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My interest in computer 
assisted language learn-
ing (Call) began in the 

early 1980s when I taught in 
Kuwait. By the end of the week 
students and teachers alike were 
ready to wind down. The insti-
tute was equipped with four 
computers and for many of 
us Call became the ideal ‘wet 
Thursday afternoon’ option.  

Students would work on pro-
grammes to practise some of the 
language that had been covered 
during the week. For example, 
this might involve playing a 
computer version of hangman 
whereby students tried to guess 
a word by typing in possible let-
ters one by one, the object of the 
game being to guess the correct 
word before being hanged.

Call had an explicit tutorial role 
and it followed the behaviourist 
approach to teaching and learning, 
with students rewarded for correct 
input. As the 1980s progressed the 
communicative approach became 
well established in ELT and in 
Call we saw a shift to simula-
tion packages such as London 
Adventure, which involved stu-
dents working in small groups to 
plan a trip round London. Text 
reconstruction packages in which 
students built up a full text on 
screen by typing in missing words 
were also popular.

The 1980s also saw the wide-
spread use of word processors. 
Consequently in ELT a range 
of pedagogical possibilities was 
developed either around the 

manipulation of model texts, 
such as ordering sentences and 
paragraphs, or in terms of ‘pro-
cess writing’, which focuses 
on writing stages such as brain-
storming, drafting and editing.  
These activities were more com-
municative than the ‘drill and 
kill’ exercises of behaviourist-
Call because, in discussing what 
to input, students’ cognitive skills 
were being developed. Teaching 
and learning focused on discuss-
ing and working things out.

This was Call before the 
arrival of the internet in the 
mid-1990s. It was an era when 
students had little access to com-
puters outside the classroom or 
self-access centre and so all the 
activities had a novelty value and 
were thus inherently motivating.

The last fifteen years or so have 
seen the growth and now wide-
spread availability of computers 
and, more recently, other mobile 
devices that come with a range 
of apps (applications). We have 
also seen a shift from exclusively 
text-based media to multimedia. 
These changes mark a new era 
for Call, one in which its novelty 
value is no longer applicable. Stu-
dents in many parts of the world 
now regard digitalised media as 
the norm. This web generation 
has instant access to vast amounts 
of information, communicat-
ing using a range of devices and 
typically working on several 
applications at any one time.

Most importantly for ELT, stu-
dents communicate and access 

information in both their first 
language (L1) and in English 
and they do so for a variety of 
purposes: study, work and social 
– such as interacting on Facebook.

I recently completed a Brit-
ish Council-supported research 
project into the ways in which 
Emirati and Thai university 
students make use of comput-
ers outside the classroom. The 
131 participants were students 
between 17 and 21 years old. 
Seventy-four per cent reported 
using computers every day with 
25 per cent doing so two or three 
times a week. What is particu-
larly interesting is that only 3.3 
per cent used computers exclu-
sively in their L1, and 64.2 per 
cent used mainly L1 but some 
English.  A further 24.4 per cent 
used mainly English with some 
L1; the remaining 8.1 per cent 
reported using only English. 
Furthermore, in the case of social 
uses, they were using text speak 
which is arguably a new variety 
of English. How significant is 
this for ELT? It’s probably too 
early to say, perhaps we need to 
w8nc (wait and see)!

Call today has gone beyond 
its traditional tutorial role and 
in ELT it is more about how to 
facilitate accessing informa-
tion and interacting in a global 
world in which English is the 
lingua franca. This suggests a 
revised acronym, Calu (com-
puter assisted language use), but 
with the slow death of the desk-
top and the rise of other devices 

even this is inadequate. If we 
focus exclusively on the new 
apps for English teaching, the 
acronym Mall (mobile assisted 
language learning) comes to 
mind. However, the language 
learning part of the label is 
somewhat restrictive and misses 
the significance of the change. 
For ELT today the issue is less 
about the role of a computer 
program or an app in teaching 
English, whereby technology is 
a means to the end of language 
learning, and more about stu-
dents operating successfully in 
an internet-dominated world 
using any number of devices, 
with English being the means 
to that end. I would therefore 
suggest that the most appropri-
ate acronym for this is Malu 
(mobile assisted language use).  

The new challenge is to develop 
activities for Malu which exploit a 
variety of programs and apps. In 
educational theory we have seen 
Call move from behaviourist to 
cognitive and now to a new phase 
of social cognition. In ELT this is 
reflected in task-based approaches 
whereby students learn not about 
language, but rather through com-
pleting tasks in English. Digital 
media, it seems to me, are now 
core to this. 
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South Korea has set itself up 
as a global centre of excel-
lence in robotics, with 

the government funding robot 
research. Machine-gun-equipped 
robot guards patrol the demilita-
rized zone, the tense border with 
North Korea. At 14.6 billion won 
(£8.12 million) each, robot border 
guards can identify whether a sol-
dier is a North Korean infiltrator 
and whether they’re surrendering. 
Somewhat less terrifyingly, EFL 
teaching robots are now infiltrat-
ing the country’s classrooms. 

As with most new education 
technology, finding appropriate 
ways to use the technology is 
more important than the hard-
ware itself. (Many EFL teachers 
will recall being told, ‘You have 
to use the interactive white-
board in your lesson because the 
inspector’s coming.’) Current 
EFL robot trials suggest Korea’s 
educators have found a workable 
application for teaching robots 
– allowing a native-speaker 
teacher in an office somewhere 
to ‘visit’ EFL classrooms to sup-
port non-native teachers. One 
aim is to provide remote support 
to teachers in provincial cities, 
drawing on the wider base of 
teaching skills in Seoul.

The latest Korean robo-teacher 
is Roti (pictured), a Korean 
Advanced Institute of Science and 
Technology (Kaist)-developed 
‘telepresence unit’ deployed in 
schools in the cities of Masan 
and Daejon. A video of 
Roti at work seen by the 
Gazette shows what is 
basically a TV monitor 
on the end of a pole, 
borne around on a set 
of wheels. The TV 
monitor can swivel 
around to face stu-
dents, and on the 
screen is the face of 
the native speaker 
EFL teacher, who 
converses with the 
class while the 
robot walks around 
interacting with the 
students, a Korean 
teacher and the class-
room whiteboard. 

As well as Roti 
there’s the small 
penguin-shaped 
Engkey robot, 
another Kaist 
product. 
Some 36 of 
these were 
deployed 

in Korean schools last year. 
There’s also a stand-alone ver-
sion of Engkey with no human 
controller, which instead uses 
voice recognition to help students 

practise English pronun-
ciation, particularly 
useful for that boring 
reinforcement work 
that language learn-
ing requires. Engkey 
comes with optional 
male or female voices 
– though the female 
voice has proven more 
effective in teaching. 
In one lesson dem-
onstrated to Korea 
Times, Engkey told 
a student, ‘Not good 
this time! You need 
to focus more on 
your accent. Let’s 
try again.’ Shy 
young learners 
often find robots 
easier to talk to 
than daunting 

native speaker 
teachers.

Robots 
such as 
Engkey 
and iRobi 

(which takes 

the class register, leads nursery 
school children in songs and 
reads to them) will be in every 
Korean kindergarten by 2013 
and every Korean school by 
2018. Kaist’s roboticists cau-
tion against leaving the robots 
to look after the kids for too 
long because the children may 
develop ‘attachment disorders’.

Korea seems to have got it 
right by using robots as an add-
on teaching assistant to enhance 
the effectiveness of native 
speaker teachers – in short sup-
ply – collaborating with real-life 
Korean Teflers. The nightmare 
of a Terminator-style rise of the 
machines in EFL is still a long 
way off, but teachers should per-
haps be alarmed by claims for 
the next phase.

The Hyundai Research Insti-
tute’s Kim Shin-kwan predicted 
last year in the New York Times 
that robo-Teflers will eventually 
‘evolve into stand-alone teach-
ers which do not need human 
guidance’, possibly putting the 
estimated 30,000 native-speaker 
Teflers in Korea out of a job. 
Kaist’s Engkey team leader added 
that Engkey will ‘mature’ enough 
to completely replace English 
teachers in ‘three to five years’. 
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