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JALT Learner Development N-SIG Forum vol.2. no.4. February 1996

This issue features articles relating to the Fifth Nordic Workshop on Developing Autonomous
Learning, held in Copenhagen last summer. Peter-Voller begins, with a thorough overview, and
this is followed by the full text of the paper David Little presented at the workshop, entitled "The
Politics of Learner Autonomy." Thank you very much, David (and Gerd), for your permission to
publish! Closer to home, we have more reports - of presentations at the 1995 JALT Conference
and news of exciting eollaborative ventures with JALT's JSL N-SIG (concerning kanji learning
and teaching) and Teacher Education N-SIG (regarding links between teacher and learner
development). Look out, too, for details of upcoming conferences in Asia and elsewhere relating
to learner development! And in among all this, don't miss the small section with the BIG NEWS

that LD N-SIG now has a WWW home of its own: If you can, drop in!
' ” Naoko Aoki & Richard Smith
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Feahure : Nordic Workshop on
PDeveloping Auionormious

Learitig

¥ BEFEEROLOOIERT -3y

In August last year, the fifth Nordic Workshop on Developing Autonomous Learning was held in Copenhagen,
Denmark. This event waso a follow-up to four previous workshops, the first one (organized by Leni Dam and Gerd
Gabrielsen) in Kage, Denmark in 1986, the second in Helsinki, Finland in 1987, the third in Bergen, Norway in 1989,
and the fourth in Ranséter, Sweden, in 1991. The main aim of the workshops was originally to establish an
inter-nordic network for teachers, teacher trainers and research workers with a common interest in developing
autonomous language learning in their own or in other teachers' classrooms. In this issue of "Learning Learning"
we're pleased to help further the extension of this network beyond Scandinavia with an overview by a participant
from Hong Kong, Peter Voller, and the text of a keynote paper by David Little of Trinity College, Dublin.
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Report on the Fifth Nordic Workshop on
Developing Autonomous Learning

Peter Voller

The Workshop was organized by Gerd Gabrielsen, Leni
Dam and Hanne Thomsen and held at Danmarks
Leererhgjskole in Emdrup, Copenhagen, Denmark from
24-27th August, 1995. About forty people participated,
most coming from Scandinavia with a sprinkling from
other European countries and six invited participants
from Hong Kong, Japan and Australia. The purpose of
the Workshop was not only to present inputs on recent
research initiatives in autonomous language iearning
but also to form an international network for the
exchange of ideas and for the formation of
collaborative research projects. To this end a lot of
time at the Workshop was devoted to group formation,
brainstorming and discussion. In fact, of the nineteen
timetabled workshop hours about two-thirds were
devoted to group discussion and one third to inputs
from individual presenters. The event was therefore
very much a workshop and not a conference, and the
social cohesion among participants was further
cemented by the exceillent hospitality provided by our
hosts. Eventually, at the end of this process of
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intellectual and affective negotiation, about eight
research teams and projects were set up. For example,
| became part of a group that will look at teachers'
beliefs, experiences and practices in
autonomy-related work in different language learning
contexts.

The workshop opened, though, with a keynote paper
given by David Little [reprinted in full below]. He made
explicit the links between what we currently know
about the psychology of learning and the political
argument implicit in learner autonomy. Just as a
commitment to learner autonomy chailenges traditional
educational structures and power relationships, so
does our current knowledge of the psychology of
learning. Learners only learn when they construct their
own knowledge, but this is far removed from the
"tell-elicit-correct" paradigm that dominates language
teaching, including at the level of national curricula and
state exams. There is, therefore, an inescapable
critical, political element in any theory of autonomy for



language learning. In order to strengthen the
arguments for autonomy it is necessary to explore two
questions: how should we describe the capacities that
constitute learner autonomy, and how should we set
about fostering these capacities in particular contexts
of learning?

Isabel Serrano-Sampedro picked up on the issue of
national curriculum planning in her input. The Spanish
national curriculum for English, although not making an
explicit commitment to learner autonomy, unlike the
national curricula of Norway, Denmark and Sweden,
does stress the need to develop the language learner
as a learner and as a person. She then described how
difficult it was to implement this aim in the learning
materials : the result was the marginalisation of
autonomous practices in these materials. She
therefore got involved in developing materials that
might redress the balance and also provide some
official approval of the concept of autonomy. However,
even when she had succeeded in developing materials
within the strict guidelines laid down by curriculum
planners, they were not popular with teachers, unless
the teachers were already "ready for autonomy". As a
result, few teachers read her proposals, and many of
those felt the materials were too "difficult" to use.

Richard Smith's input raised some interesting
questions about the "evaluation" of autonomy. "Why
evaluate?" was his first question. He suggested that
evaluation was important for both internal and external
reasons : first to develop learners' ability to evaluate
their own learning, second to reassure teachers and
give them a sense of direction, and third, to validate
our practices to our peers. "What to evaluate -
language proficiency or autonomous learning
proficiency?" - was his second question. His third
question was "How to evaluate?". He proposed a
participant-centred approach with inputs from both
learners and the teacher. This was preferabie to
evaluation exercises that had pre-determined
objectives or were externally imposed, the former
because they presuppose a closed set of concepts
and the latter because they prevent the organic growth
of courses and cannot take account of unexpected
outcomes. His last question was "When to evaluate?",
and he suggested that in terms of the practice of
autonomy it may be helpful to look at evaluation not
only within the course but alsc some years after, to
see how the experience of learner autonomy has
subsequently affected ourselves, both as learners and
teachers. :

My own input described an action learning project at
the University of Hong Kong that has been

- investigating the nature of one-to-one teacher-learner

consultations for self-directed language study. Even
though we have only reached the half-way point in our
research cycle, we have already discovered that initial
consultations result in a lack of learner talk or of
learner questions. This is partly due to the content of
initial consultations, and partly to the images of
teacher and learner roles held by the participants. In
order to encourage a more autonormous approach,
initial consultations will be made more learner-centered
by doing them in the form of group workshops, with an
emphasis on discovery learning.

Turid Trebbi and Rita Gjerven talked about their
experiences as teacher trainers when trying to
introduce autonomous teaching practices to teacher
trainees and on INSTEP courses. Having delineated
problems with a top-down approach to instructing
trainees in autonomy, Turid outlined a different (and
more truly autonomous approach) she had taken with a
group of trainees that involved discovery learning, with
both trainers and trainees acting as resources for, and
participants in, their own learning. Trainees thus
created their own structure for learning.

Lienhard Legenhausen brought the workshop up to
date with the progress of his research project
investigating language acquisition in autonomous
classrooms. The overall goal of this project is to see
how similar this is to second language acquisition in
natural environments, and also to compare L2
acquisition in autonomous classroom environments
with that in traditional classrooms. He outlined the
results from tests of proficiency in communicative
situations given at set intervals over a period of three
years and pointed out that in many ways standard
tests were inappropriate, because they failed to take
account of the more sophisticated discourse evident in
oral communication among autonomous learners. He
proposed an ambitious agenda for future research, and
hoped that some initiatives could be made in this
workshop towards realizing these goals.

Birte Hjermind Jensen outlined the initial stages of a
project that is going to investigate learners’
conceptions of autonomous learning. She described a
model of learning, "the double swing" model, and the
matrix she has developed from it in order to investigate
learners' concepts.

The second keynote speaker, Mike Breen, provided us
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with his interpretation of the issues the Workshop had
been discussing thus far. He suggested that the
growing interest in autonomy as an educational
concept might be a reaction to the growing
centralization and bureaucratization of education
which, while on the one hand making it easier for
parents to make "rational choices" about their
children's education, on the other reduces the
capacity of teachers to take into account individual
learner differences. Autonomy can then be seen as a
way for teachers to redress the balance in favour of
individual learners, and also as a means for them to
retain confidence in themselves as professionals,
since autonomy could be seen as fitting in with a
philosophy of continuous re-evaluation of classroom
practice. He made a cogent case for not trying to
define autonomy too narrowly, because reducing itto a
"unified" theory or to a set of behaviours would ensure
that it became a trivialized concept of marginal
pedagogic value. He stressed the need for versions of
autonomy that reflect the multicultural,
multidimensional nature of social reality, and asked
whether such versions of autonomy might not be the
vehicle for a truly critical pedagogy.

Naoko Aoki, assisted by Richard Smith and myself,
presented a series of activities that were designed
both to wake us up at 9am on a Saturday morning and
get us interacting more happily together, and to get us
acting out some of the fundamental principles of
learner autonomy : its collaborative nature -
exemplified by a group-formation activity; the need to
place trust and responsibility in one another -
demonstrated by a head manipulation activity; and the
importance of raising learners' critical awareness of
themselves, their cultures, and the ways others
interpret them - highlighted by a teach-one-another
cross-genderal activity.

Gerd Gabrielsen raised some issues connected with
quality in autonomous teaching-learning and
suggested that we needed to look much more closely
at the values we bring with us to our practice of
autonomy, in other words that we need to have a
greater critical awareness of our teaching, knowing
when to teach and when not to, knowing what to teach
to whom and where.

Laila Aase in the final input of the Workshop talked
about the Council of Europe workshops on language
and cultural awareness for the development of
autonomy, and about her group's project for these
workshops. Her group has been looking at ways of
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promoting an awareness of language, culture and
learning as a means towards learner autonomy through
the use of literary and authentic texts. Using as a
starting point the rather stereotypical views of culture
that her fourteen year old learners had, she came to
realize that in the raising of cultural awareness among
learners, restricting their choice of texts may develop
their autonomy more than letting them choose texts for
themselves. Why? Because the stereotyped view of
culture will lead learners to choose texts that fit their
views. It therefore becomes important for the teacher
to select texts that will open up learners' opportunities
for the discovery of meaning, preferably muiltiple
meanings from among which they can choose. Thus,
for the promotion of learner autonomy, choice of
meanings may be more important than choice of text.

Even though most of this report has concentrated on
the inputs, | feel | should stress again that they only
constituted about six hours of the three days of the
Workshop, and that just as, if not more important was
the time spent in negotiating and forming research
teams and in socializing. | think all of the participants
will have fond memories of the hospitality provided by
Gerd, Leni and Hanne, including the welcoming party,
excellent meals in the Laererhgjskole, the Saturday
picnic and boat tour of Copenhagen, followed by dinner
and a visit to Tivoli Gardens, and the post-workshop
lunch at Gerd's home. Many thanks to Gerd, Leni and
Hanne for helping to create a sense of community
among the far-flung practitioners of autonomous
language learning.

Contact :

Peter Voller

English Centre

The University of Hong Kong
Pokfulam Road

Hong Kong

email : pvoller@hkucc.hku.hk
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