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The simultaneous impact of globalization, the spread of English and 

technological development have transformed our learning and teaching English as a 

lingua franca in an unprecedented way (Warschauer, 2004). As a result, both English 

and ICT have become essential literacy skills for a growing number of non-native 

speakers of English to ensure full participation in the information society.  

 The study investigated 591 Chinese university students in an inland city in 

relation to (a) their technology ownership, usage patterns, and levels of perceived ICT 

skills; (b) their motivational orientations to learn English; (c) their perceptions of 

English and technology; and (d) their perceived benefits of and barriers to using ICT 

in learning English. Findings from the questionnaire, which had both open-ended and 

close-ended questions, unveiled not only the students’ aspirations toward acquiring 

English and ICT skills but also problems and challenges they have faced in the age of 

globalization. In addition, the current study revealed that the economic and 



  

sociocultural contexts in which the students found themselves greatly influenced their 

language learning experience through technology.  

 Discussing the results of the current study, I echoed recent calls for paradigm 

shift in the area of (a) English as International Language (EIL), (b) EIL students’ 

motivational orientations, and (c) the digital divide. By highlighting the vital 

importance of nurturing human and social resources, I suggested creating supportive 

communities of practice for EIL teachers in a technology-enhanced language 

classroom. I also provided pedagogical implications with regard to developing 

multiple literacies. 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction 

Background 

Unprecedented is the very word one may come across most often in 

reviewing numerous news articles, research papers, and many kinds of documents 

discussing globalization, information and communication technology (ICT), English 

as an International Language (EIL), and the new generation of students. Some of the 

quotations including the adjective, unprecedented, are:  

The arrival of a global language, English, has altered the balance of 

linguistic power in unprecedented way, and generated a whole new set of 

attitudes about language and languages. (Crystal, 2004, p. 123) 

 

(The Net Generation) has unprecedented mobility. They are shrinking the 

planet in ways their parents could never imagine. Unlike television which 

was done to them, they are the actors in the digital world. (Tapscott, 1998, p. 

3) 

 

(The new generation) possesses unprecedented levels of skill with 

information technology; they think about and use technology very 

differently from earlier student cohorts. (Kvavik, 2005, p. 1) 

 

The Web places an unprecedented amount of information at the hands of 

individual users all around the globe. (Warschauer, 1999, p. 7) 

 

Information technology infuses all aspects of modern life, and the growth of 

digital information continues at an unprecedented rate. (Perry, 2004, p. 28) 
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Indeed, the way in which the information technology revolution has reshaped 

“the social landscape of human life” (Castells, 2000, p. 1) is unparalleled in history. 

The social, cultural, historical, political, and economic transformation, in turn, affects 

our daily lives at a remarkable pace. As Giddens (2000) put it,  

 We are the first generation in this [global cosmopolitan] society, whose  

contours we can as yet only dimly see. It is shaking up our existing ways of life, 

no matter where we happen to be…It is emerging in an anarchic, haphazard, 

fashion, carried along by a mixture of influences. (p. 37)  

More importantly, the simultaneous impact of those changes on the global 

status of English language and language education brings us new opportunities, 

challenges, and besides, a feeling of risk and uncertainty to those who find 

themselves in the field of Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL). 

It is widely observed that many people in different parts of the world resisting the 

global dominance of the US power have a reluctance to learn English as a second or 

foreign language (Phillipson, 1992; Phillipson & Skutnabb-Kangas, 1996). At the 

same time, however, a growing number of non-native speakers of English try to 

achieve their competitiveness in the global market, and make their voices heard in the 

internationalized world by acquiring English as a lingua franca, while still keeping 

their mother tongue for unity (“English”, 2001; Rohter, 2004; Sifakis & Sougari, 

2003). For example, a Chilean government official said in an interview with the New 

York Times, “The quality of the English that will eventually be spoken here may not 

rival Shakespeare’s…We’ll speak English Chilean-style, because the important thing 

is to understand English and to be able to use it as a tool in our favor” (Rohter, 2004). 

It is also the rise of the information-based network society that makes those who are 
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learning English as a foreign language come to see English as a tool that enhances 

their ability to take advantage of contemporary information and communication 

technology (Warschauer, 2005). In short, both English and ICT, especially to non-

native speakers of English, have become the essential literacy skills of our time 

needed to satisfy the constant human desire to communicate with others, to improve 

the conditions of work, and to promote full participation in the globalized society 

(Murray, 2001; Warschauer, 2000; Wenger, 1998).  

 Therefore, it is timely – and even urgent – for the language learning field to 

look directly at those issues discussed in relation to use of ICT. The study described 

below investigated the overall picture of ICT use and skills among Chinese university 

students learning EIL in an inland city. The study included technology not just for 

language learning but also for general purposes, since the degree and type of use are 

likely to differ for various purposes. Also, the current study attempted to unveil what 

acquiring fluency in English and technology meant to the students, and how the 

sociocultural contexts in which they find themselves influenced the process of 

language learning through technology. 

Statement of the Problem 

“Do you think me a learned, well-read man?” 

“Certainly,” replied Zi-gong. “Aren’t you?” 

“Not at all,” said Confucius. “I have simply grasped one thread which links up 

the rest.” 

Sima Quian, Confucius (as cited in Castells, 2000, p. 1) 

 It was more than three decades ago when Marshall McLuhan (1962) first 

introduced the term, “global village”, in order to make sense of the impact of 
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information and communication technologies on our daily lives. Since then, we have 

witnessed how a technological revolution, bound up with the rise of information-

based society and changing economic climate, influences both public and private 

lives of individuals in the age of globalization. Moreover, all these changes are 

marching with the spread of English and the Internet at an eye-opening pace, 

affecting almost all four corners of the world (Giddens, 2000; Crystal, 2003; 

Warschauer, 2000). What living in the 21st century looks like is best described by 

McLuhan’s 20th century quote, “Today each of us lives several hundred years in a 

decade” (McLuhan Associates, 1986, n.p.).  

 The widespread nature of ICTs and the pervasive belief in the promise of 

technology have led to ubiquitous computing environments in the 21st century, at 

least in developed countries and to an increasing extent in developing countries, 

especially in urban areas. These trends have dramatically reshaped educational 

settings in general. In addition, they, interwoven with other social, cultural, political 

and economic changes, have significantly affected the skills that learners use to 

construct knowledge (Dede, 2005).  

 In the field of language learning, the computer-assisted language learning 

(CALL) research foci have typically been on enhancing input through technology, 

using technology to affect proficiency and achievement, providing feedback through 

technology, and integrating technologies (see discussion in Zhao, 2005). However, 

the role of individuals in the language learning process has not been sufficiently 

studied in relation to technology use in language learning (Liu, Moore, Graham & 

Lee, 2003).  
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 Moreover, it is acknowledged that sociocultural factors influence other learner 

variables in language learning in general (Oxford, 2002) and, ipso facto, in language 

learning through technology. Warschauer (2005) similarly pointed out that we can 

understand CALL completely only if we look at it with its historical, social and 

cultural contexts. However, CALL research has not successfully responded to this 

critical issue, as claimed by Egbert (2005); “(CALL) happens at different times and in 

different economic, cultural, political, social and linguistics realms that embody 

different understandings, goals, and standards. CALL research currently does not 

address these differences in context well” (p. 4). In reality, CALL research has not 

paid sufficient attention to economically less- or underdeveloped contexts where 

students are still highly motivated to acquire English and ICT skills to improve their 

social and economic conditions. In particular, studies conducted in mainland China 

have rarely looked at students from the country’s northwestern areas, where 

technological and educational resources are limited, compared to major cities in the 

coastal regions.  

 This means, bluntly speaking, that CALL is not in the center of the “critical 

turn” or application of critical theory that dominates much of applied linguistics these 

days (see discussion in Norton & Toohey, 2004). This essentially puts CALL out of 

the mainstream at a time when CALL must most assuredly place itself at the center. 

Any effort made to understand the importance of using new technologies in language 

learning and teaching would not be fruitful without ripe discussion on today’s 

economies and societies.  

 In addition, despite the high demand for integrating ICT into teaching English 
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these days, its adoption seems still to be going slowly. Of various reasons that hinder 

the effective use of technology in teaching and learning, one notable reason is 

insufficient empirical research evidence about our students’ competencies in ICT, 

which makes it difficult for teachers to know what students can actually do with new 

technologies (Kaminski, Seel, & Cullen, 2003). Students are only able to benefit from 

new technologies planned and used appropriately as “a part of coherent education 

approach” (Commission on Behavioral and Social Sciences and Education, 2000, p. 

216). Thus, Kvavik and Caruso (2005) exhort investigators to identify student fluency 

in both technology and information, given that “technology skills or literacy are a 

necessary precursor to information literacy, and that the latter cannot be achieved 

without the former” (Brandt, 2001, as cited in Kvavik & Caruso, p. 43). Given that 

published CALL research is still somewhat limited to desktop computers, Egbert 

(2005) also urges researchers to expand the scope of technologies to include “any 

forms of electronic, chip-driven technology and the software that makes it run” (p. 4). 

This would include personal digital assistants (PDAs), cell phones, laptops, digital 

cameras, scanners, printers, computerized piano keyboards and related software, 

according to Egbert (2005), who asserts that these technologies provide “language, 

culture, and other content, both explicit and implicit, through a variety of modes 

including visual, oral, textual, and graphical” (p. 4).  

Purposes of Research 

The general purpose of the study was to explore the use of ICT in learning 

EIL among Chinese university students in an inland city. More specifically, the 

current study aimed to illuminate (a) students’ technology ownership, usage patterns, 
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and levels of ICT skills; (b) the relationships among learner demographic 

characteristics (e.g., gender, age, major nationality) and ICT use and skills; (c) their 

reason(s) to study English, (d) their concepts of computers, the Internet, English and 

learning English; and (e) sociocultural contextual information as to their learning ICT 

and English.  

 
Theoretical Framework 

The current study adopts the concept of “Multiliteracies” (New London 

Group, 1996) as the theoretical underpinning for guiding and informing the whole 

procedure of the research. The main idea is to design students’ social future through 

ever-changing multiple literacies and technology, which perfectly fits into the current 

study. It also emphasizes taking on a new identity and bridging our old identities to 

the new one by the process of learning (Gee, 2003).  

Multiliteracies 

 The term, “Multiliteracies” coined by New London Group (1996)1, addresses 

two major changes in the concept of language use and literacy of our time. The first 

change is social, cultural and linguistic diversity, and the second change is the 

emergence of new information and communication technologies. These two changes 

increasingly influence the pedagogy of English as a foreign language. The first 

change, diversity, challenges us to deal with differences in our local and globally 
                                                 
1 In September 1994, a group of professionals gathered in New London, New Hampshire, 
U.S.A. to discuss the future of literacy teaching that can respond to the changing social 
conditions. Those educators and researchers include: Courtney Cazden, Bill Cope, Norman 
Fairclough, James Paul Gee, Mary Kalantzis, Gunther Kress, Joseph Lo Bianco, Allan Luke, 
Carmen Luke, Sarah Michaels, and Martin Nakata. To address the ideas developed during the 
meeting, they published an article, “A pedagogy of multiliteracies: designing social futures”, 
in the Spring 1996 issue of the Harvard Educational Review.  
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interconnected communities. For example, linguistic diversity makes us negotiate two 

different situations as to English: English as a global language and World Englishes. 

Another example is, while globalization makes the world more connected than ever, 

regionalization and localization (e.g., European Union, Asia-Pacific Economic 

Cooperation) are under way as well. The second change, emergence of new 

information and communication technologies, is radically altering our way of making 

meaning. Meaning is made in interactive, multimodal ways, which requires today’s 

learners to acquire different sets of literacies such as digital literacy, ICT literacy, 

visual literacy, information literacy, in addition to traditional print literacy. Therefore, 

the New London group argues that our old pedagogy of a single standard version of 

English is not valid anymore. Instead, it is time for us to come up with “an open 

ended and flexible functional grammar which assists language learners to describe 

language differences (cultural, subcultural, regional/national, technical, context 

specific, etc.) and the multimodal channels of meaning now so important to 

communication” (Cope & Kalantzis, 1997, para. 5). In that process, both language 

learners and teachers should be active participants sharing responsibility of designing 

their future (Cope & Kalantzis, 2000).  

 In summary, the concept of “multiliteracies” will be used to expand the view 

of language learning in the 21st century, embracing the multiple linguistic and cultural 

differences and the use of computer-mediated technology. Furthermore, it is hoped 

that the findings of this study can be served as an indicator of “multiliteracies” in 

TESOL and second language education. 
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Research Questions 

This study aimed to answer eight major questions below:  

Question 1: What kinds of information and communication technologies (ICT) do the  

                    participants in this study own and have access to? 

Question 2: How do they use information technologies for general purposes and for  

                   language learning? 

Question 3: How skilled are the students in using ICT? 

Question 4: How do learner variables (e.g., gender, class and major) relate to their  

                   information technology use and skills? 

Question 5: What are their reason(s) to learn English? 

Question 6: How do they perceive English, computers, the Internet, and learning                  

                  English? 

Question 7: What are their perceived benefits of using ICT in learning English? 

Question 8: What are their perceived barriers to using ICT in learning English? 

Significance of the Study 

Before getting down to a full-blown discussion about the significance of this 

study, it is worth addressing Egbert’s (2005) claim about what Computer-Assisted 

Language Learning (CALL) research should entail:  

When we talk about CALL research, then we are talking about studies that  

take an analytic approach by looking at one or more variables (e.g., learners,  

language, context, tools, tasks/activities and peers and teachers) in any  

number of ways or studies that look at the system of which these variables  



 

 10 
 

are part, at their interactions and complexities and their effects on one other. (p. 

5)  

 In this regard, it is reasonable to say that the current study perfectly fits into 

CALL research in that it looked at learners, contexts, language, and the tools provided 

as a whole picture. More precisely, this study unfolded three levels of contextual factors 

affecting the process of learning EIL: (a) global situations, (b) regional and/or local 

situations, and (c) ICT as a set of learning environments. It is also worth noting that 

learners would be the center of discussion. The current study would be significant in the 

following reasons: 

Totally new context 

Given that little or no research in the field of TESOL has investigated the use 

of ICT in learning English looking at Chinese university students in an economically 

less developed region, this study demystified how the sociocultural and economic 

contexts influenced their use of ICT in learning EIL and what language learning 

through technology meant to them living in the information society. It was hoped that 

the results of the current study would provide researchers and educators with valuable 

implications, in relation to teaching and learning EIL through technology.  

Use of new questionnaire 

This was the first study that employed the Information and Communication 

Technology Use and Skills (ICTUS) for learning English (Jung, 2006, see Appendix A), 

the modified version of the Student Information Technology Use and Skills in Higher 

Education questionnaire developed by EDUCAUSE Center for Advanced Research 
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(ECAR, 2005). Considering meaningful findings from the current study, it is desirable 

to replicate this research in different countries, especially where students learn EIL 

through technology.  

Use of metaphors as a research tool 

Employing four open-ended questions that asked for the metaphors of 

computers, the Internet, English and learning English provided valuable information 

with regard to how Chinese university students in an inland city perceived EIL and ICT. 

 In the field of second/foreign language education, a number of studies have 

proved that using metaphors is a powerful research tool to explore: (a) how learners 

perceive their language teachers (Oxford, 2001; Oxford, Tomlinson, Barcelos, 

Harrington, Lavine, Saleh, et al., 1998), (b) how learners construct themselves (Ellis, 

2001), and (c) how researchers craft theoretical frameworks, research questions, 

methodological approaches, and interpretations (Meskill, 2005). As Johnson (as cited in 

Meskill, 2005) comments, “(through metaphor), our understanding is our bodily, 

cultural, linguistic, historical situatedness in and toward our world” (p. 27), the 

metaphors held by the students in this study will “underpin and channel a great deal of 

our thinking” (Meskill, 2005, p. 26) about their concepts of and attitudes toward ICT 

and the English language.  
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Definitions of Key Terms  

Computer-Assisted Language Learning (CALL): The search for and study of 

applications of the computer in language teaching and learning (Levy, 1997, p. 1).  

Diglossia: Charles Ferguson (1959) introduced this term, saying “a diglossic situation 

exists in a society when it has two distinct codes which show clear functional 

separation; that is, one code is employed in one set of circumstances and the other in 

an entirely different set” (p. 87).  

Digital Divide: The term is used to address the gap between those with regular, 

effective access to digital technologies and those without (Dickard & Schneider, 

2005).  

English as a Foreign Language (EFL): According to Oxford (2001), a foreign 

language is “a language studied in an environment where it is not the primary vehicle 

for daily interaction and where input in that language is restricted” (p. 359).  

English as an International Language (EIL): McKay (2002) defines, “International 

English is used by native speakers of English and bilingual users of English for cross-

cultural communication. International English can be used both in a local sense 

between speakers of diverse cultures and languages within one country and in a 

global sense between speakers from different countries” (p. 132). This term is often 

used interchangeably with English as a Lingua Franca (ELF), English as a Global 

Language (EGL), English as a world language, or English as a medium of 

intercultural communication (Jenkins, 2006; Phan Le Ha, 2005; Seidlhofer, 2003). 
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Globalization: The complex set of processes which result from social interaction on a 

world scale. It is useful to distinguish economic, political, cultural, and technological 

aspects of globalization, although all four aspects are closely intertwined (Mok & 

Welch, 2003).  

Information and Communication Technology (ICT): It is defined as a range of 

technological tools and resources used to communicate, and to create, disseminate, 

store, and manage information (Tinio, 2003). The previously dominant generic term 

for interactive electronic media, Information Technology (or simply IT), is now 

increasingly being replaced by Information and Communications Technologies (ICTs) 

(Richards, 2000).  

Informationalism (or Information Age): A technological paradigm based on the 

augmentation of the human capacity of information processing and communication 

made possible by the revolutions in microelectronics, software, and genetic 

engineering (Castells, 2004, p. 11).  

Network society: The term was coined by Manuel Castells (2000). Network society is 

structured in its dominant functions and processes around networks and current 

manifestation is capitalist, but very different from industrial capitalism (Castells, 

2000).  

Ubiquitous computing: Integrated computation into the environment, rather than 

having computers as distinct objects (Hui, 2005; Toporkoff, 2005). In ubiquitous 

computing, many computers serve each person (Weiser, 1991).  
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Limitations 

First, since the participants of this study came from one institution, they 

cannot be a statistical representation of Chinese university students. The findings of 

this study clearly demonstrated university students’ learning experiences in an inland 

city of which economic, sociocultural and educational conditions are quite different 

from major cities in a coastal region such as Beijing and Shanghai. In relation to this 

fundamental problem, it is worth quoting Boyle’s (2001) comments:  

China is vast geographically and it is impossible to generalize about it 

sensibly; it is not ‘a monolithic society, but a complex interlocking web of 

often contradictory relationships and interests; it is in a process of rapid 

change’ which instantly converts today’s commonsense judgments into 

tomorrow’s aberrant anachronisms. (p. 150) 

Second, using self-reported questionnaires has its own weakness caused by 

participant’s awareness of their behaviors, tendency for giving socially favorable 

answers, and ability to recall the past events (Johnson & Christensen, 2004; Johnson 

& Van de Vijver, 2003). However, it was essential to use a questionnaire to 

investigate such a large number of students in northwest China overcoming time and 

distance barriers. Also, the study’s results showed highly honest answers, to the point 

of being painful in some instances.  

 Third, because of using short-answer open-ended questions, some answers 

from the students were too telegraphic to figure out the exact meaning.  

 Fourth, my role as an outsider might have hindered accomplishing a thorough 

interpretation of the data. However, I checked my analysis with native informants 

from China throughout the study and tried to do my best to take advantage of my 
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position as an outsider providing balanced etic perspectives. In addition, my in-depth 

review of the literature on English language education and ICT in mainland China, 

presented in Chapter 2, enormously helped me to better understand the students and 

the context in which this research took place.  

Summary of Chapter 1 

This chapter delineated an overview of the current study. I have discussed the 

social, cultural, historical, and economic changes of our time, which has affected our 

use of ICT and EIL. First, I presented the problem statement and the study purpose, 

pointing out that CALL research has not paid sufficient attention to the organic 

relationship between individuals using technology and their society in which 

technology-enhanced language learning occurs. Then, I introduced the concept of 

“Multiliteracies” (New London Group, 1996) as the framework of the current study. I 

also presented what would make this study a significant contribution to the body of 

knowledge, followed by eight major research questions. Last, after listing definitions 

of key terms, I described possible limitations of the study.  
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Chapter 2 
Literature Review 

The new electronic interdependence recreates the world in the images of a global village. 
(McLuhan, 1962, p. 31) 

 

 The purpose of this chapter is to provide a comprehensive review and 

synthesis of literature and research related to the theoretical framework, the problems, 

and the research questions. Rationale for the study undertaken is also addressed. The 

literature review consists of four sections: (a) English as an International Language 

(EIL) in the information age, (b) expanded concepts of language and literacy, (c) the 

use of ICT in education and in language learning and teaching, and (d) history of 

English language education and its relationship to ICT in China.  

English as an International Language in the Age of Globalization  

The Spread of English around the World 

 Globalization and technological development have markedly transformed our 

ways of learning and teaching English as a lingua franca in the 21st century (Block & 

Cameron, 2002; Burns & Coffin, 2001; Warschauer, 2000a). New technologies have 

dramatically increased the possibility of interaction and mobility among people 

around the globe, overcoming many barriers of time and space. Countries are much 

more interdependent than ever in human history in terms of politics, business, and 

academics, uniting themselves to various regional and international organizations 

(e.g., the European Union, the United Nations, the Organization of Economic 
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Cooperation and Development, and the Asian Pacific Economic Cooperation) 

(Crystal, 2003, 2004). As a result, Crystal (2003) noted, “There are no precedents in 

human history for what happens to languages in such circumstances of rapid change. 

There has never been a time when so many nations were needing to talk to each other 

so much…And there never has been a more urgent need for a global language” (p. 

14). The Economist (1996) predicted even before the wide diffusion of high-speed 

internet service, “[Electronic communications] have created a need for a global 

language—and English will fill that slot” (para. 3). 

 Few would argue against the fact that English has achieved a global status, 

becoming a means of international communication in the early 21st century (Brutt-

Griffler, 2002; Crystal, 2003, 2004; McKay, 2002; Seidlhofer, 2001, 2003; 

Warschauer, 2000a). According to Crystal (2003), English enjoys a genuinely global 

status with a special role that is recognized in every country. English is now an 

official language for 85% of about 12,500 international organizations (Crystal, 2003), 

the most widely taught as a second and foreign language in the world (Crystal, 2003), 

the operating standard for technology, science and medicine (Economist, 1996), and a 

global lingua franca of international banking, economic affairs, trade, advertising 

global brands, international conferences, international law, science publication, 

international tourism, tertiary education, Internet communication, entertainment and 

many other sectors (Graddol, 1997). The British Council’s (1995) English 2000 

Project found that (a) over two-thirds of the world’s scientists read in English, (b) 

three quarters of the world’s mail is written in English, (c) 80% of the world’s 

electronically stored information is in English, and (d) of the estimated 40 million 


