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 Overview 

 In this module you will explore the following topics: 

 • the field of computer-assisted language learning (CALL) and its 
origins 

 • computer-mediated communication 
 • CALL and skill instruction 
 • teacher and learner standards for using CALL 
 • finding and evaluating CALL resources 
 • new directions in CALL 

 Tips on using technology in the classroom abound! We can hardly check 
our email, go on Facebook or Twitter, or read a journal article without 
being presented with a new gadget, app, theory, or teaching technique 
that touts the benefits of using some form of digital technology with 
our students. From flipped classrooms to the gamification of curricula, 
how best to integrate new digital technologies in the classroom is among 
the most talked about topics in education. This module examines such 
integration in the specific context of foreign and second language learn-
ing and teaching. We will start out with a historical overview of the field 
of computer-assisted language learning, or CALL, and then move to an 
examination of both some of the most widely researched areas in CALL 
as well as those that are just emerging. We will also explore specific 
research and resources for skill area instruction and cultural learning and 
provide a starting point for those who wish to become more active in 
the field of CALL. As you read the following sections, keep in mind that 
the question is not whether to use technology in language learning and 
teaching; nor is it what is the right technology to use. Rather, we should 
situate our exploration of this module within the question “How can I 

6241-1095-007.indd   16241-1095-007.indd   1 8/15/2015   5:59:22 PM8/15/2015   5:59:22 PM



2 Bryan Smith

best integrate the right technology into my specific L2 teaching and learn-
ing context?” 

 What is CALL? Overview and Short History 

 Computer-assisted language learning (CALL) or Information Communi-
cation Technology (ICT), as it is called in Europe, has been around in one 
form or another since the 1960s. For language teachers, it is best thought 
of as being a sub-field of Applied Linguistics, Educational Linguistics, or 
Foreign/Second Language Education and it is one of the fastest-growing 
areas in each of these disciplines. One thing that we should address right 
from the beginning of this discussion is the notion that proponents of 
CALL are looking for ways that the computer can replace classroom 
teachers. Nothing could be further from the truth! CALL practitioners 
are striving to harness computer technologies of all sorts in ways that will 
foster and facilitate second language learning across diverse educational 
and cultural contexts. Nevertheless, according to Ray Clifford, one thing 
seems certain: though computers will not replace teachers, teachers who 
use computers will replace those who don’t. 

 In the early 1960s the University of Illinois developed the PLATO sys-
tem, which was the first generalized computer-assisted instruction system. 
This system ran on its own hardware, central mainframe computers, and 
terminals and included vocabulary drills, brief grammar explanations 
and drills, and translation tests. Actual widespread use of CALL, how-
ever, did not emerge until the 1980s, when personal computers became 
more of a commodity. Early examples of CALL programs were drill and 
practice (or “drill-and-kill”) materials based on behavioristic notions of 
language learning. Such software was good for delivering instruction to 
individual learners and providing repeated exposure to the targeted lin-
guistic form, exercises, and so on. The idea was for learners to practice 
discrete forms of the target language until they got them right. Once they 
mastered a particular form, learners could move on. Most of these pro-
grams were not very interactive, but some advantages were that students 
could proceed at their own pace, the computer could give learners basic 
feedback on the accuracy of their answer, and the computer never got 
tired of practicing. In these cases, we can view the computer as a lan-
guage tutor. And computers are quite good in this tutorial role. That is to 
say, a computer program can analyze and evaluate an individual learner’s 
responses to questions and provide feedback on these responses. In addi-
tion to this advantage, using the computer as a tutor allows you to work 
at your own pace, without the inhibiting aspects of speaking in front of 
other classmates or other pressures present during live, face-to-face com-
munication with people. Among the disadvantages is the fact that engag-
ing in human-computer interaction (HCI) is not really very interactive 
at all. The feedback one gets is often limited to “Correct” or “Wrong, 
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try again.” Developing such programs is also very time intensive, which 
results in a high price tag for many language-learning programs. This 
“computer as tutor” model is reflective of behavioristic notions of learn-
ing in general, which was the chief psychological model of learning until 
the late 1950s. As behaviorism waned, more communicative approaches 
to second language learning and teaching emerged. This, coupled with 
the introduction of the microcomputer in the late 1970s, ushered in a 
new era in CALL. 

 The 1980s witnessed what might be called the era of Communicative 
CALL, which continued well into the 1990s. Personal computers were 
becoming the norm and relatively simple authoring programs like Hyper-
Card became available. During this time the dominant activity in CALL 
focused more intensely on presenting lesson content to students and 
directing them to interact with that content. The 1990s witnessed a pro-
liferation of software and multimedia for language learning, normally in 
the form of CD-ROMs. The mid 1990s also saw the development of the 
World Wide Web, which fundamentally transformed the nature of CALL. 
More web-based CALL sites appeared and native speakers and learners 
of a language were connected like never before. Web-based authoring 
tools like Hot Potatoes (http://hotpot.uvic.ca), the suite of Rich Inter-
net Applications (http://clear.msu.edu/teaching/online/ria/), and commer-
cially available products such as Quia (http://www.quia.com) became 
more sophisticated and freely available. Such applications have enabled 
individuals to quickly develop and distribute language-learning materi-
als with relative ease. During this time the computer was more gradually 
viewed as a tool or a vehicle for human-human interaction (HHI)  via  the 
computer. Computer-mediated communication (CMC) is one example of 
the computer being used as a tool for communication with others, often 
in real time. 

 Most recently, so-called  Web 2.0  has brought an important shift in 
the way digital information is created, shared, stored, distributed, and 
manipulated. Web 2.0 is all about the user. Whereas Web 1.0 was domi-
nated by content provided in static pages, Web 2.0 applications have 
democratized the web by prioritizing user-generated content, owner-
ship, and social connectivity. Web 2.0 applications leverage the power 
of the masses. We no longer simply receive information via the web; 
rather, we are constantly connecting with other people in the form of 
social media such as Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram to share knowl-
edge of all sorts in real time. The key aspect to Web 2.0 is that it is 
social in nature. For example, with Google Docs, users can interact and 
collaborate in real time on the same document without downloading 
any software. Not only can we access, say, a newsletter, but we can start 
publishing one of our own! This major technological shift has been 
compared to the shift that occurred with the invention of the printing 
press over 500 years ago. 
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 In CALL contexts, Web 2.0 tools such as wikis and blogs have been used 
for several years. A  wiki  is a website that allows collaborative editing of 
its content and structure by its users. The best known wiki is Wikipedia, 
which is a web-based collaborative encyclopedia. Educational wikis are 
currently used for collaborative writing and editing of documents. Educa-
tors can find many free wiki spaces, like this one: http://www.wikispaces.
com.  Blogs , in contrast, are websites normally run by one person. Blogs 
are similar to traditional journals where one can post ideas and experi-
ences, which are regularly updated by the author. With a blog one can 
post not only text, but also video and other types of media files. Read-
ers can get automatic updates each time a blog is updated and they can 
post comments on each blog entry, making blogs interactive. Like wikis, 
there are many free blog sites (http://edublogs.org). It’s important to note 
that many students have grown up with Web 2.0 applications. These 
digital natives are likely to use email, instant messaging, voice over Inter-
net protocol (such as Skype), smartphones, social networking accounts, 
blogging, and virtual identities on a regular basis. However, many digital 
immigrants—or those who did not grow up with these technologies—are 
also active in blogging communities,  social networking sites,  and  virtual 
worlds . Social networking sites such as Facebook are web-based services 
that allow individuals to create a public profile and share text, images, 
and video with others. In contrast, virtual worlds such as Second Life are 
computer-based 3D simulated environments, where users take the form 
of avatars (virtual representations) that are visible to others. Language 
instructors can leverage these increasingly familiar tools—blogs, wikis, 
podcasts, and networking, among others—and provide access to authen-
tic sources of language. 

 The 21st century has also witnessed the explosive growth in mobile 
technologies. Leading this growth are smartphones. Smartphones typi-
cally have a touch screen, camera, Wi-Fi and web browsing capabilities, 
and media players. With a smartphone, one essentially has the entire 
web at one’s fingertips. Not only are smartphones growing in popular-
ity, but tablets such as the iPad are now outselling desktop computers. 
Naturally, foreign and second language teachers are investigating the 
extent to which we can harness these new technologies for language 
learning. An exciting sub-field of CALL called  mobile assisted language 
learning  (MALL) is gaining much attention. MALL basically refers to 
“learning on the go.” To date there have been hundreds of studies of 
MALL, but most of these have been small-scale pilot studies with little 
follow-up. One thing is certain: as our computer use becomes more and 
more mobile in nature, the degree to which we use MALL applications 
in language learning will increase. Currently, one of the most pressing 
questions in MALL research is “What language skills is MALL best 
suited for?” 
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