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In this paper I will discuss the learning prerequisites for a successful use of technology as a tool in foreign language learning in present-day Europe.  Technology can aid  foreign language learning both in the context of compulsory education and in the context of  life long learning. 

1. Learning strategies/conditions and the new learning environments

It is well known that the process of teaching/learning in compulsory and life long learning education  has been influenced by the progress made in the Sciences of Informatics and Telecommunications.  Thus the principles and  the practices of distance learning education have been extensively adopted in the new learning environments.1

More precisely, I consider flexible critical inquiry learning a prerequisite for a successful use of technology and the new learning environments, for foreign language learning.  In my view, flexible critical inquiry learning greatly depends on an individual’s  personal will and initiative  for learning, in this case learning a foreign  language.   A successful engagement of learners in the act of learning depends on the learners’ ability and skill to make use of the new learning environments for their own purposes.   

In my opinion, the learners’ ability and skill comprise  knowledge and experience of four important elements:

a) self-study

b) autonomy

c) awareness,            and,

d) at least, basic skills in using computers and the internet.

They are all constraints and resources for a successful use of technology and of the new learning environments for foreign language learning today.

1.1 Self-study

Self-study greatly depends on the learners’ ability to make choices and to make use of the appropriate learning strategies, which will serve their purposes best.  According to Ellis & Sinclair (1989) learners can be trained to distinguish which strategies can  facilitate or can become an obstacle  to learning.  This training is best achieved in the context of a reflective approach (Richard & Lockhart, 1994)  to learning and aims at developing learners’ ability in ‘learning how to learn’.

Research has shown that the more we understand the ‘ways and means’ we use to  satisfy our needs, wants,  interests or purposes, the more pleasant learning becomes.   Self-study via self-learning  becomes a source of inspiration leading learners to  autonomy and independence.

Oxford (1999)  defines learning strategies as the cognitive actions learners do in order to make learning easier, faster,  more pleasant, more self-controlled and self-directed, whereas through practice they become  able to  apply similar cognitive actions  in new learning environments.  Oxford has distinguished  six concentrations of learning strategies, each one of which comprises a number of individual learning strategies.2 In Table 1 there is the construct of the six concentrations followed by a brief description.

                                                            Table 13
	Memory strategies
	They  help  learners to store and retrieve information

	Cognitive strategies
	They enable learners to understand and produce new 

                 content  information, etc.

	Compensation strategies
	They allow learners to communicate despite deficiencies in  their  content or language knowledge.                                                                                                             

	Metacognitive strategies
	They  allow learners to control their own learning through organizing, planning and evaluating including self-assessment 

	Affective strategies
	They  help learners  gain control over their emotions,  attitudes,  motivations, and values.

	Social strategies
	They   help learners interact with other people.  


                                                              (From  Papaefthymiou-Lytra, S. forth. a)

In order to understand the multiplicity of learning strategies that comprise each one of the above mentioned concentrations of learning strategies, let’s briefly see Table 2  below.   In Table 2,  there are included memory strategies for storage and retrieval of information etc. as well as cognitive strategies  for comprehension and retrieval of information etc.   For a detailed discussion about the role and functions of these strategies see Papaefthymiou-Lytra  1987.

                                                     Table  24
	Strategies
	Comprehension
	Storage
	Retrieval

	Imitating
	
	X
	

	Repetition
	
	X
	

	Memorizing
	
	X
	

	Identfying
	X
	
	X

	Matching
	X
	X
	X

	Evaluating
	
	X
	X

	Transfering
	
	X
	X

	Tranforming
	X
	X
	X

	Categorizing
	
	X
	X

	Generalizing
	X
	X
	X

	Guessing
	X
	
	X

	Hypothesizing
	X
	
	X

	Analysing
	X
	X
	X

	Predicting
	X
	
	X

	Inferencing
	X
	
	X

	Working out 

      assumptions
	X
	
	X

	Translating
	X
	X
	X


                                                          (from Papaefthymiou-Lytra, S. 1987:33)

What’s more, learner training in learning how to learn is a prerequisite for self-study since in this context there is no teacher around  to attest the outcome of  learning as is the case in a classroom situation.   Besides, learner training also aims at  developing a) learner personal responsibility for their choices; b) learner self-confidence and independence in undertaking learning initiatives;  and c) learner understanding and appreciation of evaluation and self-assessment. Concerning self-assessment, as  I have argued in Papaefthymiou-Lytra (2001),  in the context of self-study,  the learner is expected to play a host of new roles one of which is that of  the self-assessor.

1.2 Autonomy

Research has defined autonomy in various ways.  Ellis & Sinclair (1991), for instance, define autonomy as learners’ wish to do better at school, in their academic studies, etc. In doing so learners take control and responsibility of their own learning.  Autonomy leads learner-centredness a step further since it refuses to adopt one approach to learning for all.

On the contrary,  it is assumed that it is for learners to decide a) the general aims and  objectives  i.e. why they want to learn language Y or Z and how they can learn it best; the content of the learning  materials i.e. what they want to learn; and,  last but not least,  the time expected to spend on learning it i.e. how soon they want to learn it;  b) the means, the ways, the methods and techniques used for learning the language(s)  and c) the self-assessment techniques to be adopted in relation to aims, materials, methods and time available.

In particular, the new learning environments can allow learners to work independently at their own time and leisure  provided that they have acquired computer literacy and  have access to the Internet. 

1.3 Awareness

Awareness is the third important prerequisite for a successful use of technology and the new learning environments for foreign language learning.  Awareness is taken to mean the outcome of a conscious but critical  analysis and understanding of learner needs,  aims, interests, learning  difficulties, learning strategies, formal and functional aspects of language, etc.   Awareness, therefore, refers to learner understanding of the nature of their needs, goals and objectives concerning foreign language learning and how they can realize them.

In the context of this paper, awareness refers to a)  the conscious understanding of learning processes, learning and communicating strategies as well as learning styles (cf. Papaefthymiou-Lytra 1987;  Oxford, 1990; O’Maley &Chamot; 1990; Wenden 1991; van Lear 1994);  b) the conscious understanding of learner goals, aims and objectives (cf. Dickinson, 1987);  c)  the conscious understanding of the role that such factors as  personal or team needs, objectives, interests, etc. may play as learning  facilitators  (cf. Hulstijn & Schmidt (Eds.) 1994); and d) knowledge of where to find  sources for learning and how to exploit them. 

In my opinion, awareness helps learners develop autonomy as a life-long characteristic whereas awareness and autonomy support learners to develop self-study practices.  In other words, all three learning conditions are inherently interdependent and eventually help learners to become:

a) more autonomous and self-dependent in making choices in the context of the new learning environments, namely,  technology and the Internet;

b) better administrators, organizers and disseminators  of knowledge and information to those they collaborate with;

c) more flexible learners which promotes critical inquiry learning;

conscious of the fact that  a)   memory, cognitive and metacognitive strategies seem to support learner autonomy primarily; b)  compensation, affective and social strategies  seem to help learners to consciously  regulate behavioral choices in social encounters; whereas all of them support learners develop and make use of self-study practices useful for compulsory education and life long learning education and training. 5 
2. Practical Implications: A Brief Account

As I have argued in section 1,  successful use of new technologies and the Internet in learning foreign languages  surmises that the  European citizens as potential learners of foreign languages  have been prepared to face the challenges of the Information Society.  In other words, learners need to:

a) have developed the necessary learning strategies to use in these circumstances as early as possible in their learning career;

b) have acquired basic knowledge and skills in using computers and the Internet.

All these will allow learners to plan and pursue their own programme of study at their own pace and time making use, for instance, of materials in CD-Roms6   to be found in libraries and self-access centres run by schools or local authorities,  Concerning  the Internet,  for instance, they will choose when they can surf the relevant sites that will provide them with information about the language – whether a widely taught one or less widely taught one – they are learning or wish to learn, as well as  the culture and the country  the language is spoken.  As for less widely taught languages, interested learners can become familiar with the spoken  language,   the music,  the alphabet, the important sights of the country, its museums, etc.  It will be easy for them, for example,  to discover similarities and differences between their country and other countries concerning globalised issues such as the industry of advertising, city architecture, behaviours, cultural issues etc.  In this way,  learners get to know and recognize the other  and otherness  while they may also develop partial competence  in reading in the selected foreign language making full  use of the necessary reading strategies.7          Similarly, citizens as learners will soon be able to evaluate themselves concerning the knowledge and the use of a foreign language they have acquired or are in the process of acquiring. There are already tests in the Internet for widely taught languages whereas  there  will soon be tests for self-evaluation in the Internet for less widely taught languages. 8   Consequently, there are opportunities for foreign language learning in the Internet provided all member states make sure that their sites do not use a widely used language only – as is often the case -- but provide information in their own graded language for learning purposes.

Generally speaking, I believe that surfing the Internet European citizens as potential learners of foreign languages will manage to:

a) improve their language profociency;

b) develop positive attitudes towards others, their language and culture;

c) develop partial competence in a foreign language of their own choice;

d) become aware of their own cultural values and behaviours;

e) become aware of the negative role of stereoptypes and prejudices against others;

f) undertand the problems they may have in communicating with others due to differences in cultural presupositions;

g) learn to become more flexible in interpersonal relations either when they communicate in real time and space or over the Internet.

I would like to stess here that new technologies and  and new learning environments do not isolate learners from each other, from school or the teacher.  On the contrary, new technologies and the Internet  open new  horizons to all citizens who wish to do so.  It goes without saying that for all to have this benefit state members must make sure that all citizens are acquainted with flexible critical inquiry learning hich will allow them to make personal choices and have access to computers and the Internet.

To conclude, in this paper I discussed the necessary learning conditions  for a successful use of  new technologies and the Internet as learning environments for foreign language learning.    In this context, I tried to define self-study, autonomy and awareness as necessary learning conditions and to discuss their role in compulsory education as well as in life long education and training and adult education.  Finally, I gave a short account of some practical implications for foreign language  learning in this context of situation.  My suggestions aim to help European citizens to develop their FL language and inter-cultural abilities as well as their respect for others whether residing in Europe or in other parts of the world.

Notes

1. Αbout open and distance learning education, see relevant bibliographical entries in the Greek part of the bibliography attached.        Σχετικά με την ανοικτή και εξ’αποστάσεως εκπαίδευση στην Ελλάδα, βλέπε την σχετική ελληνόγλωσση βιβλιογραφία.

2. See also Μuller-Veweyen (ed.) 1997,  Wenden, 1997,  Papaefthymiou-Lytra,  1987,  1997α & β, for a detailed discussion on this issue. In particular,   see Παπαευθυμίου-Λύτρα (forth. a) and Papaefthymiou-Lytra (forth. a)  for issues concerning new technologies and teacher training.

3. Table 1 is from my article “Learning values in distance learning materials”.   In  A. Kokkos &  R. Fay  (eds.)  Views on Distance Learning  Education.  Athens: Hellenic Open University and University of   Manchester (Forth.). 
4. Table 2 is from my book Language, Language Awareness and Foreign Language Learning. University of Athens, Athens, 1987 p. 33.
5. See also Faerch and Kasper (eds) 1983; Papaefthymiou-Lytra 1981/87;  Oxford, 1990; O’Malley  & Chamot, 1990, Wenden, 1991; Kasper  & Kellerman, 1997 among others for a detailed presentation and discussion of learning strategies.

6. See the ITE/University of Athens material in cd-rom format named ‘ABAKIO’ . In this cd-rom there is also included materials  for foreign languages named ‘Ξένιος’.
7. For a definition of the term partial competence, see the publication  Modern Languages: Learning, Teaching and Assessment. A common European Framework of Reference. Strasbourg: Council of Europe, 1996.
8. See the  self-assessment testing programme DIALANG  of  the University of Jyvaskila financed by EU.
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