
Storytelling, Map-making, and Learning to See in the Dark:
Reflections on Our History

The Learner Development SIG emerged almost 10years ago. Likemany parts of JALT, the SIG has
strong roots in Japan-based communities but is simultaneously linked to collaborative communities
of teachers and learners throughout the world. This is the natural outcome of the international and
interdisciplinary sources of our philosophies and practices. These can most easily be traced in Richard
Smith's 1994"Some Thoughts on the Formation of the JALT Learner Development N-SIG" from
Volume 1,No. 1 of Learning Learning, the SIG'sbilingual newsletter.
In this short essay, Richard argues that if our practices are not" 'learner-centred' and 'negotiated'

in other ways, too, we may risk alienation, not to say abject failure."With these principles in mind,
the SIGhas developed an action-oriented approach to the learning-teaching matrix. Through the
publication of the Anthology,we have taken a big step from our 'benkyoukai' (study meeting) origins
toward becoming the 'kenkyuukai' (researchgroup) that Richard imagined we might develop into.
I first met Richard and Naoko Aoki (the two joint founders of the SIG) in June 1994 in Hong Kong

at the Conference on Autonomy in Language Learning. My involvement in the SIGbegan with a story-
swapping sessionwith Naoko on a long bus ride from Shenzhen Universityback to the border crossing
into the NewTerritories. Storytelling quicklybecamemap-making, as I was recruited for newsletter
printing and distribution, leading to increasing involvement with an ever-wideningcircleof friends
and researcher-teacher-learner colleagues.
The experience has often felt like the collective experiment in learning how to see in the dark that I

once conducted with a group of mountaineering students. The lessons learned then still apply: Start
slowly, with small steps, talk to eachother, trust in yourselves and the group, and gradually youwill
start to see the path with the bottoms of your feet.

HughNicoll, 29 September, 2003
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