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Abstract 
This paper aims at exploring the variations in learners’ attitudes towards the use of technology in 
language learning. The use of computer as well as new media has dominated language learning and 
teaching while the attitudes of learners towards Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL) need 
to be further investigated in order to develop more effective curricula that focus on the students’ 
particular needs. The findings of this study demonstrate the variation of students’ views towards CALL, 
indicating that students understand and ascribe meaning to CALL in different ways. The 
phenomenographic approach has been chosen since it is a research method that emphasizes on the 
variation in meaning to describe the object under study. This meaning can be found in the 
interviewees’ experience of a particular phenomenon. A set of hierarchical set of logically related 
categories are demonstrated, indicating that students’ perceptions range from ignorance to highest 
level of CALL awareness. 

Keywords: technology enhanced learning, students’ perceptions, computer assisted instruction, CALL 
integration. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
The use of computers and new media has dominated the language classroom, driving new ways of 
learning for the so-called Net Generation [1]. In the era of technological advancements, educators, 
policy makers and practitioners need to rise above traditional teaching methods and bring students to 
the centre of the learning process. Computer-Assisted Language Learning (CALL) remains a 
phenomenon for which one can draw ambiguous conclusions. Thus, instructional designers, language 
instructors and policy and opinion makers must gain a better understanding of the different ways in 
which language learners experience the use of computer and new media in language classroom. 
Within this framework, this study was undertaken to capture students’ perspectives on how they 
understand and ascribe meaning to CALL, using a phenomenographic approach. The purpose of this 
paper is to capture the range of views and experiences of learners towards CALL. Following a 
phenomenographic research design, it examines the learners’ perceptions towards the use of 
Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) in language learning and their preferences on the 
type of technology used. This study is guided by the following research questions: 

a) What are the learners' attitudes towards the use of multimedia technologies in language 
learning? 

b) What are students’ preferences about the type of technology intended for use? 

2 BACKGROUND 

2.1 Attitudes towards CALL 
Previous studies [2-4] revealed the learners’ overall positive perception of multimedia and ICT 
throughout the learning process as well as positive effects on language learning through the use of 
technology. Based primarily on small-scale research, findings to date show that students and teachers 
favour the use of technology in the language classroom, and that they perceive its benefits for 
enhancing language competence [5-6]. At the same time, comparative studies exploring the 
instructors’ attitudes and perceptions towards CALL in comparison with those of the students’, reveal 
contradicting results. Wiebe and Kabata [7] demonstrated that there is a gap between the students’ 
awareness of the instructors’ goals vis-a-vis the use of new technologies, and the importance 
instructors attribute to CALL. Additionally, results also demonstrated a difference between the 
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students’ reported use of CALL and the instructors’ perceptions of the students’ use of CALL, as well 
as between the types of technologies instructors and students thought were useful for success.  In 
another study, Yu, Sun and Chang [8] explored college teachers’ and students’ experiences and 
perceptions of the implementation of computer management systems (CMS) for language learning 
and teaching purposes. The findings indicated that both teachers and students held a positive attitude 
towards CMSs, which were believed to encourage collaborative learning. 

Winke, Goertler and Amuzie [9] consider the issue that many universities face nowadays, namely the 
development of hybrid or fully online distance learning courses, and shed light on the students’ 
technological acumen and opinions concerning online language learning. Results indicated that 
foreign language learners in general are confident in using computers, but they may lack important 
computer tools such as computer microphones and webcams that are important for implementing 
various CALL tasks. 

Mahfouz [3] investigated university students’ (who are native speakers of English) perceptions in 
regard to the use of email exchanges with keypals who are native speakers of English for improving 
their writing competency. It was found that students’ views of using email exchanges with native 
keypals were highly positive. Varley [5] explored students’ perceived benefits of concordancing in 
language learning as well as how concordance knowledge assists with vocabulary and grammar 
acquisition. Results showed that the majority of students noticed the benefits of corpus consultation 
and were likely to use concordancers in their future language development. In another study, 
Mathews–Aydinli and Elaziz [6] investigated the attitudes of English as a Foreign Language (EFL) 
students and teachers toward the use of interactive whiteboards (IWBs) in Turkey. Findings revealed 
that students and teachers alike had a positive attitude towards IWBs. Parmaxi et al. [10] research 
highlights the agreement between teachers and students on the perceived educational benefits of 
CALL in terms of enhancing authentic language use and language competence in general as well as 
both sites positive stance towards the use of technology for learning and teaching. 

2.2 Phenomenography 
Phenomenography can be defined in brief as “the empirical study of the different ways in which people 
experience, conceptualise, realise and understand aspects of the world around them” [11, p. 467). 
This specific methodology has been adopted for our purposes as it is stressing the variation in the 
meaning that is found in participants’ understanding of a phenomenon and it can elaborately define 
various attitudes of learners towards CALL. Recent phenomenographic studies [12-13] focus not only 
on the varied ways of experiencing a phenomenon, but also on what actually is a way of experiencing 
a phenomenon. The result of a phenomenographic study is the ‘outcome space’ or ‘space of variation’ 
which includes the ‘structural’ and ‘referential’ aspect. 

The structural aspect refers to the variations of perception (answers to the ‘what’ question), and the 
referential space (answers to the “how” question). The output of phenomenographic research is a set 
of hierarchically arranged categories that describe the various conceptions of a phenomenon [14]. The 
space of variation, as described by Åkerlind [15], is created by a hypothetical outcome space or a 
‘topology’ of inter-related categories or groupings, which are defined as the identification, the 
description and the categorization of perceptions and practices. However, the main criticism towards 
phenomenography relates to the interviewee’s role, the credibility of findings and the subjectivity of 
establishing categories of description. 

However, according to Webb’s [16] more positive view of phenomenography, when conducting 
interviews for phenomenographic research, emphasis must be placed on the ability of the interviewer 
to understand the ‘lifeworld of the Other’ – of the interviewee – through ‘authentic openness’. Other 
researchers adopting the phenomenographic approach, such as Ashworth and Lucas [17] highlight the 
need for the researcher to set aside his or her own assumptions, in order to document the 
interviewee’s own point of view. 

Entwistle [18] attempted to reply to the negative criticism pointing that: "It is essential that the 
questions are posed in a way which allows the … [participants] to account for their actions within their 
own frame of reference, rather than one imposed by the researcher...". He also states that the 
outcome of the analysis made under phenomenographic approach, thus, the categories of description 
is essential to be presented with examples in order to entirely determine the limits of the meaning of 
each category.  

9849



3 METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Participants 
The participants were 15 undergraduate students (7 male and 8 female) in different years of study at a 
public university of Cyprus. Students participating in the research came from various research 
disciplines: engineering, fine and applied arts, media studies, geotechnical and health sciences. The 
small number of interviewees is a limitation indicating that the current study is mainly an investigation 
of a particular context rather that an exhaustive study and all findings reflect the trend of this context 
and cannot be generalized. Individual interviews lasted between fifteen to forty-five minutes and 
concluded when the participants indicated that they had satisfactorily answered the questions. The set 
of questions was piloted with a number of learners from the same institution. 

3.2 Data collection and analysis 
Data were gathered through semi-structured interviews. Interviews were tape-recorded and notes 
were kept which have served as the raw material for this study.  The questions were designed to focus 
on the students’ perceptions of different multimedia technologies, which they experienced in their 
language learning and teaching. During analysis, the interviewees’ responses were classified into 
categories and each distinct way in which the interviewees conceived and considered different 
elements of CALL was noted. This is the referential aspect of the analysis (“what”). On a second level 
of analysis, we focused on outlining how each theme was captured by the interviewees (structural 
aspect of each thematic category). The replies comprised the conceptions expressed, and have 
formed distinctive categories that are mapped in the outcome space. The students were not only 
asked to provide their personal viewpoint on the use of technology when learning a foreign language 
but also to explain how their teachers implement the use of technological means respectively. 
Additionally, students were asked to give more details on the types of technology used by teachers or 
by themselves individually; subsequently they were asked to evaluate the teachers’ role, the 
effectiveness of each means used and eventually comparatively discuss the role of technology in the 
language teaching procedure. 

4 CATEGORIES OF CONCEPTIONS AND OUTCOME SPACE 

4.1 Preferences towards technologies used 

According to Åkerlind [19], the primary assumption of phenomenographic data analysis is the 
existence of a certain amount of qualitatively different ways of perceiving a particular phenomenon. 
Thus, the number of different perceptions may vary from the most positive end of a scale to the most 
negative one. It is important to highlight that the students’ responses were analysed, cited and 
categorised according to emerging themes (see Table 1). 

Table 1.   Students’ experiences of CALL 

CMCs  CALL L1 glossing  CALL audio and 
pictural glossing  Learning Software  

Teleconferencing  
Chatting: skype, email, gmail  
Social networking: facebook, 
wikispaces, twitter  

Dictionaries and 
translators 
Google Translator 
E-dictionaries  

Films, videos, youtube 
videos, national 
geographic videos, 
radio, pictures 

CDs 

Experience real-situation contexts  
Communicate with teachers   
Collaborate assignments  
Conduct teleconference with fellow 
students  
Chat with fellow students  
Upload videos  

Learn new vocabulary 
Retrieve information 
about words 
 Find antonyms and 
synonyms 
Translate words  

1. Familiarise with the 
actual use of language 
2. Improve 
pronunciation, 
vocabulary, reading, 
listening, speaking 
skills 
3. Listen to authentic 
and real-life use of the 
target language  

1. Improve skills in 
the target language  
2. Enhance 
speaking, listening, 
grammar, 
vocabulary, reading 
comprehension 
3. Make the book 
more 
comprehensible 
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LMS  
Learning Management Systems  

Computer and web applications  

No use of technology  
Moodle  

Internet, Webpages, Google, Google 
scholar, Wikipedia, Word processor, Power 
Point, Projector, Interactive Whiteboard  

Achieve autonomous learning  
Solve multiple choice exercises 
with time limit and self correction  
Upload projects and other type of 
work  
Download material  

1.   Improve lesson quality 
Develop knowledge transition 
Access to authentic material 
Participate in an online distance course 
Write assignments 
Find information about several lesson topics 
Check spelling, syntax and grammar 
mistakes 
Present lessons 

Teacher is the most 
reliable source of 
knowledge  
Prefer to read on a 
paper than an e-book  
I am not a tech person  

One of the key questions of the present study is how students perceive the use of CALL in foreign 
language learning and also how they think it enhances and improves (or not) their language skills. 
According to the students’ replies, the teachers of this particular institution use a wide range of means 
that are related to technology.  It is worth mentioning that the use of computers particularly more or 
less dominated the students’ replies. They answered that while learning a foreign language, they use 
social networks such as Facebook, Twitter, Skype, and email . The use of teleconferences and 
wikispaces were also answers of note. When asked to explain how these media enhance the learning 
procedure, students responded that their communication was mediated with the use of media such as 
Facebook, Twitter or Skype give them the opportunity to chat with other language learners in a ‘lingua 
franca’ or to have online conversations with native speakers of the target language. Moreover, they 
highlighted the fact that by chatting in another language through the use of social networks they 
experience real-situation contexts, which is essential in learning a language. Lastly, students replied 
that computers afford them the opportunity of online courses, better and more frequent contact with 
teachers via emails or facebook and Skype, and that the use of wikispaces helps them to share their 
projects with teachers and other fellow students while being able to comment on them or receive 
feedback. 

Apart from Computer Mediated Communication (CMC), the interviewees stated that teachers use a 
number of audiovisual means such as films, youtube videos, national geographic videos, recordings 
from radio programs and pictures. In their view, the use of such media helps them improve speaking 
(pronunciation) skills, listening and vocabulary skills, even as they experience the realistic and 
authentic use of language. A number of students also replied that they prefer to listen and watch than 
read and study and that the use of animations is an entertaining way of learning. A similar category of 
a medium that has been used by the teacher and received by the students is the Language Learning 
Software. By this term, students refer to the use of various CDs or DVDs with audiovisual material and 
exercises as well as various online programs which provide language lessons through the Internet. 
Although this type of technology mentioned by the students is similar with the one mentioned earlier 
(videos and recordings, students have added an additional advantage in that it gives them the 
opportunity to practice acquired skills in a user-friendly, pleasant environment. Furthermore, the use of 
CDs or DVDs makes the book better and easier to comprehend, students said. 

It is worth mentioning that the use of Content Management Systems (CMS), implemented by the 
course instructors, also enjoys increased popularity among the student community. Students 
highlighted the effectiveness of this type of technology while they particularly referred to the use of 
moodle, which is the most popular e-class platform for this institution. Moodle, in the students’ own 
words, is a platform that is useful not only for students but also for course instructors. Via moodle, 
teachers are able to upload material whilst it serves as an assignment submission tool. Students are 
also able to comment on and discuss their own or a classmate’s work and finally receive feedback by 
the tutor, an element that is positively evaluated by learners.  They additionally indicate that moodle is 
effectively used for multiple choice exercises with time limit and a self-correction mode and plays a 
significant role in autonomous learning. 

Even though the students’ replies suggested a more modern, advanced use of technology, most of the 
interviewees also included the (according to their view) more traditional technology types. This 

9851



category consists of the WebPages, Google, articles through Google Scholar, word processor, the 
power point, projector and interactive whiteboard. It is important to underline that students do not 
perceive the use of such media as new, modern or innovative but rather consider them as typical and 
common. This was easily inferred from the fact that most students chose to refer to these types when 
concluding their replies, using phrases like of course, certainly or definitely when referring to the 
‘traditional means’ – as if it was simply unnecessary or redundant to even mention them. Apparently, 
these media have dominated the learning procedure during the last fifteen years or so and their 
significance can be easily appreciated by learners who state that through WebPages (including 
Wikipedia) and articles they are able to retrieve information about several topics, experience an 
authentic use of language and learn new vocabulary. Through the use of word processor they are able 
to write assessments while checking for and correcting spelling, syntax and grammar errors. 
Furthermore, the use of powerpoint, projector and interactive whiteboard improves the lessons’ quality, 
contributes to a better knowledge transition and makes lessons less boring and more entertaining, in 
the students’ own words. 

It is also important to underline the students’ viewpoint on Google Translator.  Of all translating tools, 
Google Translator has not only gained the students’ attention but also their most positive comments. It 
is the easiest, fastest and most convenient way to translate either a single word or a text. They use it 
to translate words or phrases and to find information about words, different meanings, antonyms and 
synonyms. Nevertheless, regardless of the high popularity of Google Translator, learners do point out 
its weaknesses as compared to translators or dictionaries that are on sale in the market. 

4.2 Students’ attitudes towards technological means in language learning 
As stated above, phenomenography is based on the assumption that a particular phenomenon can be 
analysed through qualitatively different perspectives. The variety of perspectives derived (see Table 
1), have formed the open-ended questions that students were asked to respond to. Their responses 
have been categorised according to a scale as seen below. This study revealed five distinct categories 
of students’ attitudes towards CALL (see Table 2). In the first category students describe the 
technology as dominant in the language classroom which has enabled them to invent the meaning of 
a language. In the second category, participants share the view that technology is orienting the 
language lesson and emphasize its importance for making learning more entertaining and interesting. 
In the third category, participants refer to the balance between technology and traditional methods, 
pointing out the need for a variety of materials to make the lesson more interesting. Preference 
towards traditional materials is emphasized in the fourth category: even though technology is positively 
valuated, it cannot replace the teacher. Lastly, there are opinions indicating that technology is not 
useful and in no circumstances would it ever replace the teacher. Table 2 demonstrates a hierarchical 
flow of attitudes towards CALL starting from not useful at all, which is linked with inability of computer 
to replace teacher, to a more technology-dominated lesson which is linked to advanced technology 
use for inventing the meaning of language. This phenomenographic study demonstrates a hierarchical 
set of logically related categories, ranging from complete denial to the highest level of CALL 
awareness. Thus, value that students attribute to technology is closely related to its use and the value 
that teachers attribute to technology as a means for fostering language learning. 

Table 2.  Students attitudes towards CALL 

A. Technology-dominated lesson 

  B. Technology-oriented lesson  

  C. Technology and traditional methods are useful  

  D. Technology is useful but traditional methods 
are preferred 

  E. Not useful 

Referential Aspects  

Invent the 
meaning of 
language 

Learn in a more 
entertaining and 
interesting way 

Variety of material that 
make the lesson more 
interesting 

Technology provides access 
to information but cannot 
replace the teacher 

Inability of 
computer to 
replace teacher  

Structural Aspects  
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Furthermore, students were asked to respond in a more descriptive way, namely give an explanation 
of their previous responses and provide a comparative view of the issue. It thus became prominent 
that their responses were aligned with what they had replied to the previous questions, which indicates 
the consistency of their attitude. When asked to provide their opinion about which is the best way 
(between traditional or CALL) to learn a language, students who believe that technology dominates the 
language lesson added that “we are the technology generation”, therefore “we cannot imagine a 
lesson without the use of technology”. Students who also find technology essential but keep a more 
moderate attitude towards CALL (technology orients the lesson) point out that the multimedia used by 
the teachers during the lesson helped them gain or improve language skills they would not have been 
able to obtain without technology. Students who believe in the effectiveness of both methods suggest 
that “it is not possible to learn the language using only one of the two methods” and that a combination 
of the two is ideal. Moreover, they state that teachers need to use all existing means in a multilateral 
way in order to draw benefits from both – technological and traditional. The fourth category of students 
who show preference towards traditional methods respond that, although technology could be useful 
in some cases, they learn better through the use of traditional methods. Finally, students who do not 
find technology useful argue that the lesson must remain teacher-oriented and that the use of 
technological means complicates the language learning procedure. They conclusively underline the 
effectiveness of books stating that “learning is better through books”. 

The categories of description of students’ perception (referential aspects) towards CALL raised from 
the variation of the responses to the questions set. Each answer has been linked to a referential 
category under a logically related schema. However, such categorisation is relatively subjective as it is 
based on researcher’s interpretation of the students’ replies. 

5 DISCUSSION -CONCLUSION 
This study aimed at exploring the variations in learners’ attitudes towards the use of technology in 
language learning, demonstrating a hierarchical flow of attitudes towards CALL starting from not useful 
at all, which is linked with inability of computer to replace teacher, to a more technology-dominated 
lesson which is linked to advanced technology use for inventing the meaning of language. 

The implications of this study may be helpful for educators, instructional designers and policy makers. 
The value that the teachers attribute to technology and consequently its use, may affect students 
attitude towards the use of technology in the language classroom. Thus, emphasis should be given in 
teacher training for allowing teachers to experience the value of technology, and consequently 
successfully apply its use in their classrooms. In other words, teachers’ ICT usage may affect 
students’ attitudes and beliefs towards technology, and may change from teachers’ behavior. 

This research endeavours to expose varied conceptions of the phenomenon. However, it does not 
explore student attitudes towards CALL in depth. Further research is needed to delve into the 
variations of the phenomenon from the teachers’ perspective and expand the sample data to the wider 
population. 
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