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This paper examines reasons why writing is no~'a prominent activity in
Europeanse7f-access centres, and suggests why the integration of a writing
centre into a self-access centre can best address the needs of Hong Kong
students.

WRITING IN SELF-ACCESS CENTRES

In June '92 I visited six
self-access centres in England,
three at universities and three at
conmercial language schools. l In
addition to looking at what the
self-access centres had to offer, I
noted which activities the learners
spent most time on. Without
exception the most popular
act ivit ies for the learners were:
watching TV and videos, working on
pronunciation with audio tapes,
using computers for grammar and
vocabulary exercises, and borrowing
readers and books.

Only one of the self-access
centres I visited, the Bell College
in London, had a wri t ing sect ion.
At the heart of it is a
comprehensive collection of complex
work sheets focusing on a variety
of writing tasks and genres,
including reports, memos and
bus iness letters. At the end of
the work sheets, when the learners
have actually produced reports,
memos or letters, they are told to
compare their writing with a model,
and when' it is "as good as
poss ib le", show it to a teacher.
The staff on duty sa id that the
writ ing sect ion of the centre was
rarely used unless the teachers
assigned their students work in
that area. That is, very few

learners chose to work on their
writing in self-access.

Why don't more self-access
centres have writing sections, and
why are the writing sections so
little used in the self-access
centres that do have them?

First of all, most self­
access centres do not have writing
sect ions or, 1ike the one at the
CRAPEL in France, have included
them on ly recent ly because self­
access centres developed asa
reaction against grammar
translation with its emphasis on
written Engl ish, as a reaction
aga inst the "dri 11 and kill" of the
audio-lingual approach, and as an
attempt to make good use of the
expensive language laboratory
equipment that the audio-lingual
approach had required. So the
first activities that developed in
self-access revolved around audio
tapes, after which came videos and
then computers, each with its own
range of activities. None of these
activities involve much writing.

Another main reason writ ing
sections are not popular arises
from the difficulty of giving
feedback to the learners. With
listening, reading, and grammar­
based activities, arranging for
feedback without the need for a
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