
Sharpening pencils in the digital age: 
classroom integration of interactive technologies 

to support learner autonomy

         http://efl.unice.fr
whyte@unice.fr

@whyshona

Shona Whyte                                                                                  http://bit.ly/19BPgi9
Université Nice Sophia Antipolis                                                           

Abstract

Current models of foreign language teaching in Europe 
encourage the integration of interactive technologies to 
provide learners with opportunities for authentic input, 
collaboration and reflection within the broadly 
communicative and task-based frameworks.  However, 
many recent studies of technology integration in state 
school contexts question the extent of the pedagogical 
transformations so far effected.  This talk takes the issue 
of technology in teacher education as a prism through 
which current paradigms of foreign language teaching and 
learning can be investigated with the overall goal of 
showing how the effective integration of learning 
technologies in language classrooms can promote learner 
autonomy and support language development.  The first 
section explores general pedagogical principles and their 
links to substantive research-based recommendations for second language teaching.  Examples of 
teaching activities with the interactive whiteboard (IWB) illustrate the role of technology in creating 
opportunities and providing support for the type of independent learner contributions necessary to 
drive acquisition.  In the next section of the talk, a number of obstacles to effective language teaching 
with technology are identified, showing that teachers often continue to prepare learners in traditional 
ways for outdated competencies – captured in the expression “sharpening pencils” – instead of 
exploiting the affordances of new technologies to foster independent language learning and use.  
Suggestions are given for a variety of technology-supported learning activities which may help 
teachers value and so foster greater learner autonomy.  The last part of the presentation examines 
opportunities for change by drawing lessons from a number of recent teacher education initiatives 
using interactive technologies directly in the classroom or for the dissemination and exploitation of 
resources.  In this way, the paper outlines a programme of pedagogical change which seems 
indispensable if the integration of interactive technologies in the language classroom is to fulfill its full 
potential for promoting learner autonomy and supporting language development. 
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Examples

Objective Content File type

1 Helping learners to relate 
target language literature to 
their own contexts

Teaching unit on reading: 'Life is 
funny' by E. R. Frank 

IWB file (iTILT)
PDF

2 Developing communicative 
competence in authentic tasks

Giving directions and describing 
routes on a map

IWB practice video 
(iTILT)

3 Practising routines for young 
beginners 

Dates: writing the date IWB practice video 
(iTILT)

4 Using drawing to support 
sustained oral production with 
young beginners

Story retell: Two Monsters by 
David McKee

classroom interaction 
video

5 Using technology to foster 
learner autonomy in language 
production and reflection

Clothing: using the flip camera to 
record and play back learners' 
conversation

IWB practice video 
(iTILT)

6 Extending learner autonomy 
with advanced adult learners

Brainstorming about a sales pitch - 
adding and saving a page

IWB practice video 
(iTILT)

7 Supporting teachers in 
implementing communicative 
activities

Teaching unit on Vocabulary: La 
surprise de Handa by Eileen 
Browne

IWB file (iTILT)
PDF

Web resources
iTILT (interactive Technologies In Language Teaching) http://itilt.eu
Learning and Teaching Foreign Languages 	
 	
 http://unt.unice.fr/uoh/learn_teach_FL/
Learning technologies for EFL 	
 	
 	
 http://www.scoop.it/t/learning-technologies-for-efl
Teacher Education in Language with Technology 	
 http://www.scoop.it/t/telt/
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