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Teachers engaged in learner development, as defined in the very first issue of Learning
Learning, might be aiming at increasing learner autonomy and/or improving use by students of
more effective learning strategies, a combination of viewpoints which was reflected both in the
title of and the variety of approaches presented at Learner Development N-SIG's May 14th
Symposium on Strategies for Learner Autonomy, organized jointly with JALT Shizuoka. This issue
of Learning Learning begins with an attempt to reproduce some of the Symposium highlights in
the form of a feature article by Phil Benson and extracts from the final “discussion via poster”
session. While Phil Benson refers to - and critically deconstructs - a relatively 'mainstream’
tradition in learner development, that of classroom-based learner 'training,’ Michael Guest - in his
review of Bernard Dufeu's Teaching Myself - shows that other, perhaps less obvious sources of
inspiration are still out there waiting to be tapped. Elsewhere in this issue, Sonia Yoshitake reports
on Anna Chamot's plenary at the TESOL 95 Convention, members write in with their own
concerns, Stewart Hartley reviews recent issues of Independence - the newsletter of IATEFL's
Learner Independence SIG - and Jenny Timmer, LI SIG's new coordinator, sends her greetings
from IATEFL to JALT LD N-SIG members. We hand it over to you now, to make the connections!

Naoko Aoki & Richard Smith




Shizuocka Symposium :

Strategies for Learner Autonomy,
May, 1995
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In this and forthcoming issues of "Learning Learning" we feature articles and discussion based on papers given at
the above Symposium, which was organized by JALT Learner Development N-SIG with the Shizuoka chapter of
JALT and held in Shizuoka City on May 14th. The Symposium benefitted from sponsorship by Shizuoka
Convention Bureau, JALT National, Creative Services International, International Thomson Publishing Japan,
Meynard Publishing, Oxford University Press and Penguin Books Japan Ltd., and involved a total of around 100
participants attending parallel sessions held in English and Japanese.
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A Critical View of Learner Training

Phil Benson

This article is a summary of a longer paper that | gave
at the Shizuoka Symposium on Strategies for Learner
Autonomy, May, 1995. In the first part of the paper, |
tried to show how the current variety of learner training
approaches has developed. | then looked at some
criticisms of learner training and added some of my
own. Lastly, | speculated on what a more critical
version of learner training might involve.

Learner training methodologies

There is some controversy about the use of the term
'learner training' itself. For example, in a recent paper,
Chamot and Rubin (1994) suggest that the word
'training' (with its lockstep implications) is
inappropriate and propose 'education’, 'instruction’ or
'development' in its place (cf. also Smith, 1994).
However, 'learner training' is a term that has been used
widely, even by some who might have preferred
something less prescriptive (e.g. Ellis and Sinclair, 198
9). Here | use 'learner training' as a general cover term,
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and | will define it as an area of methodology where
students are encouraged to focus on their learning.

Current interest in learner training goes back to the 197
0s, and in the literature, we can see six major forms in
which it has appeared (for a more detailed discussion,
see Cohen, 1990) :

1. Direct advice on how to learn languages
independently, often in the form of self-study
textbooks or manuals designed for individuals working
abroad. Advice is generally prescriptive and not based
on research. Cohen (ibid.) mentions Brewster and
Brewster (1976) as an example of such a manual, in
this case designed with missionaries in mind.

2. Methods and materials based on 'good language
learner' research, which aim to convey insights from
observation of strategies used by "successful"
language learners. These materials also tend to be
prescriptive, but they claim their authority from
research, increasingly from the field of cognitive



psychology (cf. O'Malley and Chamot, 1990).
Thompson and Rubin (1982) is an example of a manual
based on good language learner research.

3. More open-ended methods and materials, where
learners are expected to experiment with strategies
and decide for themselves which ones suit them best.
This approach is based on the view that there is no
single set of strategies that will work best for all
individuals (Cohen, 1990:15). Ellis and Sinclair's (1989
) popular learner training coursebook is based on this
principle (also, Oxford, 1990).

4. 'Synthetic' approaches drawing on a wide range of
sources. Wenden (1991) and Dickinson (1992) both
connect learner training to wider trends in language
teaching. Dickinson's book, for example, has four main
chapters based on North American strategy research,
European work on autonomy and self-direction,
language awareness, and insights for learners from
foreign language learning research.

5. 'Integrated’ approaches that treat learner training as
a part of general language learning. l.egutke and
Thomas (1991:284), for example, argue that the aim is
not to train learners first and then teach them a
language. Rather, "the task is to teach them to
communicate in the L2 while helping them to learn and
think about their learning." Nunan's (1994) Atlas
textbooks put this principle into practice by
incorporating training activities into units with language
content goals.

6. 'Self-directed' approaches. Advocates of
self-directed learning have tended to be sceptical of
the idea that students can be taught how to learn, and
they propose methodologies where learners in effect
train themselves by practising self-directed learning
with the help of self-access resources and counselling
(cf. Holec, 1980).

These six forms of learner training are not independent
of each other. Advocates of learner training have
tended to modify their views and converge over the
years. As research into learning strategies has
deepened, practitioners have tended to become less
assertive about the generalisability of learning
strategies. As Chamot and Rubin's recent (1994) paper
suggests, the effectiveness of learning strategies may
depend largely on the contexts in which they are
taught and applied. Learner training methodology has
also tended to become more eclectic, and 'learning
how to learn' is increasingly seen to be inseparable
from language learning itself. These developments
need to be borne in mind when particular approaches
are evaluated.

Criticisms of learner training

Rees-Miller (1993) has made a number of criticisms of
learner training. Her main point is that its value is far
from proven, and she points to a lack of evidence that
strategies are either teachable or effective (see also
Rees-Miller, 1994). These criticisms are directed
mainly at the North American tradition of good
language learner research and strategy training (see
Chamot and Rubin, 1994, for a response).

My own criticisms come from a different angle and are
directed at learner training generally. | am less
concerned with the effectiveness of learner training
than with what it trains the 'learner’ to be. | want to
argue that, however open-ended it aims to be, learner
training inevitably involves an implicit moulding of the
learner to approved patterns of behaviour - a process |
call the 'ideological construction of the learner.' In this
process learners are 'positioned' by learner training, in
as much as they are encouraged to conform to certain
expectations if they are to profit from it. If they do not
conform to these expectations, they may be left with
the feeling that they are either "poor" language learners
or not even language learners at all!

Learners undergoing training are, of course, not obliged
to accept positions set up for them, and this is one
reason why students (particularly adults) may resist
efforts to "help” them "improve" their learning behaviour
(Rees-Miller, 1993). Later, | will suggest that such
students might be less resistant to methods where
they are encouraged to criticise and negotiate
received models of learning. Before | do so, however, |
will discuss briefly how learner training goes about
ideologically constructing "the learner." The following
comments are based mainly on the more 'open-ended'
types of activities and materials such as those
included in Ellis and Sinclair (1989) or Oxford (1990).

Learner training activities and materials tend to position
their users in five major ways:

1. Through direct advice and suggestions inserted into
overtly non-prescriptive text;

2. By limiting the range of options from which students
are invited to choose;

3. By guiding students to discover approved norms
(often located at the centre of a range of choices) "for
themselves;"

4. Through visual and verbal images of "successful"
language learners

5. Through modes of address (e.g. the use of singular
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"YOU")

In these ways, learner training sets up implicit
constraints on the range of behaviours and activities
that may be seen as appropriate to language leaming,
and constructs a particular ideological position for "the
language leamer.” In learner training materials,
language learners are invariably rational and decisive.
They see themselves as individuals and, when they
engage in discussion with others, it is usually in order
to clarify their own ideas and opinions, not to
accommodate to others through collective decision.
They view language leaming as a cognitive activity,
not as a process of social interaction, and they tend to
solve social problems through the application of
technique.

In this way, learner training tends to position learners in
terms of a mode! of the rational, liberal-democratic
individual. Arguably, this is an ethnocentric model. If
learner training promotes autonomy, it does so only in
terms of a version of autonomy constructed from a
particularly Western individualist point of view (for a
more detailed discussion of 'versions of autonomy,’
see Benson (forthcoming); Pennycook (forthcoming).
At the same time, learner training disconnects "the
learner" from 'the student’ as a real individual living,
studying and working in a real social context. "The
learner" often appears to be an entirely abstract
individual with few other concerns than learning
languages. Leamer training seems to pay little
attention

either to the social risks of learning a language (e.g.
where the language is a means of education, in
immigration situations, or where the language forms
part of close personal relationships) or to its
transformative potential for the learner. By neglecting
the social contexts of language learning, learner
training appears to help socialise students to a form of
language learning which is disconnected from its
potential for personal and social change.

Learner training, autonomy and social
context

The reconnection of learning with life has been a major
theme in the theory and practice of independent and
autonomous learning (Freire, 1970; lllich, 1971; Tough,
1971, Hammond and Collins, 1991; Mezirow, 1991).
This reconnection, arguably, distinguishes
autonomous learning (where autonomy is seen as a
precondition for meaningful learning) from the
traditional western liberal education (where learning is
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seen as a precondition for autonomy). Autonomous
learning can be justified politically on the grounds that
it helps students become critically and socially aware
participants in their own and others' lives. It is also
increasingly rational in a world where students need to
be prepared for change above all else.

One argument in favour of learner training is that it
helps learners become more autonomous. However, |
would argue that this is only possible, if learner training
pays particular attention to the social context of
learning.

Language learning always takes place within a set of
social contexts, ranging from the global linguistic order
at one extreme to the classroom (if there is one) at the
other. Literature on the classroom has suggested that
we should capitalise on its natural interactional
features for language learning (Breen, 1986). We are
also beginning to understand more about how
classroom contexts are conditioned by, and interact
with, 'macro' elements of social context (Holliday, 1994
). Effective learner training needs to address these
elements of social context directly, since students
cannot set meaningful goals or make meaningful
choices without a critical awareness of wider social
contexts and constraints.

The university students that | work with in Hong Kong,
for example, are not "free" to choose which languages
they learn. Nor are they entirely "free" to decide their
purposes in learning them. They are always subject to
constraints ranging from those imposed by teachers
and curricula to those imposed by a linguistic order
which, for example, elevates English and consigns
Cantonese (their native language) to a subordinate
role. While students are not free to ignore these
constraints, they are potentially free to criticise them
and come to terms with them both collectively and
individually. If learner training is to be helpful to these
students, | would argue that it needs to help them
develop resources to negotiate goals and objectives in
the light of critical awareness of the social contexts in
which they learn. This awareness also needs to be
fostered in an atmosphere where students are free to
question not only the ways in which they learn
languages, but also the wider social and ideological
purposes of their learning.

The kind of learner training that | have argued for, and
which | have been attempting to develop in work with
students in Hong Kong, involves four main aspects:

1. explicit attention to social contexts of learning and



questioning of accepted purposes and goals;

2. discussion of students' rights in using the
languages they leamn;

3. criticism of learning methodologies, materials and
texts;

4. explicit attention to students' personal and
collective investments in language learning.

In the past, | have attempted to implement this kind of
learning training through short courses for students
working in self-access. In these courses, students
were encouraged to go through a process of collective
discussion and decision-making, in which they worked
from general considerations (the role of English in
Hong Kong, the goals of language learning in the
educational system, etc.) to specifying programmes of
work. The objective of these sessions was to help
students to develop personal goals and methodologies
within an awareness of wider social contexts and
constraints.

More recently, | have been exploring ways of
integrating a more critical style of learner training into
more conventional classroom settings and curricula.
At the Shizuoka Symposium, | invited discussion on a
number of activities that | have used for this kind of
training. Two examples of these are included here in
the form of "recipes” for short classroom activities.
However, | would emphasise that | do not see effective
learner training as something that can be achieved
through a sequence of activities of this kind. It is
rather a question of developing relationships in which
curricula and their goals are constantly open to
criticism and negotiation.

Discussion and criticism, of course, can also become
empty if they lack consequence. Uitimately, the kind of
learner training that | have argued for can only work if it
is based on a cycle of reflection and action where
students' decisions have real consequences.

Effective self-direction implies a much greater degree
of student (and teacher) control over resources and
curricula than most of our institutions would currently
allow (Benson, 1994). The question of how we can
achieve greater control, both for students and for
ourselves as teachers, is therefore at the heart of the
problem of what constitutes effective learner training.

Contact :
Phil Benson

English Dept.,
Hong Kong Polytechnic University,

Hung Hom, Hong Kong

phone: (852) 2766 7535 (office)
(852) 2688 5969 (home)
fax: (852) 2333 6569
email EGPHIL@hkpucc.polyu.edu.hk
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Appendix
Activity 1. Why are we learning English?
This is a small-group collaborative writing activity

designed for Hong Kong students. Give students a
copy of the following text:

The Hong Kong Language Campaign has published
a newspaper advertisement which includes these
statements:

*...They say money talks, but what language do you
think it speaks? The language of international
business: English.... Cantonese is fine at home, but if
you want to compete in international business, your
staff must be able to speak the international business
language.”

A Singaporean friend has mentioned this
advertisement in her letter to you. She writes that she
is shocked to discover that Hong Kong people are
so money-minded.

How would you answer her?

Students write a short replies in groups of three or four,
then read their replies aloud to other groups.

Activity 2 What do language teachers do?

This is a small-group brainstorming and discussion
activity.

1. Ask students to brainstorm a list of things language
teachers do to help students learn languages. The
teacher should stay on the sidelines for this activity.

2. Ask students to collaboratively mark each item on
their list on a scale of 1-5, where 1 means that they can
do the item themselves without the help of teachers,
and 5 means that they cannot.

3. Ask students to discuss the items around the middle
of their scales. The teacher may join in at this point to
express a personal point of view (possibly as a fellow
language learner).

Ahadtin







