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JALT Learner Development N-SIG Forum vol.3. no.1. April 1996

This issue features articles on "Learner Development with Younger Learners,” complementing
the recent formation of the JALT Teaching Children N-SIG (whom we compliment, also!) and the
upcoming IATEFL Learner Independence SIG Conference on Teaching Young Learners in
School Situations and Encouraging Learner Independence (see Learning Learning 2/4 for
details). Learner development has often been (and may still tend to be) considered appropriate
mainly, or exclusively, in adult education or tertiary contexts; however, recent curricular reforms
in a number of European countries seem to indicate that development of autonomous learning is
becoming an increasingly "'mainstream" goal with younger language learners.Stephen Brivati
begins this feature issue with the argument that involvement of younger (kindergarten to junior
high) learners in autonomous learning activities has proved to be both possible and desirable in
his own teaching context in Japan, while Barry Mateer demonstrates similar convictions in
describing an emergent "reader response" approach to oral communication classes which
appears well-suited to encouragement of the independent learning, critical thinking and
language awareness of his own Japanese junior high students. Concluding this feature, Renee
Gaulthier presents an entertaining and instructive account of the way in which control and
intitiative were shifted jointly by her and her own young learners, towards the learners
themselves, in a language school context. On the basis of their own experience, the writers of
these three articles together provide strong indications that learner development is both a
desirable goal and a process which is achievable with pre-school and school children in Japan.
Naoko Aoki and Richard Smith
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Pedagogy and andragogy - a false dichotomy?

Stephen Brivati

Language teachers working with school age learners in
a formal education context are quite likely to concede
that the development of autonomy is "a good thing,"
but this worthy sentiment seldom appears to be
realized in classroom practice. This is hardly
surprising given the workload of a typical day, but
there are other problems, too. One of these may be
that most discussion of learner development tends to
be specifically related to tertiary level or adult learners.
Indeed, teacher training literature often appears to set
arbitrary limits on when learner autonomy can be
implemented :

"...Learner training is most effective at lower
intermediate level..." (Ellis and Sinclair 1989, p. 9)

"Developing student autonomy may be taken to refer to
people who accept more and more responsibility for
their own learning, for setting goals and objectives, for
finding resources, and for evaluating the outcomes of
their learning activities. Such an approach is
predicated on the notion that these are competencies
which are called for in advanced graduate studies.”
(Candy, 1981, p.59)

This article will suggest that the above distinctions
(relating to the possibility or desirability of developing
autonomy) between "more advanced" or "older"
learners and "less proficient" or "younger" learners
have their origins in the history of education and can
usefully be considered from such a perspective. After
situating the terms "pedagogy" and "andragogy" in their
historical context, we shall then move on to argue from
experience of teaching Japanese kindergarten,
elementary and junior high students that learner
development is both possible and desirable with
younger, less "advanced" learners.

Pedagogy versus andragogy
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Prior to the emergence of "formal education," the great
educators of history (Socrates, Lao-Tsu, etc.) worked
with adults in group exploration of problems using
techniques such as the parable. This changed
dramatically in seventh century Europe with the
introduction of formal educaton whose purpose was
preparation of young boys for the priesthood. The
monastic school's primary role was to endoctrinate
young people in the beliefs and rituals of the Church.
From this system there evolved a model of education
that has persisted to the present day.

The word "pedagogy", describing dominant practice in
this educational model, is derived from the Greek
"paid" meaning child and "agog" meaning "leader of."
The term "andragogy" was coined by a German
grammar school teacher in 1833, as a descriptor of the
style of education that Plato used with adults.
Although the term is not yet widely recognized in the
EFL profession, it does have a significant place in the
literature specifically concerned with adult education
(ct. Brookfield, 1986 : 90-122). Indeed, The University
of Amsterdam has had a doctorate in andragogy since
1966.

What then, are the differences between these two
models of education?Pedagogy might be
characterized by the following assumptions:

1. Learners only need to know and learn what the
teacher teaches.

2. The learner is conceived of as dependent (and so
the learner becomes dependent!).

3. The learner's experience is not a resource for
learning. The experience of the teacher and materials
writer is paramount in the classroom.

4. Learners are ready to learn what they are told to
learn.

5. Learners require subject matter content.

6. Learners operate according to extrinsic motivation.
(adapted from Knowles, 1990, pp. 55-61)



By contrast, andragogy implies the following
assumptions:

;1. Adults need to know why they are learning
something. (Aduits almost invariably invest time
weighing the pros and cons of a course of action in real
life). i
2. Adults need to feel in control of their lives. They
have a strong sense of self-concept. Although adults
may take on dependent learner roles relating to their
prior learning experience, this does not mean we can
assume there is no resistance on a subconscious
level.

3. Adults have a far wider range of experiences than
younger people. This creates a need for experiential
techniques, such as group discussion, simulation
exercises, and problem solving activities.

4. An adult is ready to learn what she needs to know in
order to move from one developmental stage to the
next only if she is ready for that new developmental
stage.

5. Adults have a life-centered orientation to learning.
(adapted from Knowles, ibid.)

Implicit in the above characterization of the
differences between pedagogy and andragogy is an
important underlying assumption : there is a
relationship between the maturation of the individual
(from infancy to pre-adolescence, adolescence and
adulthood) and the form that education should
assUime; i.e. encouragement of the skills required for
self-direction must match the individual student's
increasing need for these skills as she matures.

The problem is that the teaching profession has not
assumed a model of education allowing variation on a
case by case basis (as Knowles (1980:43) himself
seems to-propose), but a dichotomy: younger learners
are to be taught pedagogically. and adults from an
andragogic perspective (maybel). It might be argued
that one of the main reasons why this has occurred is
that, given its historical role in the development of
formal education, pedagogy has been invested with
the status of an ideology, whereas andragogy is a
product of more recent trends and demands (thus,
Knowles (1990) defines the latter as a system of
"alternative" assumptions). The outcome of this is that
while adult education will take the form of a pedagogic
approach if required and possibly move towards
andragogic criteria in response to students' needs, the
reverse scenario is rarely considered : pedagogy may
not admit the tenets of andragogy into its practice.

Is andragogy really "for adults only"?

According to Knowles, the kind of situation in which
initial pedagogy is required is one in which "(learners
have) no prior experience with a content area, they do
not understand the relevance of a content area to their
life, they do not need the knowledge to accomplish a
performance and their motivation is extrinsic." (ibid. p.
64)

Superficially, this sounds remarkably like what those
of us teaching younger learners in formal education
contexts encounter on a daily basis! However, it would
be an error to use this as a justification for preserving
the "pedagogic status quo" in such situations. On the
contrary, language learning may be a special case with
regard to prior knowledge. Indeed, Knowles'
"conditions for pedagogy" above provide extremely
helpful criteria in'guiding teaching practice with
younger learners. These criteria and their implications
for classroom practice are considered below :

Do younger language learners have no prior
knowledge?

The fact that the learner - at whatever age - does not
begin second language study as a tabula rasa is well"
established in the second language acquisition
literature. Although a discussion of innate language
universals is beyondthe scope of this article it is worth
noting that the beginning language learner already
possesses both the "knowledge that" language is
organized systematically utilizing a limited number of
universal components and the "knowledge how" any
language can be manipulated to achieve a
communicative-purpose, even with the scarcest of
resources. The systemic organization of the target
language may initially have to be brought to students'
consciousness in a pedagogic manner, but it is
possible to begin moving towards more autonomous
activities (for example, involving pair or group work)
the moment the students have control of a handful of
nouns and a concrete verb such as "take". Indeed, |
have found that Japanese junior high school students,
for example, are very active in demanding new words
the moment they understand that this practice is
encouraged.

Is content of instruction irrelevant to the younger
learner's real life? '

A great deal has been written on this particular topic
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and what the communicative language teacher should
be doing about it. Opinions and options vary from
Widdowson's {1978) arguments that the classroom is
the student's real life to the kind of full scale project
work involving use of resources outside the
educational institution advocated by Legutke and
Thomas (1991). | have no hesitation in muddying the
waters even further by suggesting that the real life of
children is profoundly governed by stories (this is true
of adults too, of course, but the relationship with "real
life" is more complex). Stories can therefore be
exploited in the classroom to good effect. For example,
| use all manner of folk tales and fables to teach
grammar indirectly in precisely the sequence
advocated by the rigid yet eccentric demands of
Japanese junior high school textbooks (have you
noticed that "Goldilocks and the Three Bears" is based
around comparative and superlative adjectives?) The
students listen actively and become very involved in
any related activities, especially seeming to enjoy the
creation of their own part of the text.

Do younger learners need knowledge but not need to
accomplish a performance?

The answer to this is fairly self-evident : young
learners love to perform and evaluate one other's
performance if the atmosphere is non-threatening. |
know some teachers will argue that to require a student
to perform in front of a class is cruel and destructive
and | would tend to agree with them. This does not
however, invalidate the argument that younger
learners are often very willing to perform in front of
others, especially if this is prepared for gradually
through pair and group work. With the right kind of
preparation and support, drama can be central to
teaching young learners. | think it is extremely rare to
find a situation in which performance itself lies at the
heart of distressing students.

Of course, Knowles is using the word "performance” in
a much broader sense, but this issue can be
addressed, too. If the young learner is working in a
situation where her group is responsible for one part of
a whole class product then the student will tend to
collaborate with her colleagues in actively seeking
knowledge, as a social response. This approach, in
which performance is linked to social responsibility, Is
one of the most powerful tools at the teacher's
disposal, at least in my experience with young learners
in Japan.

Do younger learners only have extrinsic motivation?
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I do not think it is so terribly important for teachers to
be concerned with the extrinsic/intrinsic distinction.
However, they can ensure that learners leave the
classroom‘having experienced the following to varying
degrees :

1. They have found something out for themselves.
2. They have created something or used their
imagination.

3. They have had fun doing it.

4. They feel that they have made progress.

My experience with Japanese kindergarten,
elementary and junior high students has shown me that
these factors can be united in the younger learner's
creation and performance of her own texts. Very often
we tend to underestimate the young student's ability to
produce a simple text and illustrate it.

Conclusion

Implicit in the last section has been the argument that
choice of classroom activities may itself be the
determining factor in whether younger learners are
ready or "made ready" for andragogy. Activities such
as | have described which result in the creation of
texts by students themselves have been among those
that | have found to be useful in effecting the transition
from pedagogy to "andragogy" in a Japanese junior
high school. | hope that these limited suggestions will
help to begin dispelling the myth that pedagogy and
andragogy are "worlds apart”, with the former being
regarded as the only pragmatic approach in formal
education, and the latter as the "trendy" and somewhat
irrelevant theory of someone obviously out of touch
with the schoolroom chalk face. | always try and teach
according to the tenet of a card hanging above my
desk inscribed with the words "anything we do that a
child could have done deprives that child of a step
towards independence.”
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