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Abstract: 

The learner-centred education approach is a paradigm shift from the traditional underpinning of education where learning is upheld as a result of, and a response to the transmission of authoritarian and coded knowledge. It legitimizes learners’ experiences by allowing the space for the learners to participate in the process of knowledge construction. However, the learner-centred approach does not entail diminished teacher roles. Rather it necessitates teachers to enact their knowledge and resources to co-produce possible and effective learning projects for and with the learners. Based on two computer literacy courses, conducted in the manner of participatory action research, for a number of immigrant women in Toronto, Canada, I argue that it is both inevitable and important for teachers to assume roles of significance, such as course directors, resource providers, as well as class facilitators to effect learner-centred environment. 
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   Teachers’ Roles in the Learner-centred Approach

--- Empirical Evidence from Two Computer Literacy Courses

Introduction:

In contrast with the focus of the learners often associated with the learner-centred approach, this paper accentuates the roles that teachers play in using this approach to advance computer literacy among a number of immigrant women in Toronto, Canada
. I argue that the learner-centred approach does not entail teachers backing away from participating in students’ learning processes. Rather it necessitates them to enact their knowledge and resources to co-produce learning projects for and with the learners. The paper starts with a discussion of the learner-centred approach, and an analysis of this approach as a paradigm shift as opposed to a set of teaching methods. I then illustrate the unequal access to computers and the Internet along the lines of gender, race and class and introduce the computer courses, conducted in the manner of participatory action research that were geared up to challenge it. The major body of the paper is devoted to elaborating the importance of teachers in making these courses learner-centred. I focus on 1) how teachers served as course directors, given the gap between learner’s needs and learning needs, and the exigency to problematize the mystique that computer skills should lead to a better working life; 2) how teachers pooled resources to challenge the hegemonic English on-line environment to bring about a comparatively accessible learning milieu; and 3) how teachers facilitated women’s learning process using question-response-feedback in-class instruction and through encouraging self-exploration and self-directed learning. 

The Learner-centred Approach

Learner-centred education is anything but new. As early as 500 BC, Confucius made it clear that an important way of learning is to get the learners involved in the forming of knowledge. He said: “Tell me, and I will forget; show me, and I may remember; involve me, and I will understand.” This oriental wisdom is echoed in the West, where, for instance, the renowned Plato’s Socratic dialogue of the 400 BC served to draw out “truth” through communications between teachers and students. This notion of learner-centredness started to gain increasing significance since the turn of the twentieth century when J. Dewey, the founder of the progressive school of education, raised the importance of experience in knowledge production, to counter the traditional way of teaching that emphasizes the central role of teachers and books (Dewey, 1998). His experimental school in the US in particular had curriculum evolved around the interests of children rather than imposing values and ideals on them. 

Many studies have testified to the importance of the learner-centred approach. In New Zealand, for example, Lai (1993) has reported that to encourage independent thinking, the learning process needs to be learner-centred, and the learner has to be given the opportunity to process information, to question, to solve problems and to make decision. Mollins’s report on an adult literacy program in Canada (2001) is also an endeavor to use learner-centred approach to engage women in the course design process, which significantly challenges the situation where women often find computer classes uninteresting and irrelevant to their needs. Other studies have focused on problems involved in carrying out learner-centred classes. Among them, Alder (2000) has explored the impediments to using this approach in New Zealand tertiary accounting classes. Problems revealed include a lack of student readiness, inadequate educator support, and non-reflective teacher practices. O’Sullivan (2004) has examined a Namibian case and similarly revealed that the teachers’ capacity, limited resources, cultural factors and learner background all affect the kind of courses that can be carried out. 

Amid the ardent pursuit of, and endeavor to popularize the learner-centred approach, some studies have produced evidence that shows reservation. Lily Wong-Fillmore (1985) for instance, has observed that for the children learning English as a second language, the most successful classes are those that made greatest use of teacher-directed activities. Furthering Wong-Fillmore, O’Neil (1991) has made it necessary to question the assumed superiority of “student-centred” methods to the “teacher-centred” approach. While not necessarily attacking the former, O’Neil suggests that the distinction between these two approaches is often simplistic and misleading.

What has to be pointed out is that the use of the phrase “learner-centred approach” has yet to be subjected to scrutiny. A careful study of the above literature among others shows that some times, the term is used to reference a set of teaching methods. Some other times it is used to signify a paradigm shift, or in other words a distinct perspective towards what knowledge is and how it is constructed, developed and learnt. My distinction of the usage of this term is parallel to what Brodie et al. (2002) identify as forms versus substances. As teaching methods, the learner-centred approach refers to such teaching activities as collecting learner’s interests, group work, problem solving, investigative and communicative tasks etc. These methods can be used, however in both learner-centred and teacher-centred classes (Brodie et al. 2002), although the latter is often characterized with rote memorizing and drill exercises.

Taking up these teaching methods only is taking up the learner-centred approach at its face value. What has to be understood is the paradigm shift that this approach embodies. Brodie et al. (2002) have elaborated four substantial aspects of this approach: 

1) learning entails the construction and restructuring of knowledge by the learner; teachers could not make them learn and they can only provoke or enable learning; 

2) learners act on the basis of the knowledge they bring to a task; teaching involves trying to understand and engage with learner’s ideas. This requires that the teachers be able to recognize what is present and absent in the learner’s utterances and identify how these make sense to the learners; 

3) learning conditions: the learners must experience a gap between her existent knowledge and the demands of her experience, and that she must be in a position to either elaborate or acquire the resources to overcome the gap. 

4) the construction of knowledge and social practices are mediated by the social relations the learners are embedded in and the social forms and means of learning with which they act. The teacher needs to offer mediation that can enable learners to articulate their given knowledge into more powerful systems and regulate their activities in line with valorized knowledge, practices and activities (443-544, with slight modification).

What Brodie et al. present us with is that in nature knowledge is constructed (a perspective towards what knowledge is) and that it is it is known or learnt through learners’ engagement and teachers’ medication. Brodie et al have reiterated Dewey’s position that experience is a source of knowledge, and teaching should be based on learners’ needs and capability, be conducive to the continuity of experiences, and with a view to prepare the learners for the world (Dewey, 1989). That is, whereas teachers symbolize knowledge and absolute power in the traditional way of teaching, the learner-centred approach validates experience of the learners and sees learners at the centre of the learning process and knowledge construction. This change of the focal point from teachers to learners as the controller of the learning process lies at the centre of the paradigm shift. It allows the space for the learners to learn through participating in knowledge construct knowledge, which is both an exercise of and cultivation of democracy and equality, and a way of empowerment and liberation from coded knowledge and authoritarian power. However, it is necessary to qualify the extent of learner-control in the learning processes. As much as I agree that it is the need of the learners that instigate learning, I am doubtful if, given their existent gap of knowledge, the learners are able to identify, not to say acquire the resources to satisfy their needs. I believe that side by side with the learner’s needs to learn, there is also a learning needs (what has to be learned) that have to be identified and satisfied in order for the learners to work towards their personal learning goals. Teachers, on the other hand, with their expertise in their areas are in a position to help to identify the learning needs to make learning projects possible. That is, in meeting learner’s needs, teachers have to participate in the learning projects by not only legitimizing learners’ experiences and needs but also through providing corresponding resources as well as guidance.  

Since Dewey’s systematic elaboration of the importance of experience in learning, successive educators have tremendously enriched the import of the learner-centred approach. For example, the humanistic school of education has emphasized on how self-experimentation and exploration can foster the ability of learning to learn, or the learning ability that takes roots in and grows with the learners (Elias and Merriam, 1995). Later, the radical school of education, with its paramount interest in social activism furthers this learner-centred approach in a politically proactive way. It in particular emphasizes the notion of conscientization, whereby the learners critically reflect on and challenge the oppressive social structures that keep them from directing their own future (Friere, 1999). Whereas Friere’s conscientization is supposed to come from the learners, Brodie et al. have emphasized the importance of mediation provided by teachers to enable the learners to relate to the larger social and political structures. That is, teachers may have to play a pioneering role to instigate critical thinking to identify assumptions, stereotypes and ideologies that many people especially the learners are deeply immersed in, and take for granted. Consequently, sensitivity to power and social issues becomes great assets for the teachers practicing learner-centred approach.

By now, it should be clear that the learner-centred approach, while accentuating learners’ roles at the centre of the learning processes, does require more from the teachers instead of less. By legitimizing learners’ experience in knowledge construction process, the teachers are not asked to hold their knowledge and resources back so that they should not contaminate the learner-controlled learning process. Rather, the learner-centred approach necessitates the enactment of teachers’ resources and knowledge and teachers’ engagement in the learners’ learning process. In the computer literacy courses that I am discussing in this paper, guidance, support, as well as facilitation from the teachers proved to be important in making the courses truly learner-centred, empowering and liberating. 

Unequal Access to Computers and the Internet 

Access to computers and the Internet has never been equally distributed; the so-called digital divide (e.g. Bozionelos, 2004) is often found along lines of race, gender, and class. For instance, women reportedly have less access than men to computers and the Internet (McIlroy et al., 2001). Some studies indicate that women are more computer-phobic than men because computing is often stereotyped as a male domain (e.g. Culley, 1986). Gendered stereotypes, according to the study by Panteli et al. (1999), are often reinforced by industry that does little to promote its female workforces. In addition, in his study of stratified learning, Selwyn (2005) also finds that for female users, the complexity of the familial relationship and household structure significantly influence women’s engagement with computers, in terms of ownership and control over the use of computer. Immigrant women working on a contingent basis with low pay, no benefits, social security, labour standards, or other state guarantees (Vosko, 2003) are at a greater disadvantage. It is difficult for them to benefit from computer and the Internet because of their long working hours and lack of financial resources (Mirchandani et al., 2004). Moreover, the hegemonic English environment of computers (e.g. Nolan, 2001) also poses another barrier for those immigrants who have little knowledge of English. Given this context, the computer literacy courses discussed in this paper are geared towards challenging the hierarchal access to computer and Internet information to advance computer literacy among a group of immigrant women working on contingent basis.
Course Introduction 

This computer courses were conducted by part of the Democratizing Workplace 
Learning (DWL) Group, at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education at the University of Toronto (OISE/UT), primarily in collaboration with the Chinese Home Workers Association (HWA). Between 2002 and 2005, the group designed and carried out two major computer literacy courses, in addition to a three-session pilot course that aimed to identify the learning barriers facing some home-based Chinese garment women workers, and one five-session additional course, highly demanded by the women. This paper focuses on the two major courses. Both courses were participatory action research endeavors to create learner-centred class environment and to advance computer literacy among the women. The first course (hereafter Course A) was conducted in the summer of 2003 for fourteen Chinese garment women workers, recruited through HWA, who had little to no experience using computer, and little to some knowledge of English. It was conducted in Cantonese by two trilingual teachers (Cantonese, Mandarin and English), who used to be workplace trainers in China. This course was twelve-session long, three hours per session, and once a week (with the exception of long weekends). This course focused on the operational skills on the computers such as using a keyboard, a mouse, email and the Internet. I was the observer and was involved in the curriculum designing process in the latter part of the course; another OISE graduate student was the course consultant. 
The second course (hereafter Course B) was conducted in the summer of 2004. It had seven learners: four Chinese garment workers (three from the previous course) and three immigrant women workers between jobs (one Greek and two Iranians). These women all had some experience with computers and the Internet and were able to converse in English with varying degrees of facility. The course was taught in English. It was ten sessions, three hours per session, once a week (with the exception of long weekends). This course focused on the informational aspect of computer literacy, teaching different means of communication and information-sharing. The teaching team, was composed of three OISE graduate students (including me), and one teacher from Course A. We rotated in session designing, teaching, and observation note-taking. 

Roles Teachers Played in the Computer Literacy Courses


In these two courses, the teachers have experimented with different roles. The roles that we played might not necessarily be what are typically recognized or emphasized as learner-centred. Indeed, some times some of us were acting within the constraints of the traditional banking education. My discussion of teachers’ roles are in reference to their relevance to the learner-centred approach as a paradigm shift.

1. teachers as directors

It may seem that I am self-contradicting by emphasizing teachers as directors while claiming to be practicing learner-centred approach. Engaging in a learner-centred adult education approach is primarily a vision to develop courses around the needs and interests of the women and to encourage learners’ voices in the course planning processes. While preserving learner’s voices, we found that it is both inevitable and necessary for teachers to offer directions to certain extent. For neither course did we have a pre-determined curriculum. In the first session of each course, we solicited the needs and interests of the learners. Immediately after each session throughout the two courses, the teaching and research team debriefed and discussed the problems faced by, and the learning interests expressed by the women and planned for the next session accordingly. 
In the first session of Course A, the computer learning needs articulated by the women included searching for jobs, designing clothes with the assistance of computers, designing websites, making tables to calculate family budget, calculating salary to be able to confront bosses when differences occur, monitoring children’s on-line activity, and searching learning materials for children. Course B had similar needs and interests, only with a pronounced emphasis on learning Excel and Word so the women could find better office jobs. It was observed that the women indeed brought their experiences and problems to the classes: the majority of them were concerned with labour and job issues, and some were also faced with the exigency to (re)assert parental controls.
Course A tried its best to satisfy the needs of the women as much as possible. Despite this intention, teachers were not able to work around the needs specified by the women until the seventh session. Teachers found that there was tremendous incremental knowledge (see also Mirchandani et al. 2004) presupposed for the women to work towards their specific goals. In order for the women to learn anything else on the computer, they had to be able to use a keyboard and a mouse etc; to help their children with their homework, they had to be able to use email and navigate the Internet. That is, there were certain learning needs that the women had to satisfy, or things that the women had to learn before they could have their learners’ needs met. As such Course A had to start working on these learning needs, which were not identified by the women. What can be inferred here is that for people who are foreign to a field, setting up a learning goal is also part of the learning process. A woman expressed in the focus group at the end of Course A, as one of the benefits of the course, she “now know how to ask questions”. That is, while teachers need to take into account of learner’s needs, it might be necessary for the teachers to use their experiences and expertise to help to identify learning needs so as to effect learning projects and to make meeting learner’s needs possible.  As Course A proceeded, we noted that in the teachers’ endeavor to cater to the needs expressed by the women, the course turned out to be one focusing on how to use the keyboard, mouse, email and the Internet, or what Dijk and Hacker (2003) call the instrumental skills on the computer. 

The teaching team in Course B felt the exigency to problematize women’s needs. Some of the women were hoping that by learning computers, they could confront the bosses with an electronic record of hours. Some were hoping that the ability to use Word and Excel would enable them to find better jobs.  They were deeply immersed in the mystic that instrumental knowledge of computers or the operation skills on the computers alone could improve their marginalized positions in the larger society. The teaching team questioned the pragmatics of women;s needs. They had a different understanding regarding how computers and the Internet could be useful for the women. They saw computers and the Internet as a social space where the women can participate and have their voices shared and heard. We decided to use Course B to work on the informational aspect of computer skills (Dijk & Hacker, 2003), i.e. the skills for the women to locate, judge and use information. Course B “resisted” the voices from the women to learn World or Excel, and took them to different avenues where the class could share their problems and interests on-line and reflect on their social experience in relation to computer usage. We exposed women to different communication methods, through which people get to know the world as well as get the world to know about them. We walked women through Internet search engines, MSN messenger, simple private web designing, group and alternative media. We also demonstrated to the women how the Internet could be used for personal and social purposes, ranging from looking for an apartment, a route home, to being conscious shoppers, and having different voices on issues including labour disputes, and warfare.

Literally, the curriculum of Course B was not based on the expressed interest of the women, but on our conviction that computer learning per se is not an enabler of better work opportunity. We believe however, computer and the Internet can enable better-informed citizens.  It is an avenue where the learners or users could hear and share different information and voices and where social power could be debated and negotiated. In course B, the women started thinking of selling clothes, books, used car on line. They also shared with each other recipes. When they were exposed to responsible shoppers, some of them were surprised to see that certain shops that they frequented had a record of labour abuse. They became absorbed when they were exposed to some websites where workers shared labour right issues and where war in Iraq was condemned. Over time, when women learned of different ways of participation on the Interenet, they came to see how the websites could be used for socially and politically proactive purposes. For example, near the end of Course B, one student suggested: there should be a website up for the new professional immigrants who were not getting good jobs. Although Course B did not teach what the women “wanted”, the women exhibited tremendous interest throughout the course, fully engaged in interacting with both computers and with teachers and their peer students. In a way, teachers in Course B imposed their guideline and direction on the class. However, without this imposition, or what I call the radical medication from the teachers, the women would not be led to experience another realm of knowledge – the informational aspect of computer skills that would enable them to become more informed and as such empowered.  

2. teachers as resource provider

In both courses, teachers not only served as course directors, but also resource providers. The teaching teams had to drive down various barriers obstructing the access of these women to computers and the Internet and to create a possible learning environment. In our pilot project, it was suggested that learning computer is not a technical issue only; it is embedded in a promulgation of social realities and problems (Mirchandani et al., 2004). Heavy and long-hour work, limited financial resources (no computers at home) often deprive women of their learning opportunities. Even for those who have computers at home, children’s domination of computer and sometimes spouses’ use of computer often makes it hard for the women to “touch” the computer, which means one less common topic between the women and their family. Most importantly, the hegemonic English environment poses both technological and information accessibility issues for the women who do not have enough English facility. 
With the above knowledge, A tremendous task that the teaching teams was faced with, especially in Course A was to create an accessible learning environment for the women. Considering not all the women had computers at home, we arranged one hour before and one hour after the class for women to use computers in the school lab at OISE/UT. We also availed women of other resources such as floppy disks, training materials free of charge. In addition, together with the women, we explored information on places where computer usage is free to the public.
The major problem that we tried to grapple with however was the hegemonic English environment. Language literacy, including English literacy and Chinese literacy to a great extent swayed the shape of Course A in particular. At the inception of Course A, research team deemed it of paramount importance to create a Chinese environment to make the class possible given women’s limited English knowledge. We had two trilingual teachers conducting the course in Cantonese, the mother tongue of the women. The teachers in turn tried to bring about a computer learning milieu in Chinese. They used Njstar, a type of free Asian language software as the principle tool to enable Chinese characters on the screen. Despite this software, the class stopped short at browsing in Chinese. The problem was, in order to fully make use of the Chinese environment, the class needed to be able to input Chinese characters. There are different Chinese character impute system, yet the simplest one requires the knowledge of PIN YIN system (Chinese pronunciation system), which is based on standard mandarin Chinese. These early immigrants who came from mainland China and Hongkong (China) did not receive much formal schooling in simplified Chinese and knew little Mandarin if any at all. As a result, some times the course had to stay away from Chinese completely, for example, when the class learned how to use Internet search, and some other times, had to switch between English and Chinese, for instance, when the class was creating and using email accounts.   


As a Chinese interface could not be fully availed, it was hard for the women to comprehend or locate information they needed as most of the information was only in English. For instance, a mother who was trying to select a school for her kids tried to check out school standings through surfing the Internet. As the relevant information was only available in English, a teacher had to step forward to translate the information for her. Another constant problem in both courses was that it always took a bit time for the students to log in their email accounts or open a website properly mainly because of typing errors. 

To deal with the accessibility issue, the research group explored different translation programs and eventually employed “bablefish”, a free on-line translation tool. The women quickly fell in love with this translation tool. The usage of free technology and programs significantly challenged the domination of English in the digital world and promoted women’s acquisition of computer literacy. However, the translation software itself was limited and could not deliver ideal and proper translation all the time. We came to realize that women’s learning as well as the conduction of the class is to a certain extent, subjected to the technological availability especially when it comes to access issue. This in turn highlighted the significance of resource creation and exploration, in which teachers play an important role. 

Although women in Course B had better English facility than those in Course A, English remained a barrier. For example, when the women were led to explore different labour sites, because of the amount of English reading involved, several students were merely following through, and one student purposely missed the next class and expressed dislike of the instructor of that session. Given this reaction from the students, the session after that had to change strategy and engage the class in less reading but more visual exploration, which again involved teaching team pitching in resources. 

One may question why this exploration work had to be done by the teachers not by the women. Encouraging learners to explore was a major theme for both courses, as I will show in the next subsection. However, expecting beginners who barely knew computer to come up with enough recourses would be unpractical. By highlighting teachers’ role as the major resource providers, I am not indicating that they were the only class resources. Some times, the women would also bring to the classes some learning materials, which teachers would make copy and make available to the rest of the class. Teachers were also open and conversed with the students regarding the problems they encountered in teaching. For one thing, Course A spent time discussing how Mandarin Chinese and English literacy denied their full access to computers and the Internet. During the discussion one woman suggested, and later on brought to the class, a Chinese character input pen. Although this pen was not used for the class as the computer lab forbade installation of additional software, this at least indicated that if people pitch in their resources together, they would be at a better position to control their learning environment. Through bringing resources together, teachers and the learners in both courses were not only creating a space of learning but also transforming the space of life.

3. teachers as facilitators 

In both courses, teachers also acted as class facilitators. There are two aspects to the role of facilitation.  First, facilitation can be a form of in-class instruction to assist students’ learning process - in the courses under discussion, it took the form of question -respond-feedback; secondly, it is a method to encourage the learners to conduct self-experimentation and exploration through both individual and group work to promote self-directed learning. 

In Course A, only three out of the fourteen students had little experience with computers; the women were hesitant in “interacting” with computers. The two instructors were workplace trainers who used to teach workers how to use specific software at workplaces. Out of good will, they took the women step by step through different operations. This banking education method did not assuage but augmented nervousness of the women in front of the computer. None of the women dared to move a step ahead of the teachers’ instructions. It was observed that when the teachers were controlling the learning processes of the women, the women demonstrated compliances with, but also reliance on the teachers.

The research and teaching team had some discussion about this issue, after which, the teachers tried to change their teaching method. The course observation notes recorded the change of the class dynamic when the teachers stepped down from the podium of knowledge transmitters. The initial changes took place when the class started to learn how to send emails, as recorded on the observation notes:

Today the class was active…. Teacher A walked around the class and asked questions about the meaning of icons... she got lots of responses from the students… (the students also self-corrected each other) This is good, because she made students think instead of feeding them with answers, and it is very likely to produce lasting memory.

After the women were familiarized with the meaning of each icon, they had an easy time getting to know how to send emails when they were asked to work on their own. Teachers in Course B also used question-answer-feedback format to make women think and to reinforce their memory of some basic knowledge points. What is not deniable is that in the teachers’ efforts to facilitate the women’s learning process, they really “inculcate[d] knowledge while apparently eliciting it” (Edwards and Mercer, 1987: 126). However, this does not go against the grain of the learner-centred education. This question-response-feedback pattern of teaching, used as a technique to strengthen basic skills did not deprive women of their creativity in learning, but served to efficiently lay material foundation for it.

A second way in which the teachers facilitated the classes was to encourage self-exploration through both individual assignments and group work. In both courses, teachers made individual and group tasks problem-solving moments that were related to the women’s life experiences. For example, to teach Internet search, teachers often started by posing questions that the women might as well encounter in their daily lives and gave students time to conduct Internet search on their own to look for relevant information. After checking on women’s progress, teachers would demonstrate or have some women demonstrate how to accomplish the task in an efficient way or in different ways. Sometimes, the class would also invite the women to come up with problems or themes themselves and to make them important in class assignments. For example, when learning creating private websites in Course B, the women were asked to brainstorm in two separate groups for common themes and plan their websites accordingly. One group came up with “Recipe” as its website theme and the other, “Nature, respect and peace”. When creating websites on their own, the women were asked to do the same thing. The themes that they came up with included: my life (by a woman with the intention to post resume), peacemaker (by a woman who experienced nationwide turmoil), cooking, music, and costume (by a lady who always wanted to sell costumes on-line). Each topic was closely related to their life, which indicated that women had started to explore computer and Internet as a way of communication for personal and social purposes.

By encouraging the women to engage in exploration through group work, the teachers were also encouraging collaborative or peer learning (c.f. Garrick, 1996). Even when they were working on individual assignments, the ones who finished first were encouraged to step out of their seats to help people who were falling behind. Gradually, a supportive environment was fostered in the classroom. The women were able to learn not only from the teachers but also from their peers. More and more people began to experiment with functions that were not taught by the teachers but used by their peers who most likely came to know those functions through self-navigation. In actuality while helping each other, women’s confidence in using computers has increased tremendously, which was verbalized by many in the focus groups at the end of the courses. There was one woman from course A, in particular who was an average student in terms of comfort level with computer usage when she joined the course. The first time when the teacher asked her to help other people after she finished setting up an email account, she said: “I don’t know if I can,” and only with great hesitation did she step out of her seat. However after several sessions, some of her neighbors would call on her directly for help and she would go and help others without the “push” from the teachers. 
Group discussion facilitation also proved to be effective measure in the courses to have the women share experiences and learn from each other. The teachers purposely introduced topics related to job issues, labour issues, language issues as well as Children issues. Among other things, the women complained about and reflected together on how they were similarly excluded at home from computer usage by their children and how they had fought with bureaucracy dealing with work injury claims and were left exhausted, poor and angry. Collective sharing of the women sometimes led to communal strategizing. For example, once realizing that all women (who have computers at home) were not able to use computers at home, they came up with the proposition that HWA come up with one session course to teach specifically how to deal with their children. It is my conclusion that opportune facilitation work of the teachers not only made women’s computer skill learning easier, but also helped women to better negotiate their lives.

Discussion


In this paper I have illustrated the roles teachers played to effect learner-centred computer classes for a group of immigrant women who are marginalized in the use of computers and the Internet. In these courses, teachers helped to identify the learning needs that the women had to meet before the class could work on the learners’ needs. As well, given that many learners were immersed in the mystique that computer skills alone would prompt a better employment opportunity, some teachers also took initiative to push women out of their habit of thinking by exposing them to a different realm of knowledge where voices and information can be exchanged. Because of the hegemonic English environment, most teachers had to bring together resources to bring about a possible and accessible learning environment. This however does not exclude the students from contributing to the learning environment building process. In the courses, teachers also took on the responsibilities of facilitators. The computer courses testified that in-class exercise such as question-response-feedback is useful in helping the retention of basic knowledge points, and that collaborative work and individual exploration work are both conducive to fostering self-directed learning.  

Some of the methods that the teachers have used might not typically be identified as learner-centred, especially when teachers did not follow the needs expressed by the women and pushed women out of the work-oriented mode of computer learning. The question-response-feedback teaching method could also be considered teacher-centred in that the learners were made to absorb fixed knowledge. However, these methods certainly proved to be helpful in elevating women’s vision of learning and facilitating women’s learning processes.

The courses are learner-centred in essence, in that they validated and made women’s experiences integral to the teaching and learning processes, left spaces for women to learn through exploration and made computer learning connected to larger social structures. It is my proposal that learner-centred approach does not mean that teachers should take an aloof stance, or that they should hold their knowledge in check so as not to “contaminate” the knowledge construction process of the learners. On the contrary, it is both inevitable and necessary for the teachers to enact their knowledge and resources and be involved in the learning process. Learning is a project of both the learners and the teachers. 
 We did not have evaluation tests for either of the course. Here are some outcomes from the courses that may provide a sense of the value of the courses. In course A, several women shared with us in the class how their very learning effort was helping them to (re)assert their parental authority; their being able to ask the “right” questions brought a common topic to the family and started to have their children to “treat them seriously”. While course B continued, there were two women who started to volunteer with some non-profit organizations where they were using computer knowledge that was not taught in the class and some times they would bring questions at work to classes. I have also to mention that the oldest student in the class who was once paralyzed and who kept on forgetting her email account and password later reported to be volunteering in a community centre helping others to learn computers. It is my observation that these two courses to different extent have started women on their self-learning processes beyond the computer classes.
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