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Self-access work and curriculum °
ideologies

ANDREW LITTLEJOHN

Introduction

In recent years, selfaccess work has become closely linked with
promotion of autonomy in language leaming. Self-access work
is often seen as providing the opportunities for learners to make
decisions over what they would like or need to study, exercise
control over the rate at which they are working and assume greater
responsibility for their own language development. While it is un-
doubtedly true that self-access work may contribute in this regard,
I want in this chapter to suggest that we need 1o reflect further on
the nature of self-access opportunities which are provided and the
significance these may have in terms of curriculum ideology. I will
be using the term “curriculum ideology’ in a broad sense to refer
to the ideas implicit within the organization of the curriculum,
in particular, the values and priorities upon which it is based and
which it promotes, and the roles it allots to teachers, learners and
educational administrators. I will suggest that much selfaccess work
places learners in a reactive, disempowered position by virtue of
the tasks which they typically do. I will also offer some brief sugges-
tions on ways in which self-access work may be redefined such that
it engages learmers in a wider range of responses and draws them
more into decisions affecting their own work. I will begin, however,
by outlining some of the links which may exist between language

pedagogy and curriculum ideology.

Classroom pedagogy and ideological encoding

In the literature on classroom pedagogy, one of the most inter-
esting and revealing areas of debate has been the focus on the
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relationship between classroom practice and ideological encod-
ing, that is, the way in which classroom practice may carry or reflect
a particular ideology. A number of writers in this area have sug-
gested that there exists within much classroom practice a “hidden
curriculum’ which promotes ideological messages that may not be
immediately apparent to those involved. These messages emerge
‘experientially’, that is, they emerge through the learners’ experi-
ence of the manner in which teaching and learning is organized,
rather than through its overt content. Many of these writers adopt
a position within critical theory, relating the practices of educa-
tion to the social structure at large and seeing class-based ideas
(values, goals and definitions of knowledge) and vested interests
in the status quo reflected in the predominant modes of educa-
tion (see, for example, Althusser, 1971; Bowles and Ginus, 1976;
Giroux, 1988).

Michael Apple (1985, 1988, 1989) has similarly applied critical
theory to a detailed analysis of classroom procedures. In a fascin-
ating account of the use of prepackaged boxed matenials for the
teaching and learning of science, Apple suggests that a process of
social control is represented in the manner in which these mater-
ials provide detailed instructions to the teacher, specify the actual
words to be used, and include all the material resources required
(1985: pp.143-8). In utilizing the package as indicated, teachers,
argues Apple, are deskilled in relation to curriculum decisions (in
relation, for example, to decisions over what is to be leamnt, how,
with whom, when and so on) and reskilled in terms of techniques
for managing pupils and shaping their behaviour to fulfil the goals
set out by the materials. The impact of the materials is not, how-
ever, limited to the manner in which it deskills and reskills teachers.
Much of the classroom work proposed by these types of materials
is ‘individualized’ in the sense that it involves pupils working alone
through the various levels or stages within the package. Know-
ledge and abilities are specified in the materials as discrete targets
or 'skills’ which pupils are to master or, more accurately, accumul-
ate. Drawing on Gramsci's (1938/1971) work on the relationship
between social practice, ideological encoding and consciousness,
Apple sees this process of knowledge accumulation as reproducing
a psychology at the heart of capitalist economies: that of the pos-
sessive individual (1988: p.153). In the curriculum packages which
he describes, Apple sees this psychology reflected in the manner in
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which knowledge and abilities are subdivided into atomistic ‘bits’
that are transformed into commodities for the pupil to amass,

The particular significance of the work of these theorists is
that they suggest ~ in contrast to the popular notion of ‘ideology’
- that ideological encodings are present not only in content (se-
mantic meanings) but more importantly in the manner in which
teaching and learning is organized and the classroom
utilized. As I have argued at length elsewhere (Littdejohn and
Windeatt, 1989; Littlejohn, 1992 and 1995), these encodings may
be equally present in the organization of practices within language
teaching. In fact, given the emphasis which the profession places
on a developed ‘methodology’, one may argue that ideological
encodings will be even more pervasive and more significant. The
organization of language teaching, I have argued, may have direct
implications for ‘non-language learning’ outcomes, in terms of
classroom and social role relations which students learn, an expe-
rienced definition of what ‘learning’ is and how it is achieved and
what constitutes ‘knowledge’ itself (Littlejohn and Windeatt, 1989:
pp-159-68; Benson, 1994). By being positioned into particular
relationships with teachers, for example, learners come to see what
their role in the educational process is intended to be and in
relation to other hierarchies of power, their rights and responsibili-
ties. With the organization of language learning predominantly
determined by those engaged with teaching, learners are addition-
ally shown what constitute legitimate and valid ways of learning.
As an integral part of this, a view of "knowledge’ is experienced by
learners. Language, for example, may be broken down into ‘bits’
(grammar items, vocabulary lists, lists of functions, and so on) which
the learners are to acquire as ‘thing-like entities' with the human
mind largely being viewed as an empty bucket. The learners are
consequently placed in a passive or reactive role as they endeav-
our to accumulate these ‘bits’ of language knowledge presented to
them in the processes of teaching.

With the potential for strong ideological messages within lan-
guage pedagogy, an engagement with self-access work may be seen
as having an important role in defining learners as more active
agents in their own education. As the analysis by Apple and others
has suggested, however, the decision to undertake self-access work
is likely to be only part of the equation. What is probably of more
importance is precisely what learners do in self-access work.
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Self-access work and ideological encodings

While acknowledging that there is considerable diversity in the
nature of selfaccess practices worldwide, I would like in this sec-
tion to focus on what personal experience suggests is the pre-
dominant approach to the organization of self-access work. Readers
may well find that this approach reflects their own experience of
self-access.

Students may come to a self-access centre by a variety of means.
They may be directed to go as a part of their course, perhaps carn-
ing credit for self-access attendance. They may be advised to attend
(perhaps in the face of an examination), or they may choose to go
themselves in order to improve their language skills in particular
areas. The centre may be staffed by an “adviser’ of some kind who
helps the student find and choose relevant materials to work on,
In the centre itself, students are typically offered various ‘banks’ of
exercises and tasks. These may be subdivided into various categor-
ies such as ‘grammar’, ‘listening’, ‘speaking’, ‘learning to learn’,
‘business’, ‘topic’ and so on, with indications of the language level
required for cach task. There may also be additional resources for
extensive language work — such as video, literature, CD-ROM, and
audio recordings. Typically, however, and especially at lower levels
of competence in the foreign language, it is the exercises and tasks
provided which form the main work which students do in the centre.
These generally come from one of two sources: published mater-
ials (which are often cut up and pasted onto cards) and in-house
materials, which result from the labours of particular teachers or
materials producers.

In working with the provided materials, students may have the
services of an adviser available. However, given a general shortage
in counsellor time, the typical solution to helping students deter-
mine their learning needs and then plan accordingly, is to have
answer keys available, such that the students may see for themselves
the areas in which they need further language practice. Thus, there
is a pressure on the designers and administrators of self-access centres
to identify, particularly at lower language levels, exercise and task
types which can easily be corrected by a student working alone.
This in turn is likely to lead to the selection of “closed’, rather than
‘open’ task types. Given the predominant nature of much published
materials, this is perhaps not surprising in those self-access centres
which draw mainly on such materials, A similar situation is likely to
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Input Skill Level Exercise / activity
Source material | Listening Elementary 1. multiple choice
(e.g. text, Speaking Intermediate | 2, tue/false
f‘w‘_‘;“" @P¢ | Reading Advanced 3. yes/no
Writing 4. gap-filling
Grammar 5. matching
Pronuncation 6. listing
(others) 7. sound discrimination
8. shadow reading
9. sequencing

10. cloze exercises

11, completion exercises

12. parallel writing

13, letter writing

14, report writing

15, composition writing

16. simplification

17. ransformation
exercises

18. summary

19. communicative
activity

20, openended
questions
(others)

Figure 12.1 "Ways of exploiting source material’ (Lum and Brown, 1994;

p.151)

exist, however, in those self-access centres which utilize in-house
materials. Lum and Brown (1994), for example, in giving pract-
ical advice for the production of in-house self-access exercises and
activities to exploit authentic materials, offer a system which elim-
inates ‘pencilchewing time' on the part of the materials writers
through reference to a table summarizing possible exercise types
(see Figure 12.1).

There is, of course, nothing extraordinary in the selection of
tasks and activities listed in the figure. They reflect the most wide-
spread task and activity-types used in language teaching - certainly
among those found predominantly in published materials. Their
reappearance in the context of self-access work is, nevertheless,
significant since it gives us an indication of what students are likely
to be called upon to do when working independently. Figure 12.1,
then, deserves closer examination. I should stress that my intention
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here is not to be critical of Lum and Brown's work. I merely wish
to draw on the figure as an indicator of what self-access centres
may typically contain.

In analysing language learning tasks, I frequently make use of
three key questions that aim to reveal the underlying - ideological
— subject position which is proposed for the student. These are
related to the two areas of content and methodology. They are:

1. What role in the discourse is proposed for the learner: initiate,
respond or none?

2. What mental operation is to be engaged?

3. Where does the content for the task come from? From within
the task itself, from the teacher or from the students?

I will take each of the questions in turn and briefly comment on
what I see as some significant points which emerge from an exam-
ination of Lum and Brown's table (Figure 12.1).

What role in the discourse is proposed for the learner?

In my analysis of tasks, I find it useful to draw on three basic
categories in relation to discourse role: initiate, respond and none.
‘None' relates to a situation where the learners are not expected
to enter into the structuring of the discourse = simply to attend
to what is being presented to them, as, for example, in the pre-
sentation of a grammar rule. ‘Respond’ I use in a particular sense
to refer to a situation in which learners are expected to express
themselves using language which has been pre-defined (such as in
guided writing tasks). ‘Initiate’ refers to a situation which contains
no such constraints or supports — where learners can say what they
wish to say without any kind of underlying ‘script’. ‘Respond’ and
‘initiate’ thus lie at end points on a scale of learner contribution,
where at one end the learners have no control over what they are
to say and, at the other, they have full control. Tasks can therefore
be analysed as being more towards the ‘respond’ role or more
towards the ‘initiate’ role,

As inspection of Figure 12.1 shows, the listed exercise and activ-
ity types generally appear to place the learner more towards a ‘re-
spond’ position. Multiple choice, true/false, gap-filling, matching,
sequencing, completion exercises, parallel writing and so on require
students simply to respond and to do so within the specified con-
fines of the task. A notable exception to this is ‘open-ended questions’






