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Welcome to the first Learning Learning of the new *ZCR

century! In this issue, we continue to explore some of
the many interconnections in Learer Autonomy, within [ Page 3.UF ¥ — K- A IAOPARERE #ﬂ

Japan, across Asia, and beyond. EHBICDOUT
R T ‘ ‘ Page 8. ¥ A - /;-—LtéﬁiM‘C’QBH
Several pieces in this issue highlight the inter- OEBESNT

relatedness of learner autonomy and teacher
autonomy, both suggesting that teacher autonomyisa  |Page 10. *7 YUY n‘lal&’c’m 3“*’

condition for leamer autonomy, as well as showing how | D&
the two can develop hand in hand. Learnerteacher Page 20-75E7 L TAS, Batm
autonomy will also be a prominent theme of the = Ay

upcoming College and University Educators SIG - & Y
conference, Developing Autonomy, in Shizuoka on Page 26. CUESM : BERORE

May 12th and 13th, co-sponsored by the Learner Page 27. X S AP HOE
Development SIG. Page 31. ¥z b3~ *)a-/vai"blu
y+ta$ﬁkaur !

In this issue, we explore links between learner
autonomy and computer-assisted-language-leaming. Page 32. U~ U2 THHIK Oz 7""‘/5
We hope, too, that you enjoy the distinctly BELLEHA FABEETOYSA '
international feel to Leaming Learning, with i A
contributions from Britain, Hong Kong, Korea, Portugal
and Taiwan, as well as Japan. The articles here span
the range from the highly constrained, textbook- and
examination-dominated Taiwanese school system, to
more liberal university settings, and, also, a Korean teacher autonomy . -

alternative learning centre and culture factory for ‘m 7.Sam Sheu dm m m
students who have opted out of the formal educational  |@Ufonamy in Taiwanese schools -
system. Pﬁg@ 13 BObMS maw m‘
wtonomous !eaming experiment -

Looking towards Learner Development SIG events at Page 16. Flavia Vieira talks about amonomy and
the PAC3/JALT conference in November in Fukuoka, teacher training

ln lhla volume P A
Page 5. Rtoha:dSmMonlwnermomy

we are delighted to report that the Learner Pagesza The CUE Comofenoo Dove!apmg
Development SIG is sponsoring a co-featured speaker ammy.

workshop on sustainable learner and teacher Page 28 Vonces from the composmon dass
autonomy by Fakrul Alam from Bangladesh and Page 30 .Jeremy Jonet:‘ on tmbgy and
Richard Smith from Britain. Not only that, but this mmy

year's Leamer Development Forum will also include ' ' ' I
presenters from Thailand and Hong Kong as well as ‘Page 33. Cynthia Leedescnbes 8

continued on page 2




Japan: Hugh Nicoll tells you more about the SIG's
other plans in his co-ordinator's message. Remember
to let us know if you're presenting at JALT (or
elsewhere): We want to include your presentation
summaries and conference reports, too.

As ever, the heart of Learning Learning is the living
contact between us all. What's been getting your
excited, puzzled and motivated with learner autonomy
in the last while? Send in your short reflections, ideas
and articles. We want to hear from you! Let's keep on
making the connections!

Andy Barfield and Mike Nix, co-editors.

Many thanks for their help with this issue to: Hiroki
Akatsu, Steve Brown, Yoji Kudo, Tama Kumamoto,
Shigeo Miyamoto, Maki Nakao, Hugh Nicoll, Mai Sato,
Yuko Suzuki, Yasuhiro Tsukada, Miyuki Usuki .

The next Learning Learningis out in July
2001. Send your ideas, articles and
reflections, by June 15th, to:
<andyb@sakura.cc.tsukuba.ac.jp>
<mikenix1@tamacc.chuo-u.ac.jp>
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What's the most exciting link that you've made in the
field of learner autonomy and development in the last
while?
<andyb@sakura.cc.tsukuba.ac.jp>
<mikenix1@tamacc.chuo-u.ac.jp>




Interconnections: Learner Autonomy Teacher Autonomy

In the last issue of Learning Learning, Richard Smith - in conversation with Andy
Bartield - began to explore some possible interconnections between teacher and
learner autonomy. He started by defining teacher autonomy in terms of teacher-
learning, and gave some examples of how teacher and student autonomy might
develop together in practice. The first part of the conversation ended by focusing on
the wider context within which this kind of 'teacher & learner development' can or
can't take root. Do Japanese educational institutions offer particularly good or bad
conditions for developing autonomy? The dialogue continues ...

Richard: Leaving aside the issue of whether students
are 'culturally' predisposed or indisposed for autonomy
(this is how the topic has mostly been framed over the
last five years or so0), | think something that might be
just as relevant is whether teachers have autonomy in
the sense of having the basic capacity (power /
freedom as much as ability) to decide on objectives,
syllabus, materials, methods and means of
assessment - in collaboration with colleagues, perhaps
- in a particular context. If that sort of control isn't in
teachers' hands in the first place, then they have little
to 'let go' of or let students 'take control' of, at least in
that particular institutional setting, however
autonomous students might be outside it!

| think I'm talking here about constraints on learner
autonomy within an institution being very much related
to constraints on teacher autonomy, in other words
‘interconnectedness' between these two areas of
autonomy in a negative sense. And without a basic
degree of control over what and how they teach,
teachers' power to experiment and develop in a self-
directed way as teachers (‘teacher-learner autonomy')
will probably be quite limited as well.

As a university teacher in Japan | think | was ‘allowed'
autonomy in the areas |'ve mentioned to quite a large
degree and that meant | had the space to help
students take control and to learn from the experience.
Of course, as Sam Cheu implies in relation to Taiwan
elsewhere in this issue of Learning Learning, high
school teachers in Japan may be in quite a different
position: You could say, in a positive way, that they're
more 'accountable' (to colleagues, the Ministry of
Education, parents, the need to cover a particular
syllabus, use particular materials, prepare for exams
etc.) than university teachers have tended to be. In a
negative sense, junior and senior high school
teachers' freedom and so the (potential) freedom of

their students may be relatively restricted.

Returning to the situation in Japanese universities,
though, my impression when | left (a year or so ago)
was that constraints on teacher autonomy were
increasing, with greater external pressure being
brought to bear for 'relevance’, 'transparency’ and
‘accountability’. With that, though, there may be
greater opportunities for collaboration among
colleagues. Are these changes influencing your work
with autonomy at all, Andy?

Andy: 'Relevance’, 'transparency' and 'accountability’
sound very worthwhile goals if you are moving towards
an integrated curriculum and some sense of
improvement over time at a collaborative level of
working. The question is: Do teachers want that? Do
their institutions also?

From my perspective within a national university, |
would say any real change will very much depend on
the sense, within any particular department or faculty,
of a critical need to cater better to the students' goals
and styles of learning. Put differently, there needs to
develop a certain threshold of willingness to be more
responsive to learners' needs for institutional change
to happen: That may take a very long time to be
achieved - the virtuous circle of autonomy can be
extended, but it takes enormous amounts of time and
effort. It isn't an easy journey. So, autonomy maybe
best grows through informal collaborative work.

I'd also like to put the question of autonomy here in a
wider context, though. Two pressures alongside each
other: The first is that employment security is now an
issue for practically anyone working in tertiary
education in Japan, because of the falling student
population, above all. The second pressure, which |
would characterize as negative, is that institutional
networks of power and authority tend to be strongly



encoded in university working relationships and
teacher-student relationships. This can lead to a
strong reluctance on the part of teachers to
collaborate about their work or discuss teaching and
learning without intellectualising it into an academic
debate and display of knowledge - without formalising,
in other words, further control through empty
collaboration.

What makes me say that is that I've spent a lot of time
on reform committees supposedly discussing
educational change with only rarely the classroom
realities of learning and autonomy being discussed:
One modest conclusion that I've drawn is that
committee work is probably not the most effective way
to enhance either teacher or learner autonomy!

So, | think the question remains open as to how
teachers, at any level of education, should work
together to enhance their own and their students’
autonomy. Richard, what strikes you as different in
your work in the UK? Do you see any similarly strong
internal or external constraints at work?

Richard: Well, | think I've become much more
conscious of the role of external constraints since
moving to the UK, where both universities and schools
(and teachers in these institutions) have lost a lot of
autonomy over the last 20 years viz-a-viz government-
imposed quality control regimes. Where | work now
there's a lot of productive collaboration among
teachers and a strong sense of accountability (which,
when it means 'responsibility’, | don't see as a
necessarily bad thing), but at the same time I've been
feeling there's a relative lack of freedom to negotiate
with students, since intended learning outcomes,
syllabus, materials, assessment procedures and so on
have to be specified in advance, according to certain
externally imposed standards. Quite often I've felt I've
been 'jumping through hoops' to fit in with what's
expected of a teacher in this context.

On a positive note, though, | think there are likely to be
"loopholes' in this situation as in any evolving context,
including high schools in Japan, Taiwan etc., and
Japanese universities as - perhaps - they become
more accountable. One key thing for critical educators
committed to learner and teacher autonomy may be to
identify what are 'real' external constraints, and what is
in fact feasible in terms of self-directed work, possibly
in spite of appearances: I'm still learning about this in
my own current situation (I've recently discovered, for

example, that it might be possible to incorporate
student self-assessment, so long as this is
rationalized in detail in advance; also, I've learned -
now | 'know the ropes' better - that it's possible to
engage students in self-directed learning to a greater
degree than I'd previously thought possible). |
suppose every context has different constraints and
'loopholes’.

Andy: So, you're saying work through, around, with the
loopholes and identify the constraints as a possible
starting point?

Richard: Yes, the important thing may be to become
aware of what these are and what is changing about
them in one's own particular setting, as well as to work
to get 'real constraints' changed collaboratively — |
think it'd be very interesting to hear more on this from
teachers like Sam in what we might see as relatively
‘constrained’ settings like Japanese or Taiwanese high
schools - what is (as well as isn't) negotiable and
feasible in practice in such contexts? What's changing
and what can be made to change? Any chance of more
reports like that in Learning Learning?

Andy: Funny you should ask! Sam Cheu and Bob
Betts look at those very questions, and Flavia Vieira
also takes these issues up in discussing teacher and
learner autonomy ...

Coll, $FEXOHRLYBEORBROASBT—FEA
Do EDRBYRETT M ?
andyb@sakura.cc.tsukuba.ac.jp>
<mikenix1@tamacc.chuo-u.ac.jp>




Learner Autonomy: Bird-in-the-hand or Bird-in-the-bush?

Samuel P-H Sheu, University of Warwick, England. UK.

Since the focus of those interested in learner
autonomy has been on the learners’ side more than on
the teachers’, rather than keeping a balance between
the two sides, Richard Smith has started to explore the
interconnections between learner autonomy and
teacher autonomy in the last newsletter (Vol 7,
12/2000). His idea of "teacher-as-leamer autonomy (in
a variety of areas of professional expertise)" gives us
an insight into a wider picture of the development of
learner autonomy. Richard is right to remind us as
teachers of the need to take responsibility for our own
teaching development as a part of our professional
practice. '

My reflection, however, is that learning autonomy of
learner or teacher depends more on the teaching
system as a whole rather than on an individual
teaching situation in terms of readiness and
practicability. The contexts for most literature and
research on learner autonomy are ESL/EFL courses at
language school, college or university level (as is the
case for most members in Learner Development SIG);
here the teachers have freedom to decide their
lessons and exercises in the classroom. The teaching
practices are flexible, and therefore learning autonomy
is practicable and achievable.

By contrast, | have found that when the students who
have been accustomed at university/college level to a
freer system return to teach in junior high and high
schools, they have to revert to a more authoritarian
system and to complete an unchangeable syllabus
which corresponds with a textbook. They have to
accomplish the tasks in the textbook and achieve the
objectives of learning English in the national curriculum
and in the school syllabus made by the Ministry of
Education, but nothing else. Moreover, there is no way
for teachers in the frontline to communicate with the
policy-makers, even though the policy does not always
meet the realistic needs. As a result, it is
unacceptable, or even unthinkable, to adopt anything
apart from the textbook in the classroom. Furthermore,
not only could many teachers (myself as well in my
early experience) not help, finding themselves at a
loss as to what to do, but also learner autonomy was
perceived as students' own responsibility in the
learning process. Thus, it was usually considered that

learner autonomy could not be developed in the
classroom.

When | prepared myself for coming to England to
study, | had studied English via the English medium,
by reading magazines, newspapers and books in
English, listening to radio, and watching TV
programmes or movies. And | had realised that these
methods were not always encouraged by my teachers
in the period of learning English, nor introduced to
students often by my colleagues. Then, | wondered if it
was sufficient for my students to study English in the
class via the textbooks and relevant exercises only; if
English was not a tool that they could use in their daily
life, why should they learn it for at least six years?
Therefore, | started to think about how | had improved
my English and then tried several activities in the
classroom. Surprisingly, | have found that learner
autonomy was not as impossible a mission as |
thought. Before describing how | developed some
autonomous activities, | should point out two practical
constraints faced by teachers in Taiwan which always
have a great impact:

After having had to use the textbook produced by the
National Institute for Compilation and Translation
(NICT) for a long time, each school under the reformed
scheme now has the right to choose its own textbooks.
However, | have found that it was difficult for the
administrators or selection committee in schools to be
aware of the necessity of learning autonomy as one of
the criteria since they have no concept of it nor even
any introduction available. Perhaps this is because
they do not want their authority to be challenged, or the
input that teachers might have is discouraged. This
suggests that administrator autonomy may have a part
to play in developing learner autonomy, yet this
possibility has not been addressed in the literature.

Even if practising teachers are involved, they have
not realised the importance of learner autonomy and
therefore they do not consider including learner
awareness/training exercises in their teaching
materials, since their attention has not been drawn to
the importance of learner autonomy during their period
of studying and training. This indicates that the idea of
teacher autonomy is very important for developing



autonomous types of learning effectively. In addition,
the preparation of such materials would impose
demands on the time and ingenuity of the teachers,
and this may simply prevent them from thinking about
it.

An examination-dominated system has made every
learner of English gasp for breath. Teachers cannot
escape from this notorious system either, because
they have to complete the textbook within a term, and
simultaneously, devote everything in the classroom to
equipping leamers with the necessary skills to get a
high score in tests. Moreover, a high score in exams is
considered to indicate that both the teacher and
student are "good", and the prestige of parents and
schools relies heavily on students’ performance.
Inevitably, competition derived from tests among them
makes any new teaching method or activity virtually
impossible in the classroom.

Within these constraints, in order to help my students
to develop their autonomy, | have tried several
activities in the classroom and found that teachers
could adopt learner training/awareness activities
accompanied with the textbook. Firstly, when | taught
vocabulary, | introduced the idea of making their own
vocabulary cards or diaries. This was very useful for
those who had no idea of learning vocabulary, but only
remembered by repetition. Secondly, since students
have been taught to be reticent in the classroom and
have developed as passive participants in class
activities, | asked them to work in pairs or groups. For
example, when | taught reading, | used jigsaw
activities (i.e., | put the sentences of a story in the
wrong order, and then asked students to work in
groups to put them into the correct order). Students
were motivated, leamt to work out the task and learnt
from each other.

Moreover, for helping them to take responsibility for
their own learning, | introduced the idea of extensive
reading for pleasure and suggested that they listened
to as much English as possible, e.g. English
programmes on TV or radio. | also asked them to form
groups to share their experiences. At the middle and
end of a term, | spared a lesson so that these groups
could discuss together what they had learned. | found
that this could encourage those who were less
motivated to learn by choosing and doing what they
wanted and liked, and sharing with their friends.

In conclusion, the paramount concem is that unless

these conditions are remedied or teachers adopt
appropriate activities, learner autonomy will remain a
bird-in-the-bush rather than a bird-in-the-hand. One
suggestion is leaving the development of learner
autonomy until students reach the freer atmosphere of
a university or college, and the increased maturity. But
how can learners or teachers develop such autonomy
later if they have not had it in the early stage of their
learning, or more seriously, if they have had a bad
experience of learning? That's quite a different kettle
of fish!
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Education (CELTE) at the University of Warwick. He
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