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SELF-ACCESS: HOPES AND HESITATIONS

ABSTRACT

The idea behind self-access - to learn how to learn - has been around
for many years. However, the educational goal of self-access has been enhanced
in recent years by the easy accessibility of computers, the innovative ability
of some classroom teachers to produce 1earning software, and the rapid
increase in volume of print and audiovisual materials. In Hong Kong, despite
a high-level of know-how among tertiary students, English learning through
self-access remains a challenge. Practical considerations such as learners'
workload and their percept ion of 1anguage Iearning wi 77 always confront
language teaching experts. This paper considers the problems and challenges
of implementing an effective self-access centre in a Hong Kong tertiary
·environment .

Self-access has been defined
as "a way of describing learning
materials that are designed and
organ ised in such a way that
students can select and work on
tasks on their own ...and obtain
feedback on their performance"
(Sheerin. 1991). It has also been
described as an environment where
"Insofar as the individual is free
to choose the activities to carry
out and the time to dedicate to
them, learning is self-directed and
autonomy is encouraged" (Aston.
1993). Self-access, in other words,
is an approach to learning where
learners are expected to be
responsible, committed to their
tasks, and able to make meaningful
decisions on what to learn and how
to learn from a variety of choices
available. This means that in the
learning of a language, for
instance, the students are able to
decide the area of learning that
they need to work on, to choose the
type of learning that best suits
them (print, audiovisual, computer-

assisted language learning), and to
commit themselves to the tasks they
have chosen.

The teachers' role is mainly
to provide materials that give the
learners a wide choice of learning
tracks to follow. They act as
counsellors or guides; they become
facil itators of learning, helping
learners learn how to learn and to
become active in learning
programmes and objectives (Riley.
1986) .

Self-access also enables
learners to access English through
a medium of their choice: print,
CALL and other forms of audiovisual
media to suit their learning
styles. For example, those who
prefer to access £ngl ish through
watching movies would be free to do
so in a venue that would enable
them to rewind and forward
programmes as often as they 1ike.
SeIf-access also enables learners
to learn at their own peak time and
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