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CALL Beliefs in Context: A Study of US High School Foreign Language Learners 

 

Recent calls from applied linguistics and from CALL have emphasized the importance of 

situating the understanding and use of digital tools for language learning within layered contexts. 

An important component of these layered contexts is societal discourses of technology, which 

are multiple and far from neutral. In response to these calls, this study examines how students at 

one San Francisco Bay Area high school understand technology in foreign language learning and 

how these beliefs relate to regional discourses of technology. The study assumed an ecological 

theoretical frame and deployed a multi-pronged research design: a survey study (n=283), a case 

study (n=3), and a discourse analysis of a regional newspaper corpus (n=372). Findings indicate 

that students held largely utilitarian beliefs about CALL that both aligned with and diverged 

from regional discourses. Instances of alignment suggest the potential influence of larger societal 

discourses on student beliefs about CALL while instances of divergence underscore the need to 

address the larger role of technology in society when considering CALL beliefs and practices.  

 

Keywords: CALL, ecological CALL, beliefs, foreign language learners, secondary education  

 

1. Introduction 

The past few decades have witnessed increased attention to the potentialities of digital 

technology in second/foreign language teaching and learning, from both research and practitioner 

communities (Chun, Kern, & Smith, 2016). Exploration into the use of technology for language 

learning (glossed here as computer-mediated language learning or CALL) has taken multiple 

paths, ranging from how learners and teachers interact with digital tools to how these tools can 
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influence the learning of language, literacy, and culture in and out of classroom spaces (see Otto, 

2017, for a review). 

One significant area of research has explored student beliefs about technology. This work 

hinges on the empirically-supported understanding that beliefs matter, both in how students react 

to the integration of digital tools into their learning environments as well as how they use them 

(Sydorenko, Hsieh, Ahn, & Arnold, 2017). While much of the research into student beliefs has 

focused on specific tools, new forays have recently assessed students’ beliefs about the use of 

technology in language learning generally (Fatemi Jahromi & Salimi, 2013; Lai, 2013; Lai & 

Gu, 2011; Öz, 2015; Sydorenko et al., 2017). 

Recent calls from the field of applied linguistics (The Douglas Fir Group, 2016) and from 

the CALL subfield (Blin, 2016; Helm, 2015) have emphasized the importance of moving beyond 

this singular focus on CALL beliefs toward an understanding of the layered contexts that frame 

the understanding and use of digital tools for language learning. One component of these layered 

contexts are larger discourses of technology: these discourses are multiple, varied, and far from 

neutral, and they have the potential to influence micro-level beliefs and practices (Hellmich, 

2019; Helm, 2015). Understanding these larger technology discourses and their relationships to 

student beliefs would provide important insights into those beliefs and provide new suggestions 

for CALL tool implementation. 

To that end, the current study looks to identify how students at one San Francisco Bay 

Area high school understood CALL and to relate these beliefs to regional discourses of 

technology.  

2. Literature Review 

2.1. Learner Beliefs About Technology And Language Learning   



CALL BELIEFS IN CONTEXT   4 

Definitions of beliefs vary (for a review, see Allen, 2013; Borg, 2015). Some scholars 

suggest a distinction between beliefs and related terms like knowledge, attitudes, and 

perceptions, while others advocate for broader terms, such as “cognitions” (Borg, 2003). This 

study takes the second strategy, broadly defining beliefs as the ways individuals organize and 

make sense of the world that influence (but do not determine) action (Allen, 2013; Borg, 2011, 

2015). 

Research into student beliefs about technological tools in second or foreign language 

learning has been plentiful. A significant portion of this research has examined beliefs about 

specific tools, such as multimedia captions and glosses (e.g., Lwo & Lin, 2012), digital 

annotation tools (e.g., Hwang, Shadiev, & Huang, 2011), videoconferencing (e.g., Pritchard, 

Hunt, & Barnes, 2010), digital storytelling (e.g., Castañeda, 2013), digital games (e.g., 

Reinhardt, Warner, & Lange, 2014), mobile applications (e.g., Castañeda & Cho, 2016), and 

wikis and blogs (e.g., Lee, 2012). 

 In recent years, attention has turned to investigate how students understand technology in 

language learning more broadly. For example, Fatemi Jahromi and Salimi (2013) explored how 

teachers and students perceived CALL at one Iranian high school. The study, centered on a 

survey questionnaire, revealed predominantly positive beliefs about CALL for both groups, with 

some slight differences. For instance, students were particularly interested in motivational 

aspects of CALL, while teachers were more focused on the utilitarian dimensions of CALL, such 

as the ability of technology to render language learning easier.  

Öz (2015) investigated Turkish undergraduate students’ beliefs about CALL in relation to 

their beliefs about foreign language learning. In addition to finding positive attitudes toward both 
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CALL and foreign language learning, the study found a strong positive correlation between 

beliefs about foreign language learning and CALL.  

Similarly, Sydorenko, Hsieh, Ahn, and Arnold (2017) investigated the factors that shaped 

US university students’ CALL beliefs. Using a robust large-scale survey research design, they 

identified four such factors: efficacy of CALL and motivation, how technology was used in 

current classes, perceived benefits of CALL, and perceived importance of computer skills more 

broadly. Interestingly and in line with work by Lai and colleagues (Lai, 2013; Lai & Gu, 2011), 

student participants were found to only mildly agree that CALL benefits included connection to 

native speakers. 

2.2. Ecological Approaches and Larger Discourses  

Students’ beliefs about technology and language learning have rarely been investigated 

beyond the individual or institutional scale. Indeed, recent calls from the field of applied 

linguistics (The Douglas Fir Group, 2016) and from the CALL subfield (Blin, 2016; Helm, 2015) 

have emphasized the importance of moving beyond this singular focus toward an understanding 

of the layered contexts that impact the understanding and use of digital tools for language 

learning. 

One theoretical motivation for these calls comes from ecological approaches, which look 

to explore complex and dynamic systems (Kramsch, 2002; Larsen-Freeman, 2013, p. 1). For 

instance, ecological CALL sees the understanding and use of technology for language learning 

from the lens of CALL ecosystems: the multiple components that interact across multiple scale 

levels to impact the understanding and use of digital technologies in language learning (Blin, 

2016, p. 75).   
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 One component of these ecosystems are larger societal discourses: the ways of 

understanding and organizing the world that are often, although not exclusively, articulated 

through language (Foucault, 1978; Pennycook, 1994, p. 128). Included in an ecological CALL 

perspective are not solely discourses of technology in language learning but also a larger swatch 

of discourses, such as discourses of language and technology. Moreover, discursive influences 

come from layered scales, including from local/regional (meso) and national or international 

(macro) scale levels. From an ecological perspective, then, multiple discourses from multiple 

scale levels have the potential to shape how digital technology is understood and used for 

language learning at lower scale levels, including by individual language learners. 

Of particular interest to the current article are larger discourses of technology, which are 

multiple and varied. For instance, technology has been framed in terms of its humanistic 

potential, providing opportunities for identity construction and cross-cultural understanding 

across physical, social, and cultural distances (Bauer, DeBenedette, Furstenberg, Levet, & 

Waryn, 2006; Black, 2005; Selwyn, 2013); its democratizing and disruptive potential, leveling 

playfields and institutional hierarchies (Castells, 2007; Friedman, 2005; Selwyn, 2013); and its 

utilitarian potential, such as in relation to the economy opportunity or in relation to enhanced 

efficiency (Selwyn, 2011, 2013). Selwyn (2013) also points out the assumed “techno-

fundamentalism” of technology—the unexamined yet often enthusiastic assumption that 

technology is vital to daily life and will continue to be so in the future (p. 37).  

In the face of these complex and varied discourses of technology, the need to understand 

relationships between larger-scale discourses and micro-level beliefs and practices becomes 

more salient: from an ecological perspective, these larger-scale technology discourses have the 

potential to impact the CALL beliefs that language learners hold, thereby influencing how 
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technological tools are used and understood for language learning. Exploring this larger ecology 

and its relationships would shed additional light on students’ CALL beliefs and offer new 

directions for how to implement CALL tools into language teaching and learning (Hellmich, 

2019; Helm, 2015).  

The current study looks to address this gap by examining what students at one San 

Francisco Bay Area high school believed about CALL and how these beliefs relate to broader 

regional understandings of technology.  

3. Research Questions 

1. What are the focal high school students’ beliefs about CALL?  

2. How do these students’ beliefs relate to regional (Bay Area) discourses of technology? 

4. Material and Methods 

To answer these research questions, the study employed several methodologies. To assess 

student beliefs about CALL, a survey study and a case study were used: the survey study looked 

to establish big-picture trends in students’ CALL beliefs while the case study looked to provide 

insight into the individuality and multidimensionality of those beliefs (Duff, 2014; Yin, 2003).  

To identify larger regional discourses, a discourse analysis methodology was used on a 

local newspaper article corpus. 

4.1. Research Setting & Participants 

The focal school, located in the San Francisco Bay Area of California, serves grades 9-

12. While a private institution, the focal school caters to a diverse population: more than half of 

the students receive significant financial aid or grants, and three-quarters of the student body 

identify as African American, Hispanic or Asian/Pacific Islander. Spanish and French are offered 

as World Languages at the school. The French program had recently organized schools trips to 
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Francophone regions, including Quebec. A 1:1 iPad policy—in which all enrolled students are 

provided free access to a fully-equipped iPad for academic work—has been in place since 2014. 

Most teachers at the school use the iPad in teaching and learning, such as through electronic 

textbooks, educational apps (e.g., Quizlet, Kahoot), and assigning/organizing weekly activities 

via Google Classroom. The World Language department employs technology in a range of 

additional ways, including: DuoLingo for at-home practice, multimodal assignments (e.g., 

YouTube, Make Cartoons), target-language newspaper analysis, and virtual reality exploration of 

target language regions.  

The primary participants in the study were students enrolled at the focal school. Of the 

approximately 400 students attending the school, 283 students participated in the online survey 

(see below). Survey participants were evenly distributed across grade levels and traditional 

gender categories. More survey participants were enrolled in Spanish than in French (219 

Spanish, 42 French, 55 unspecified). This difference can be attributed to the respective sizes of 

the programs: Spanish had three teachers while French had one.   

Three students participated in the case study: William (Senior), Manny (Junior), Misha 

(Junior). All students were enrolled in third-year French (ACTFL level: novice high/intermediate 

low; CEFR level: A1/A2).  

Additional participants included the World Language department teachers, all of whom 

participated in interviews: Peter (French, section head), Maria (Spanish, department head), Carla 

(Spanish), Orlando (Spanish).  

4.2. Data Collection & Analysis 

4.2.1. Student Beliefs: Data Collection 
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Data to assess student beliefs about CALL were collected in two primary ways: a 

qualitative survey instrument and case study interviews. 

Survey. The survey instrument was developed as a part of a larger research project and 

explored student attitudes toward digital technology, language learning, and their combination in 

CALL in the United States (Hellmich, 2017). The full survey was distributed electronically 

(Qualtrics) to all students at the focal school via their social studies class in November 2015.   

The current study focuses on the survey’s four CALL-related questions (Appendix A) 

and, more specifically, the two open-ended narratives students provided to explain or justify their 

responses to close-ended questions. The use of this open-ended format was intentional and tied 

to the ecological theoretical frame, allowing students the opportunity to narrate their own beliefs 

and therefore allowing beliefs that might not be captured by standardized instruments to be 

revealed. One Likert-scale question that asked students to rank the importance of CALL is used 

as a summative reference point in the analysis, with its limitations discussed in the penultimate 

section of the article.  

Case study interviews. After collecting and analyzing the survey data, the researcher 

conducted two group interviews with students to explore trends observed in the survey data. In 

the first group interview (March 2018, 45 minutes), eight students currently enrolled in foreign 

language courses at the school were recruited to participate. Students were recruited to represent 

the larger student population in the following ways: gender, language background, and 

ethnoracial background. From this larger pool, three case study students were selected based on 

their contrasting views of technology and their representativeness of the larger student body. The 

second group interview (May 2018, 30 minutes) was conducted to follow up with these three 

students. Interviews were conducted in English and transcribed for analysis.  
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While the relationship between the local institutional context and student beliefs is not 

investigated in the current article, a series of interviews with teachers at the focal school was 

conducted to gain more understanding of the focal school, to triangulate students’ beliefs about 

CALL, and, thereby, to increase the validity of the qualitative survey questions and case study 

interviews. This triangulation included a group interview with the whole World Language 

department (March 2018, 50 minutes,) and individual interviews with the respective heads of the 

Spanish and French sections (Summer 2018, 20-45 min). 

4.2.2. Student Beliefs: Data Analysis 

The open-ended survey responses and the interviews were analyzed using iterative 

coding that took place in two phases. The first phrase of coding consisted of identifying salient 

beliefs about CALL in the survey responses. To respect the ecological framework, coding was 

primarily inductive, with broad themes (e.g., technology as positive, technology as negative) 

being broken down into more specific codes in subsequent rounds of coding. Appendix B lists 

and describes all beliefs identified. These codes were then applied to the interview data.  

The second phase of coding consisted of relating student CALL beliefs to regional 

discourses. This second phase of coding took place on two levels: 1) how beliefs and discourses 

aligned and 2) how beliefs and discourses diverged. All codes were then analyzed in terms of 

their salience in the data set as well as in relationship to each other in order to identify patterns 

across the data.  

Coding underwent inter-rater reliability procedures: student responses and interview were 

blind-coded by two individuals, the author and a colleague trained in qualitative coding, the 

specific codebook, and the data analysis software (Dedoose). The inter-rater reliability 
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coefficient was 89%, in line with accepted disciplinary standards (Loewen & Plonsky, 2016). All 

discrepancies in code application were identified, discussed, and resolved.  

4.3.1. Regional Context: Data Collection 

Discourses are commonly, although not exclusively, articulated through language 

(Pennycook, 1994). This relationship points to discourses’ textual manifestations as a way to 

analyze them. The current study looked to assess regional discourses of technology through the 

creation and analysis of a regional newspaper corpus. The newspaper with the highest ranking 

and readership in the Bay Area region and that was geographically closest to the focal school, the 

San Francisco Chronicle, was selected as the primary source of articles for the discourse 

analysis (Agility PR Solutions, 2016; Fimrite, 2017). Two corpora, one focused on technology 

more broadly and one focused on technology in (language) education, were assembled using 

archive database searches (NewsBank) that were subsequently cleaned for relevance (e.g., 

eliminating non-substantial or non-local references to target topics) (see Table 1).  

4.3.2. Regional Context: Data analysis 

Frames—or the roles ascribed to technology—were selected for analysis as a way to 

examine how particular discourses were reflected in the newspaper corpus (Valdez, Freire, & 

Delavan, 2016). Frames were identified through inductive and deductive coding. Once a stable 

list of codes had been established, the corpus was blind-coded by two individuals, the author and 

a colleague trained in qualitative research methods, the codebook, and the analysis software. 

Discrepancies in coding were resolved through discussion. A full list of the frames identified can 

be found in Appendix C.  

5. Results 

5.1. Regional Discourses of Technology 
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The San Francisco Bay Area has been known as the fertile crescent of computing 

innovation since the 1970s (Protin, Stuart, & Weinberger, 2017; Vara, 2012). The past ten years 

have been marked by a new surge in the tech industry and in the role of technology in the region: 

Silicon Valley, which has been geographically expanding to include the city of San Francisco 

itself, currently houses numerous influential tech companies (e.g., Google, Apple, Facebook, 

Salesforce) and a robust technology sector (Avalos, 2016, 2017; Vara, 2012).  

 The central role of technology in the region was evidenced in the newspaper: over 65,000 

articles in the delineated timeline referenced technology somewhere in the article. Within the 

corpus used for this article, the dominance of technology in the region could also be seen: a large 

portion of the newspaper articles reported on innovation in the region’s tech industry, such as the 

establishment of new tech companies or updates on existing tech companies and their products. 

The dominance of technology in the region could also be seen in the over-60 articles in the 

newspaper corpus that covered the permeation of technology into different segments of regional 

society, such as fashion, art, and sports.  

Several additional frames of technology and technology in education were identified in 

the newspaper corpus (all frames can be found in Appendix C). For instance, technology was 

often framed in terms of its role in the regional economy, namely in relation to the economic 

impacts of the tech industry’s rapid growth over the past ten years (e.g., rising cost-of-living and 

housing prices as well as the resulting exacerbation of social inequalities). Technology was also 

framed as a key player in politics. This included legislation in relation to tech companies (e.g., 

tax incentives to attract tech money or businesses) and the relationships between politicians 

(local as well as national/international) and the regional tech industry.  
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Only two articles in the corpus addressed technology in language learning specifically, 

both of which reported on advances in translation software and apps. In articles addressing 

technology and education more broadly, technology was most often positioned as a priority in 

education, most often linked to enhancing economic opportunity and to leveling the playing field 

for populations typically marginalized in the tech community (e.g., people of color and women). 

The role of the tech industry itself in education was also a salient frame in the newspaper corpus. 

Tech companies engaged in education through multiple pathways, including: developing and 

selling educational platforms and apps, establishing schools or educational programs, or donating 

to local educational institutions. Finally, a small number of articles framed technology as a 

potential threat, citing concerns over distraction or cognitive overload, the risks of teaching 

technology too young, and the negative effects of technology on other academic subjects.  

Taken together, the frames of technology identified in the newspaper corpus suggest 

several things about technology in the region. First and in line with the area’s reputation and 

history, technology and the tech industry were dominant in the region, playing significant roles 

in politics, the economy, and education. Second, technology, both generally and in education 

specifically, was most often framed by a utilitarian discourse, an instrumental or pragmatic 

approach to technology as a tool leveraged toward academic, economic, or political ends. 

Finally, a minor discourse that questioned technology also emerged, positioning technology as a 

threat rather than as a boon.   

5.2. Relationship between Student CALL Beliefs and Regional Discourses 

5.2.1. Survey  

The quantitative question used in the analysis provides an initial, brief sketch of survey 

participants’ beliefs toward CALL: almost half of survey participants found technology to be 
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important to language learning (ranking of 4 or 5) while only approximately 15% of survey 

participants did not (ranking of 1 or 2) (Figure 1).  

The specific CALL beliefs that survey participant produced in open-ended questions both 

aligned with and diverged from regional roles ascribed to technology (see Appendix B for listing 

of all beliefs and frequencies). Some survey participants produced reasons for technology’s 

priority status that directly aligned with the newspaper corpus. For instance, one salient belief 

among survey responses was technology’s omnipresence, in line with the dominance of 

technology in the region: technology was perceived as being everywhere in society and, 

therefore, important in language learning. One survey participant justified the importance of 

technology in language learning in this way: “The world today is becoming more and more 

based around technology.” In a similar vein, another participant used “We are being run by 

technology” as a reason to use technology in language learning.  

A smaller portion of survey respondents cited technology’s importance in language 

learning in relation to jobs specifically, aligning with the relationship between technology and 

economic opportunity found in the newspaper corpus. For instance, one student explained the 

importance of technology in language learning as “We need to know this stuff to get a job.” 

Similarly, another participant indexed the job-market potential of both language learning and 

technology: “They can help you in your everyday life if your job revolves around talking to 

people or if your job focus on the use of a computer.” The use of technology in language 

learning, then, was seen by some survey participants to be both natural and essential to future 

success given the role of technology in society more broadly.   

Survey participants also indexed the broader utilitarian discourse identified in the 

newspaper corpus through three prominent CALL beliefs: technology as efficient, technology as 
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a resource, and technology as a tutor. While these CALL beliefs were not directly cited in the 

newspaper corpus, they dovetail with the larger positioning of technology from a utilitarian 

perspective: as a tool deployed toward particular pragmatic ends. For instance, technology was 

seen by many survey participants to make learning language faster, cheaper, easier, and more 

effective. This efficiency applied to specific tasks or tools (e.g., “We use less time when we use 

an electronic dictionary.”) and more generally (e.g., “Technology can be used to help learn the 

language faster and easier.”).  

The technology as resource belief positioned technology as a way to access a range of 

resources for language learning. The most common resources cited were translation platforms 

(e.g., “I need GoogleTranslate hahaha”) and online dictionaries (e.g., “Technology allows us to 

be able to access online websites to be able to look up definitions of words we don’t know.”). 

Survey participants also occasionally included access to target-language material in their online 

resource repertoires, such as streaming videos in the target language on YouTube or Netflix.  

An at-times overlapping belief positioned technology as a tutor, presenting information 

and providing feedback or practice opportunities (Kern, 2011). As one survey participant put it: 

“[Technology] enables more online tutorial work in case a student was not able to understand 

concepts in the classroom.” This understanding of technology amounted largely to grammar 

websites and videos, flashcards (e.g., Quizlet), and language learning apps (e.g., Duolingo). For 

some participants who expressed this belief, the tutorial function of technology was linked to 

technology’s ability to individualize learning, catering to unique learning styles, schedules, and 

processes.  

Some survey participants also indexed the minor technology-as-threat discourse that 

emerged from the newspaper corpus. For instance, a portion of survey participants saw a 
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mismatch between technology and their own learning style. In addition to generic answers (e.g., 

“It’s not the best way to learn”), students asserted the superiority of physical materials and 

instruction over digital means (e.g., “Writing down new words helps them stick better in your 

head”).  

In addition, some students cited the importance of face-to-face, non-technologically-

mediated instruction in language learning. This emphasis on a “real person” included both 

teachers and in-classroom learning (e.g., “Foreign languages are easier to learn through a live 

teacher”) as well as native-speakers in immersion learning environments (e.g., “In order to 

completely understand a language the best option is full emersion [sic].”). These concerns over 

the relationship between language learning and technology were not directly cited in the 

newspaper corpus, but they do index the broader questioning of technology identified as a minor 

discourse in that corpus.   

Finally, some survey participants expressed uncertainty over the role of technology in 

language learning. Most of these responses took simple forms (e.g., “I don’t know,” “idk”) 

although some provided more elaborate explanations (e.g., “I’m not quite sure to be honest but I 

feel like it must be important if people buy Rosetta Stone”). This uncertainty could also be seen 

in the overall ranking of technology’s importance in CALL: 29% of students ranked CALL as 

neutral, neither important or unimportant. This uncertainty could also be seen in the newspaper 

corpus through the general lack of direct attention given to CALL.  

Survey participants’ beliefs about technology did not always align with regional frames 

and discourses. For example, another understanding of technology among survey participants, 

although less prominent, was that it provided a way to connect with the larger world. For most 

survey participants who articulated this belief, technology enabled practice opportunities with 
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more expert speakers (e.g., “With digital technology you could be talking to a native speaker 

halfway around the world for practice.”). A few participants more broadly mentioned the social 

and cultural learning that this connection provided (e.g., “So we can connect and learn about 

other countries”). This understanding of technology was absent from the newspaper corpus.  

Some regional frames of technology were also absent from survey participants’ beliefs. 

For instance, survey participants did not reference the role of the technology industry in 

education or in politics.  

5.2.2. Case Study 

Case study students added depth to the alignment and divergence among students’ CALL 

beliefs and the larger regional context. Both William and Manny, for instance, directly 

referenced the larger regional and societal role of technology in their understanding of CALL. 

Manny was a big proponent of technology in language learning. His positive assessment centered 

on the multiplicity and versatility of technological tools that made completing his French 

classwork more efficient and accessible. For example, online resources saved time: “you don’t 

have to search through a dictionary—oh this and that flip back and forth. It just makes 

everything easier, lighter, more efficient.”   

For Manny, the use of these different technological tools for language learning largely 

came down to taking advantage of all available resources. Importantly, Manny made a direct link 

between the technology resources available for language learning and the region itself:  

But if you want to use the most developed resources, you have technology right next to 

us. Especially since you’re in, you know, right next to Silicon Valley. You got the whole 

Bay Area. 
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In other words, neighboring Silicon Valley and the larger Bay Area provided “the most 

developed resources” that could be leveraged positively by language learners.  

William was also a “fan” of CALL. Part of his advocacy of technology rested on the role 

that technology played on a larger societal scale: for William, technology for language learning 

as a natural extension of what he saw to be our “technology era:” 

[Using technology in language learning] prepares you for the life ahead. I mean, what is 

becoming our global village, everything’s moving really fast. It’s like the technology era. 

If we don’t know how to use these things, I mean, you’re kind of at a disadvantage. I 

mean, not necessarily that you’re not going to get the job, but you’re more qualified than 

the next person.  

William further contextualized the access to CALL technologies at his school in relation to other 

schools: 

It kind of totally gives us a leg up. In language learning, most kids don’t have the 

opportunity to use ... [most] kids probably don’t get to use computers and language apps 

until, maybe, college. 

In other words, William saw technology in language learning as advantageous given the role that 

technology played in society and on the job market. While William did not call out the regional 

context in the same way that Manny did, he did index the utilitarian discourse and the specific 

relationship between technology and economic opportunity seen in the newspaper corpus.  

Manny and Misha gave voice to some of the critiques that were present in the newspaper 

corpus, although in different ways. A junior at the focal school, Misha understood technology as 

helpful in language learning in several ways. For instance, she saw technology as a useful 

resource, particularly when it came to using online dictionaries to hear pronunciations of words. 
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Misha also had a well-developed network of tools to access the target language via technology, 

including Netflix, Spotify, Twitter, and YouTube channels. One of the primary and most 

important functions of these resources for Misha was its ability to extend the classroom and 

exposure to French. She explained that “once I leave school, there’s no one to talk to about 

[French]. When I get home, no one speaks French at home, so I have no way to practice.” The 

different ways that she used technology to access the target language, then, were “a great way for 

me to just be around it without having to be in class.”  

Despite these elaborate uses of CALL for language learning, Misha also expressed a 

concern that she and her peers were too reliant on technology in general: 

We all grew up with technology so in a certain way it’s just like a third arm. It’s just a 

part of us. It’s nice to use it and it’s nice to have it, but it’s also nice to be able to like just 

know things without having to look it up. Sometimes we’re just a little too connected and 

we can’t find our way around or ask someone. 

Indeed, Misha saw learning a foreign language as an antidote to this hyper connection to 

technology: 

That’s why it’s nice to learn another language cuz then you don’t have to translate if 

you’re in a different country. You don’t have to pull your phone out and translate, you 

can just say something. 

In other words, at the same time that Misha relied on technology to support her language 

learning efforts, she saw language learning as a way to mitigate a generational or even societal 

over-dependence on technology. In contrast to the newspaper corpus, Misha’s critique of 

technology held more weight in her overall belief structure than did such critiques in the 
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newspaper corpus: the critique of technology was more significant for Misha than in the larger 

regional discourse.  

Manny also acknowledged some drawbacks to technology’s use in education, namely in 

relation to distraction, which he saw to be a major issue with the use of technology in education. 

Manny was adamant, however, that the issue came down to “personal responsibility on how you 

choose to use [technology].” He elaborated, saying “you can’t put all the blame on technology. 

Say [technology] doesn’t help me, that’s just on you because you don’t want to use your time 

and your resources to your advantage.” It was up to students to take advantage of the different 

tech resources available to them and to use them wisely toward accomplishing educational tasks. 

In contrast to Misha, Manny’s alignment with the technology-as-threat discourse found in the 

newspaper corpus ultimately valorized the utilitarian benefits of technology and attributed 

technology’s threat potential to individuals, rather than to technology or the technology industry 

more broadly.   

In terms of divergence, both William and Misha illustrated a significant difference 

between the newspaper corpus and some students’ CALL beliefs. Both William and Misha had 

participated in the school trip to Quebec the previous year and had developed a set of Quebecois 

friends who they communicated with on a regular basis (e.g., text, SnapChat, WhatsApp). For 

William, technology in this instance served to improve his own French, making him “look more 

like a natural French speaker,” and to learn more about the perspectives held by his Quebecois 

counterparts. Similarly to William, Misha framed these interactions as serving opportunities to 

practice her French and also to learn “more about the culture you’re learning from, learn more 

about the people, and their environment and everything.” While Manny had also been in the 

cohort of students to go to Quebec, he did not report using technology to reconnect with students 
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he had met there. As mentioned above, the newspaper corpus did not index this particular role or 

framing of technology.  

Finally and similarly to survey participants, none of the case study students indexed the 

role of technology in the region’s politics or educational institutions.  

6. Discussion  

6.1. High School Students’ Beliefs about CALL 

 In line with previous research (Sydorenko et al., 2017), the survey participants most often 

understood CALL from a utilitarian perspective, focusing on technology’s capacity to render 

more efficient the learning of standardized linguistic rules and structures. In contrast, survey 

participants less commonly understood technology as a way to connect with interlocutors around 

the world or to provide access to cultural or target-language resources. As has been pointed out 

by others who have identified similar results (e.g., Lai & Gu, 2011; Sydorenko et al., 2017), this 

finding is surprising given the scholarly attention paid to the potentiality of technology to 

connect students across distances and borders and to expand their semiotic resources (Kern, 

2015). In other words, while survey participants found CALL to be more or less important, their 

belief systems did not align with many of the benefits currently being advanced by research.  

Case study students William and Misha illustrate an exception to this larger portrait. 

Their broader understanding of technology as a way to connect with the target language and 

culture came at least in part from the trip taken to Quebec the previous year, which established 

connections between the students that were subsequently nurtured via digital means. These 

findings suggest several things: first, while the majority of high school student participants 

approached CALL from utilitarian perspectives, the capacity to expand high school students’ 

CALL belief systems exists. Second, supporting a connection with more expert speakers, 
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whether in person or digitally, may promote an understanding of digital tools beyond traditional 

means in the high school language learning context for some learners.  

An interesting departure from previous research rests on motivation: survey participants 

and case study students did not explicitly cite the motivational or engaging dimensions of CALL 

that have been identified as important in previous quantitative research (Fatemi Jahromi & 

Salimi, 2013; Sydorenko et al., 2017). Focal school students may have still found CALL to be 

engaging or motivational, as not all beliefs can be expected to be produced in open-ended 

answers. That said, this finding suggests that the motivational elements of CALL were not as 

salient to the study participants.  

6.2. High School Students’ Beliefs about CALL and Regional Discourses 

The relationships between the regional newspaper corpus and students’ CALL beliefs can 

be categorized as: indexical, direct, and absent. The indexical relationship (e.g., students’ CALL 

beliefs pointing to, although not directly citing, the broader regional discourse of technology as 

utilitarian or as a threat) could be interpreted in several ways. For instance, students could be 

seen to be influenced by the regional discourses, reproducing broader understandings of 

technology from higher scale levels. That said, the lack of specificity in this relationship leaves 

room for additional interpretations (e.g., influences on students’ CALL beliefs stemmed from 

other scale levels or sources) and makes additional evidence and research necessary to determine 

the presence and degree of any influence.  

The direct relationship between some students’ CALL beliefs and the regional 

understandings of technology (e.g., the omnipresence and job beliefs) more clearly suggests a 

degree of influence from regional conversations of technology and students’ CALL beliefs. 

Interestingly, case study student Misha illustrates that this influence was not always an uptake of 
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regional discourses but could also be their rejection. That said, it is unclear how much of this 

direct alignment relates to the region specifically: aside from one direct mention of Silicon 

Valley (Manny), student references could also reference larger national or societal roles of 

technology (Hellmich, 2019).  

In relation to this influence, a discussion of the omnipresence belief identified is merited. 

At first glance, this omnipresence belief might seem almost banal, an expected and normal 

reflection of a technologically-dominated region and larger society. However, it is exactly this 

common-sense attribution to technology in our world today that should give pause and demand 

more critical inquiry (Selwyn, 2013, 2016). First, the perceived omnipresence of technology in 

society does not automatically lead to appropriate and meaningful use in the teaching and 

learning of languages (Chun et al., 2016). Second, the frames of technology that came from the 

regional analysis highlight significant non-neutral roles of technology—in society (e.g., politics, 

inequality) and in education (e.g., the tech industry’s role in education). 

Indeed, many of these non-neutral regional roles of technology found in regional 

understandings of technology were absent from students’ CALL beliefs. This finding may be 

understandable, given students’ age. That said, as shown by other data in this study and as 

theorized by ecology theory, these regional frames of technology may still influence high school 

students’ CALL beliefs. Moreover, these roles of technology have often been ignored by both 

CALL research and practice communities and merit additional attention in the teaching and 

learning of foreign languages in the US. 

Finally and also included in this absence category, regional conversations about CALL 

and technology in education more broadly did not include some significant specific roles of 

technology cited by students (e.g., technology as a resource, tutor) and documented in CALL 
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research (e.g., technology as a medium). This finding is not surprising, given that only two 

articles in the corpus touched specifically on CALL. Nevertheless, this disconnect points to lack 

of attention and value attributed to CALL in the region.  

6.3. Implications & Future Directions 

The first implication of this study is the need for more conversations about the 

potentialities of technology in language learning at the high school level and beyond. At the 

same time that students’ largely utilitarian CALL beliefs may relate to the demands and 

constraints of teaching and learning at the K-12 level (e.g., standardized tests, language learning 

as a requirement), there may be room for expanding understandings of what technology can offer 

at this level. With high school students, these conversations might include explicitly pointing out 

and modeling how technology can also offer new ways to interact with the target language and 

culture. For example, practitioners might show students how they can use streaming services, 

such as Spotify, Netflix or YouTube, to access target-language media (Sundberg & Cardoso, 

2018) or how to follow target-language speakers or threads on social media platforms like 

Twitter or Reddit. With research and practitioner communities, these conversations might 

include how to support and facilitate the integration of these uses of technology into the 

secondary foreign language curriculum. 

A second, related implication of this work is the need to evaluate how technology and 

technology in language learning is framed for students, both in our discipline and in larger 

regional and national conversations. For instance, the field might look to promote the varied 

approaches to CALL beyond the borders of academia, such as through op-eds and seminars, in 

order to broaden public perceptions of CALL.  
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The same is true for our discipline: It is important that we as researchers and educators 

find a way to represent the multiple and complex roles that technology can play in language 

learning in our classrooms in order to ensure that technology is used and understood in 

meaningful and critical ways. For practitioners, this process would likely start with professional 

development programs that include discussion of technology’s different roles in language 

learning and also in society more broadly, thereby offering instructors opportunities to identify 

and interrogate these roles as they apply to their own practice. In the classroom, one way to 

accomplish this work would be to engage students in collaborative discussions of the pros/cons 

of using different technological tools as well as why particular tools might be used in different 

contexts. This kind of reflective work would engage students’ critical analysis skills and open the 

possibility for discussion of technology’s role in learning and in society. Discussion questions 

might include:  

• What does this tool help you do or learn? What does this tool not help you do or learn?  

• How else might you use the tool for language learning?  

• Where does this tool come from? Who built it and for what purposes?  

• Why might we use this tool in class/at home? Why might we not use this tool in class/at 

home? 

In future work in this area, it would be important to further explore US high school 

students’ CALL beliefs in relation to regional discourses in other contexts, such as schools and 

areas that do not have the same access to technology. It would also be important to explore these 

beliefs through additional methodologies. While the qualitative survey design was intentional to 

respect the ecological framework, a more robust quantitative measure (e.g., validated scales 

comprised of multiple items) would provide additional insight into the research area. It would 
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also be important to explore additional layers of the CALL ecosystem and their potential 

influence on student beliefs, such as school or national discourses of CALL and technology. 

Similarly, it would be interesting to examine different manifestations of discourse, such as 

educational policy documents. Finally, it would also be essential to move beyond beliefs to 

actual practices, exploring not only the relationship between beliefs and practices but examining 

how larger discourses relate to students’ CALL practices.  

7. Conclusion  

This article set out to explore one group of Bay Area high school students’ CALL beliefs 

and to relate these beliefs to regional understandings of technology. The instances of alignment 

between students’ CALL beliefs and regional frames/discourses of technology suggest the 

influence of larger societal discourses on student beliefs about CALL as well as the need for 

further study into the influences on students’ CALL beliefs. Importantly, these findings also 

underscore the need to further interrogate the larger roles of technology in society and to 

incorporate this interrogation into CALL teaching and research.  
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Appendix A  

CALL-Related Survey Questions   
 
NB: Questions #1, #2, #4 are used in the current analysis 
 
1. On a scale of 1 to 5, how important are digital technologies in learning second or foreign 
languages today?  
 

1 Not important 2 3 4 5 Very Important 
 
 
2. Why? Please explain your answer to the previous question with a few sentences below.  
 
 
 
 
 
3. What digital technologies, if any, are most important for students in the U.S. learning second 
or foreign languages? Pick up to three (3).  

Social networking platforms (e.g., Facebook, Twitter, Instagram) 
Online collaboration tools (e.g., GoogleDocs, wikis) 
Games 
Tutorial programs (e.g., Khan Academy, Rosetta Stone) 
Email 
Video conferencing 
Text-based online discussions or chat (e.g., forum discussions or chat rooms) 
Word processing tools (e.g., Microsoft Word, Pages, Text Editor) 
Presentation tools (e.g., PowerPoint, Prezi, Keynote) 
Online research tools (e.g., Wikipedia, Google) 
Webpages (e.g., news websites, organization sites) 
Video clips 
Audio clips 
N/A 

Other (please specify) ____________________ 
 
4. Why? Please explain your answer to the previous question with a few sentences below.  
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Appendix B 
 
Full List of Beliefs Identified in Open-Ended Survey Questions  
 

CALL Beliefs 

Code Description 
Survey 
Frequency  

Positive  
  

  Connection Communicate and connect with individuals around the world 14 

  Efficiency Faster, cheaper, or easier way to learn languages 53 

  Engagement Engage language learners 2 

  
Generic 
Important Beneficial or helpful to FLL but not specific 20 

  Omnipresence Everywhere in society  22 

 Jobs Important due to economic opportunity or jobs 6 

  
Resource 
(Kern, 2011) Access to resources for language learning  52 

  
Tutor (Kern, 
2011) Role of the teacher in some way  38 

Negative  
  

  Learning Style Language learning isn't served by technology 14 

  Real Person 
Face to face, non-computer mediated interaction is better for 
LL 27 

  Immersion Language learning requires immersion 4 

Unsure  Student is not sure on CALL beliefs 12 

Mixed  
Both positive and negative beliefs about CALL; coded with 
MIXED and applicable child codes for positive/negative  33 
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Appendix C 
 
Frames of Technology Identified in Newspaper Corpus  
 

Technology (276 Articles)  
Frame  Description  Frequency 
Innovation  New technology products/companies or updates on existing 

products/companies 
72 

Society  Technology as permeating other facets of society, such as 
art, film, sports, and fashion 

60 

Economics Technology as driving the regional economy 74 
 Inequality Sub-role in economics frame; reference to inequality that is 

attributed to technology 
22 

Changes to the City  Non-economic changes brought by tech industry 32 
Politics Role of tech industry in local and national politics 52 

Technology in (Language) Education (96 Articles) 
Frame Description  Frequency 
Machine 
Translation 

Advances in translation software and apps 2 

Priority in 
Education  

Priority status ascribed to technology in education  52 

Tech as Threat Potential threats of technology in education (e.g., 
distraction, cognitive overload) 

6 

Tech Industry in 
Education  

Role of the tech industry in educational endeavors 37 
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Table 1 
Regional Newspaper Corpus 
 
 CALL/EdTech Technology 
Articles 96 276 
Time Period 2010-July 2018 2010-July 2018 
Location of Search a Lead/All text Headline/Lead 
Keywords b “technology” OR “tech” AND 

“foreign language (s) education” 
OR “education” 

“technology” OR “tech” AND 
“San Francisco”  

 
a Location of Search differed for each corpus. The technology corpus required a more restricted 
search range due to the large number of articles produced from a lead/all text search. 
b Keywords differed for each corpus. The technology corpus required specification of “San 
Francisco” in keywords to produce a manageable corpus. Cleaning for relevance based on 
geographic location was then done by hand on both corpora. 
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Figure 1. Student rankings of the importance of CALL. Focal high school students’ ranked the 
importance of CALL in K-12 education in the United States on a 5-point Likert scale: very 
important (5) to not important (1). Total participants: 283.   
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