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Talking to Naoko Aoki S KEFICH <

Naoko Aoki is a professor at the
Graduate School of Letters, Osaka
University. Originally a teacher
of Japanese as a second language

(JSL), she is now a JSL teacher

educator. She was a founding

joint-coordinator of the Learner
Development SIG and is one of the coeditors of
Mapping the Terrain of Learner Autonomy
published by Tampere University Press in 2009. She
is also currently one of the three convenors of
AILA’s Research Network for Learner Autonomy.

As Naoko is one of the keynote speakers at the
LD SIG 20th Anniversary Conference in
November this year, Alison asked her to talk
about her involvement in learner autonomy

past, present and future.

Alison: Naoko, how did you come to be interested

in learner autonomy?

Naoko: I'm a child of the 60s. I was too young
to join the students’ movement but grew up in
that atmosphere. I read Ivan Illich just out of
curiosity a bit later. I didn’t know this was
going to be an important publication in my

future career.

After I started teaching Japanese and when I
was doing my MA at Sophia University, I
started reading Christopher Brumfit and he
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briefly mentioned learner autonomy and the
work of Illich. So I went back to it then and I

was amazed. That’s how I got interested.

A: So are these the main influences on your

thinking?

N: When I was a novice teacher, I was attracted
to humanistic psychology and humanistic
approaches to language teaching, so Carl
Rogers in general education and Earl Stevick in
language teaching had a great influence on me.
What I like about Stevick’s thinking is that he
considers both sides of learning: the cognitive
and the affective. I think of learning as three-
dimensional: cognitive, affective and social. In
terms of the social, I found Adrian Holliday’s
book, Appropriate Methodology in Social Context
to be very fascinating. And as far as teacher
autonomy is concerned, of course, reading
Clandinin and Connelly’s work on Narrative
Inquiry was an important turning point for me.

A: Could you explain why?

TEACHER AUTONOMY AND NARRATIVE
N: People often say that in order to foster
learner autonomy in your students, you have
to be autonomous as a teacher. And for
teachers to develop autonomy they should be
engaged in research of some form or other. I
was skeptical about the idea, but I wasn’t able

to pin down the reason for a long time. Then I
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read Clandinin and Connelly, who say that a
teacher’s professional knowledge is in
narrative. People tend to assume that research
needs to be paradigmatic; cutting up data,
counting and categorizing. Narrative isn’t like
that. So you have to learn to tell stories and
understand teachers’ practice as stories. For
some people, including myself, who like to
summarize things and turn things into abstract

propositions, it’s really a challenge.

A: So how does that relate to autonomy?

N: So if teacher autonomy is to allow teacher to
do things in their own way, then they should
be allowed to think in their own way. If you
expect teachers to talk and write in a
paradigmatic way, that would be against their

autonomy.

A: But Clandinin and Connelly claim that teachers
tell different kinds of stories, don’t they?

N: That's right. Teachers tell three different
kinds of stories: secret, sacred, and cover
stories. Teachers tell secret stories about their
practice in a safe place. The other two stories
are not really about their practice in the
classroom. Cover stories are for defending
against outside pressures; sacred stories are
kind of unconscious assumptions about good

teaching and good teachers.

For example, in Japan many people believe that

teachers should know everything and should
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be able to answer all questions. Some teachers
believe it so completely that when they face a
difficult question, they just put on this face and
tell students something totally ungrounded.
Helping teachers to become aware of those
sacred stories and get over them, hopefully,

helps improve the quality of life for teachers.

A: It’s interesting that you mention "quality of
life”; it's a term that I associate specifically with
Exploratory Practice. So do you think that narrative

inquiry is a kind of Exploratory Practice?

N: Well, yes and no. EP recommends to
integrate the exploration into usual teaching
and learning activities and not to do any extra
work for EP, doesn't it? Fully fledged Narrative
Inquiry involves a lot of extra work. In that
respect they are different. But a small scale
Narrative Inquiry and EP may be similar in
that they improve quality of classroom life in a

way or other, I think.

Anyway teacher autonomy should mean
allowing teachers to tell secret stories of their

practice.

A: I'm interested that you start with teacher

autonomy rather than learner autonomy.

N: I didn’t start with teacher autonomy. I have
to think about it because I'm employed as a
teacher educator. But I've always been

concerned with learner autonomy.
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A: Could you talk about that and about how you

came to found the Learner Development SIG?

STARTING THE LD SIG

N: When Richard approached me and
suggested coordinating a new SIG, I thought it
was a great idea. I'd been teaching Japanese
more than 10 years then, but as I had a lot of
English speaking friends, I heard a lot of
negative things about the Japanese classes they
attended. Normally, teachers don’t hear this
kind of stories. I heard them because these

people were my friends.

Richard was making a newsletter Learner to
Learner, basically learners writing for other
learners, and I thought that was fascinating,
learners taking matters into their own hands. I
wanted to support that. For me the beginning
was learners, not teachers, doing something to
make learner autonomy possible. So that was
the beginning. Then I started thinking about
what I could do to encourage my students to

become more autonomous.

A: Was Learner to Learner in existence before the
SIG? Was it part of JALT's activity?

N: Richard and a couple of his friends were
doing it on their own. Richard wanted a forum

for the publication, so that was why he wanted
a SIG.

A: So what was it that made the SIG distinctive at
that time?
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N: At that time we already had quite a few
SIGs in JALT, about a dozen maybe, and each
SIG was working on their topic hard so the
only two things in which we were different
were that we were bilingual and that we had a
huge committee. At the time we had nearly 20
people on our committee. So that was probably

the main difference.

It meant that many people in the SIG were very
involved. I think that’s important. The way I
originally got involved in JALT, going back to
your earlier question, my first ever job teaching
Japanese, was in a small Japanese department
of a large language school. This school had a
generous plan that if teachers did a JALT

conference they would pay the conference fee.

So I went, and it was like Disneyland!
Interesting workshops, all those famous
people, lots of books! I loved it! So I kept going
back each year. I went to mini conferences as
well, and that’s how I met people like Virginia
LoCastro and Michael Rost. They gave me jobs,
like organizing a colloquium or editing a
special issue of The Language Teacher. 1
translated part of Mike’s book, too. That kind
of thing. It was important for me to come to
know Virginia and Mike and to learn from

them.

I don’t think I was aware of this connection
then, though. We needed people. If we had a

party, the more the merrier. I don’t know what
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it is like now, but at that time, we needed a
certain number of members to be recognized as
a SIG. So we started talking to people and
asked would you like to be on the committee.
Then we got involved in organizing a JALT
Tokyo’s mini conference, if I remember
correctly, and tried to reach out to more people.
From the very beginning we were trying to

include as many people as possible.

A: It’s interesting that those original aims seem to
have carried through to the present day. But there
have been some key changes, probably the most
striking one being that it’s not bilingual any more.
What do you think about that?

N: Well, trying to be bilingual takes a lot of
time. Translating the newsletter takes up a lot
of space. Also, there are many Japanese
speakers who can speak English, but not so
many English speakers who can speak
Japanese. So the burden tends to be on the
Japanese speakers. If you don’t have any one
who is willing to take on that responsibility
then it would be very difficult to keep the
bilingual policy. So you really need a sense of
mission. Of course, you can say there’s no
reason to be bilingual, since everyone speaks
English. That's true, but being able to
participate in Japanese gives more members
opportunities to do so. Some people may not
be so confident. Others may not have the time
to read and write long e-mail messages in
English, for example. The speed is one of the

last obstacles for non-native speakers, you
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know. So you really have to commit yourself to

the value of bilingualism.

A: I think that is an ongoing debate within the SIG.
And it’s probably a good thing to keep the debate
alive. But let me move on now to the field of Learner
Autonomy in which you have played, and continue
to play an important role. How have you seen the

field change in the last 20 years?

FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR LEARNER
AUTONOMY

N: It has changed both quantitatively and
qualitatively. As you know, quantitatively, it
has expanded geographically. Now teachers in
China, for example, talk about learner
autonomy: that’s geographical expansion. And
also the idea got into mainstream education. As
a result, we have more books with learner
autonomy in their titles and numerous journal

articles.

Qualitatively, 20 years ago you could argue
that learner autonomy was a western idea and
it wasn’t appropriate in Japan or Asia. But
nowadays, we have a more nuanced
understanding. It’s not just national cultures,
but different factors that influence whether one
particular learner will or will not be
autonomous. I think people writing language
learning histories, like Leena Karlsson in
Finland, don’t necessarily use the term learner
autonomy in their writing, but it’s very much

related.
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We stopped seeing learners as a group and
started seeing learners as individuals, and
that’s a good thing. Another change, thanks to
David Little, is that we now think learner
autonomy is not learner independence, but we
look at how other people, significant others,

influence one’s learning. That's a difference, I
think.

Also some people have started talking about
environment, like Garold Murray and Terry
Lamb, and that’s a new development. Learner
autonomy doesn’t happen in a vacuum. First
we considered the human context, and now

they’re considering the physical context.

A: What directions would you like to see Learner

Autonomy take in the future?

N: This is just my preference and other people
might have different ideas. I'm not claiming
that this is the best way to go, but this is the
way I'd be interested to see it develop. One
thing is we really need to see life as a whole.
Phil Benson has already started exploring the
relationship between learner autonomy and
personal autonomy. I totally agree with him.
You want to learn a language to become

someone and it’s just part of your life.

A: So do you see it as life-long learning or is it

something more than that?

N: I don’t necessarily think of it in terms of

learning. It's about achieving certain things in
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your life; it’s about self-actualization. First of

all, what are you learning this language for?

We tend to study our students. Practically
that’s a very realistic way of learning about
learning, and we have to write about our
students anyway for our accountability. But
there is a whole range of non-student
population who are learning languages, so
someone has to talk to them and find out what
they’re doing. So that kind of expansion is
another thing I'd like to see.

Apart from that, in the field of SLA, a lot of
exciting things are happening now: complex
systems, brain science in general, I'm hoping
that Learner Autonomy will connect with those
developments. Maybe these fields can explain
why we need learner autonomy and how it
works in language acquisition. So that is

something I'd like to see.

Recently, I've been thinking, when we talk
about learner autonomy, we think of planning
and doing and reflecting, in other words, we
think of this very rational way of doing things.
So we have this portfolio, for example, and ask
students to fill it in. But probably there are
intuitive and messy kinds of learner autonomy.
I still don’t know how to study it, but I think,
maybe in the future, we will have some

different view of learner autonomy.
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MUTUALITY AND LEARNER AUTONOMY
I have a doctoral student who studies tandem
learning and, with her help, we started this
tandem learning project at Osaka University, in
which we ask students to keep a journal. We
pair up international students and local
students and they help each other to learn their
partner’s language. It operates on the principle
of reciprocity and learner autonomy. This is an
extra-curricular activity, so we suggest a way of
doing it, keeping journals, but they’re not
obliged to follow this. Maybe more than half
the participants don’t keep them. According to
the questionnaire we administered at the end
of the term, they have all the reasons not to
keep journal, but all the same, they say they
enjoy tandem learning and they are learning a

lot of things.

I have another tandem project for students who
are taking my course. They pair up with
students of Japanese in other countries, like
Singapore, Malaysia, the UK and New Zealand.
These students need credits so if I tell them to
keep a diary, they do. But in the extra-
curricular programme, they say diaries don’t

help, so they didn’t keep them.

A: That’s interesting! So comparing the two tandem
groups, do you notice anything different between

them in terms of the quantity or quality of learning?

N: Quantity of learning, how do you measure
it? You could do pre- and post-test learning,

but that’s not nice. This is not an experiment.
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Let me tell you about one student who had this
idea about the superiority of native speakers.
She was paired up with someone of the same
age, who started to tell her about some
problem, and the student was able to give some
advice. She counseled the native speaker and
that gave her a lot of confidence. Native
speakers are people just like her. There’s no
reason to feel intimidated in talking with them.
I think this is quite an achievement, but you

can’t measure that.

If you think of CEFR descriptions, confidence is
part of your ability. So, comparing these two
groups in terms of the amount of language they
learned doesn’t make sense to me. According to
the students in both groups, they enjoyed
tandem learning and they learned important
things. Whether they keep a diary or not, they
learn. This is one of the experiences that have
made me suspect the existence of this messy

kind of learner autonomy.

Learning is social. In tandem, you're learning
at the same time as your partner, so you can’t
really drop out. If you drop out, you deprive
your partner of the opportunity to learn, so you
have a mutual commitment which develops
into joy, into pleasure and into sense of
achievement and feeling of self-efficacy. The
magic of tandem learning is, probably, taking
responsibility for someone else. You take care
of someone and they take care of you. So it’s
reciprocal, it’s give-and-take. It’s, in a sense, a

support structure for learning. And it may be
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this structure that makes the messy learner
autonomy possible, but this is just my

speculation.

Editor’s note:
A big thanks to Alison for arranging the interview
and Naoko for her thought provoking answers. We
are certainly looking forward to Naoko’s
presentation at the 20th Anniversary LD SIG
conference in November. For more details of the
conference, please either visit the
website:<www.ldsigconference2013.org> or see
the conference’s “Call for Contributions” in the

“Looking forward section” of this issue.

Also speaking at the conference is- Richard Smith
(who co-founded the LD SIG with Naoko), as
well as, Kensaku Yoshida, who has a wealth of
experience of language education in Japan. Both

will be interviewed next issue but for now, here

are their short introductions as a taster.

Richard Smith * YF ¥ —F A3 A

Richard founded the JALT
Learner Development SIG in
1993 with Naoko Aoki when he
was a lecturer at Tokyo

University of Foreign Studies.

He had been writing self-study
materials for learning Japanese (Japanese —
Language and People, published by the BBC in
1992) and originally came to learner

development and learner autonomy that way,

via reflection on his own learning of languages.

He developed his ideas about pedagogy for
autonomy through teaching English in Japan
during the 1990s, but in 2000 moved back to
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the UK to start work at the University of
Warwick, where the notion of ‘teacher-learner
autonomy’ and a belief in the value of
supporting teachers to engage in contextually
relevant, collaborative practitioner research
have increasingly informed his practice as a
teacher educator and research supervisor.
Richard is now the coordinator of IATEFL’s
Research SIG and co-convenor with Alice Chik
and Naoko Aoki of the AILA Research

Network on Learner Autonomy:.

U F v — FIHREHEGERE TRl & LTHA
T 721993412, HARE S & HL[FETHEEE T4
MRS % BT L F L, fRE
HAGE S E D720 O HFEFEHEM ( FJapanese
— Language and Peoples BBC, 1992) % Hifix
LD, 2206, £HEDOFEAEHON
BrBLT, FEETa X7 A LEE
F—bF/ I =IOV THE ZL5L)ICHDEL
oo B2IZ19904EARIC HASTHLEE 2 B A TV 7ot
Biz@mlLCA—F/ 3 BT %720 DEI%
HBICOWTOHHEDEZ2REIE XL

23, 20004F12 A Y RIIFEL, 74—V v 7
KFECTHMEMD RO E L2, LT, 22T
THEi—EEEA— ) S —) v l&E,
HifirzzbBzn Zhoary 57 A bICBEL
7 F D FERMITEIHEFH T 5 D2 R LT <
Z L OEBMEICNT 2E&0, BEIHEEE &
OIS E & LTOHoFEEICE 77
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% DRBZGZ5 X912 £ L7, B,
) - ¥ — FIZIATEFLDResearch SIG?D 2 —
TA4X—F—, BLK, 7VR - F7LHKRE
T &£ HIZAILA DResearch Network on Learner

Autonomy DHUTEHEZ B O TV E T,

Kensaku Yoshida * i Hl WHE

Professor & Director, Center
of Language Education and
Research, Sophia
University. Chair, MEXT

Committee to Discuss Ways

to Improve the Foreign
\ Language Ability of the

- Japanese, member of the

Foreign Language Sub-
committee of the Central Education
Committee, Board member of The International
Research Foundation for English Language
Education (TIRF), Executive committee
member of Asia TEFL, President of the Airline
Pilots” English Proficiency Assessment
Committee, Ministry of Land and
Transportation, Executive Committee member
of J-Shine, etc.

PRERASEEEV e vy — Bz, SEAE
it vy —&K. SHEEEREI M EICBE Y 5 it
MR, S E L HiDOWFEREFEICBE§ 2 fiaF
ikt o &, HRBEEHRES IMERER MR

27 H . The International Research

p=el)

Foundation for English Language Education #

FBE 20 (1): TALKING TO NAOKO AOKI

. Asia TEFL #53, NPO/NARIEEEREH G
E kB, [E LSOl A 2R R AR TR
HRAR, fl, THE Oz 2 B wGE— R
KB O BE~DREM Ty (B &, =&
fh, 2011) , TOEEEHHBOR—HA O FHERH
PGz o Co Ty (3, KIERE, 2011)
O /A i = B/ VAR (| I I
gy (BB, ANAE 2010) | TAHEEERRS
DHUE EAKy  (BifE. Sophia University
Press, 2010) . [/INARHGEEIZC O TR Y

o B, Ty, 2009) . TERETLLE
2FECHERBT7T00, (BB, 717,
2009) . T2UAREEED & HUD AH TN e RE—
RIMEMECICINLZTE (WE. HERT
WHZEmrT, 2008) . T L WIEEEBH D F v L
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W
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