the box below:

23. Please indicate how helpful you feel NCE Online has been for you in the following aspects?
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ITEMS Very
Helpful Helpful Medium

Not Very 
Helpful

Not Helpful 
at all

Acquiring basic knowledge, eg., new vocabulary, grammar □ □ □ □ □
Improving my speaking competence through more 
communication opportunities with other students □ □ □ □ □

Improving my listening □ □ □ □ □
Obtaining more study-related information and resources □ □ □ □ □
More flexibility of study time and place, eg., at home on holidays □ □ □ □ □
Being able to understand the background knowledge and texts 
better □ □ □ □ □

23 A. If you have more Comments on the strengths or weaknesses of NCE Online, please write them down in the box 
below:

24. If you don’t use NCE Online regularly, what are the reasons? (Please mark all appropriate)
□  not enough time □  computing labs too crowded/computers often not available □  labs not convenient (e.g. too far)
□  labs too expensive □  networks in dormitory too expensive □  not very useful for exams
□Other reasons :

25. Your English Level now: □  1st □ 2 nd □  3rd □ 4 th □ 5 th/6 th
26. How many years have you been studying English up till now? _________years

27. Please indicate the frequency you use the following media for English study.
Decreased Increased No change Never used

Printed materials (eg. Books, magazines) □ □ □ □
Recorded materials (eg. Audio/video tapes) □ □ □ □
Live broadcasting (eg. Radio/TV programs) □ □ □ □
CD-ROMs/software packages □ □ □ □
The Internet □ □ □ □
Extra tutorials/private tutors □ □ □ □

28. Which of the learning media mentioned above do you use most often, and why?

29. Please indicate how much you agree/disagree with the following statements

Items Strongly
Agree

Mostly
Agree Neutral

Mostly
Disagree

Strongly
Disagree

I like to try using the newly learned words or expressions in 
my writing or speaking □ □ □ □ □

I don’t think I need to look up for every new words in an □ □ □ □ □article as long as I can understand the main ideas

30. Please rate the following English learning activities from the easiest (1) to the most difficult (5). Click on the 
little arrow and pick a number from the drop-down menu for each item.

□  Vocabulary □  Grammar □  Listening □  Writing □  Speaking

31. Your Student ID Number:

32. Your gender: □Female □  Male
33. Your College:
34. Your permanent residential place before you came to this university:
35. Is there anything you would like to do for your English study but you can’t? If so, what are they? Please write 

them down in the box below.
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Many Thanks for Filling in the Questionnaire!
If you have any enquiries or suggestions 

please contact us by E-mail: nceonline@163.com: Yuhua.Hu@education.ed.ac.uk
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