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Access a video recording of the Preface:

https://youtu.be/zCirx-u6ufc 

See all videos here:

https://www.candlinandmynard.com/lla 

For more than forty years I’ve been obsessed with learner autonomy in language education: what it is, why it’s important, and how we can best make it a classroom reality. 

At the end of the 1970s, I set up the Centre for Language and Communication Studies at Trinity College Dublin. Part of the Centre’s function was to provide technical support – in those days, language laboratories, satellite television, video playback – for the language teaching undertaken by the College’s modern language departments. To supplement that support, I assembled a library of materials in print, audio and video that could be used by individual students on a self-access basis. That was my first introduction to the idea of learner autonomy: I assumed it was a synonym for self-instruction – essentially, learning without a teacher. 

In the early 1980s, I was chair of a self-selected group of second and third-level language teachers who wanted to promote the newly fashionable communicative approach. One of the experts who visited our project was Leni Dam, who was acquiring an international reputation for successfully implementing learner autonomy in her English classes at a Danish middle school. As soon as I began to reflect on the impressive learning achievements Leni shared with us, I realized that my equation of learner autonomy with self-instruction was only a tiny part of the story. Learner autonomy was much more than a way of organizing learning; it was the product of true learner-centredness. Over the years that followed, as I explored the implications of this realization in theory and practice, I came to know Leni and the work of some of her learners very well. Indeed, much of my research over the past four decades might be described as an attempt to derive from her pedagogical practice general principles that can be applied to any context of formal language learning. At an early stage, my engagement in this enterprise also brought me into close contact with Lienhard Legenhausen of the University of Münster.

In 2009, at a workshop on learner autonomy hosted by Turid Trebbi at the University of Bergen, I suggested to Leni and Lienhard that we should write a book that would bring together our collective experience of learner autonomy in theory, classroom practice and research. Language Learner Autonomy: Theory, Practice and Research, published by Multilingual Matters in 2017, was the result. The introduction summarizes the theoretical underpinnings of our approach. The first part of the book then provides a detailed description, exploration and interpretation of Leni’s classroom practice from four perspectives: target language use; interaction and collaboration; giving learners control; evaluation. The second part comprises two chapters of research findings. Chapter 5 reports on a four-year project that used simple quantitative methods to compare the emerging English language proficiency of one of Leni’s classes with that of a matched class in a German Gymnasium. Chapter 6 presents two case studies that show the effectiveness of the learner autonomy approach when used with learners with difficulties – acute dyslexia and ADHD. The third part of the book talks about meeting future challenges. Chapter 7 reports on the use of the learner autonomy approach to promote the linguistic and educational inclusion of immigrants to Ireland, with reference to the intensive English language courses for adult refugees provided by Integrate Ireland Language and Training (of which I was non-stipendiary director) and the plurilingual approach to primary education developed by Déirdre Kirwan and her colleagues at Scoil Bhríde (Cailíní), Blanchardstown. Finally, Chapter 8 focuses on teacher education.

If you’re interested in seeing Leni Dam’s classroom in action, you should watch her video “It’s up to you if you want to learn”. Go to YouTube, search for Multilingual Matters, and on the Multilingual Matters page, scroll down until you come to the feature for our book, and there you will find Leni’s video. 

In 2009, Leni, Lienhard and I were all recently retired, and when I suggested that we should write a book together, I thought of it as a summing up, a collective last will and testament. But we remained actively involved in the field; and as the years passed, I came increasingly to feel the need for a brief practical guide to language learner autonomy as we understand it: a guide that could be used in pre- and in-service teacher education and by individual teachers working on their own or with their immediate colleagues, and perhaps also by policy makers who would like to know what learner autonomy means for classroom practice. Although free-standing, the guide would also serve as a point of entry to our 2017 book. 

The videos that preface the successive chapters of the guide are intended to be used as introductions and for quick reference. Whether watched individually or one after another in a single session, they can also serve as a starting point for discussion and exploration in teacher seminars. I have tried to make the accompanying text as compact as possible. The emphasis throughout is on practice, though in describing practice, it is usually necessary to provide a brief explanation of its theoretical justification. And although this is not a work of research, I don't pretend that its arguments, descriptions and interpretations are mine alone: I acknowledge my sources and debts in the usual way.

With adjustments for differences in learning purpose and context, the approach to teaching and learning that I describe can be used in all contexts of formal learning. Language, after all, is central to every educational process: learning carried out in one’s first language inevitably entails language learning, from primary pupils’ first encounters with literacy to gradual mastery of the dialects and registers of academic language that underpin and embody the most advanced university study. In writing this book, however, I have chiefly had in mind language teaching and learning at school, especially at upper primary and lower secondary levels. There are three reasons for this. First, a large part of our 2017 book focuses on learners of lower secondary age and in the present book too I owe most of my practical examples to Leni Dam. Second, although Irish is an obligatory subject from the beginning to the end of schooling, the majority of young people in Ireland leave school without becoming communicatively proficient in the language. As I know from my collaboration with Déirdre Kirwan,(1) this would not be the case if the learner autonomy approach were followed from the Infant classes in our primary schools upwards. Third, and more generally, if second/foreign language teaching fails to make learners autonomous language users in those early years, most of them will fail to catch up later. 

The hybrid nature of the book – video and text – presented itself by accident. In 2023, I was invited to contribute four short videos to the in-service programme for lower secondary (Junior Certificate) foreign language teachers in Ireland. The chosen topics were role play, self-assessment, grammar, and how to make students more autonomous. I agreed to make the videos on the understanding that I would also include an introductory video explaining as clearly as I could in seven or eight minutes the learner autonomy approach to language teaching. I shared the videos with Leni Dam and Lienhard Legenhausen and with Déirdre Kirwan in Ireland, Anja Burkert in Austria, Gudrun Erickson in Sweden and Michaela Klirová in Czechia. I am grateful to them all for their positive feedback, which encouraged me to conceive the present hybrid publication. 

I had just completed the first draft of the book when I received news of Lienhard Legenhausen’s death; it is a matter of deep regret that I was unable to benefit from his critical comments on the text. 

I am grateful to four colleagues who provided me with detailed feedback: Leni Dam, Déirdre Kirwan, Gudrun Erickson and Ingela Finndahl. I am also grateful to Leni Dam for extensive online discussion of the text and for giving me permission to use examples of learners’ work that appeared in Language Learner Autonomy: Theory, Practice and Research (Multilingual Matters, 2017). And I am grateful to Jo Mynard for agreeing to publish my combination of video and written text. 

Finally, I thank my wife Jean for almost sixty years of loving support and especially for putting up with my decades-long and never-ending obsession with language learner autonomy.

David Little

Dublin, March 2026

Notes

1. For example, D. Little and D. Kirwan, Engaging with Linguistic Diversity: A Study of Educational Inclusion in an Irish Primary School, London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2019.
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Access a video to accompany the Introduction:​

https://youtu.be/HAuT0MPirTA 

See all videos here:

https://www.candlinandmynard.com/lla 

My purpose in this introduction is to explain as clearly as I can what I mean by “language learner autonomy”, what kind of teaching/learning dynamic it entails and what kinds of learning achievement it produces. I shall do this by expanding on the three definitions with which I began the accompanying video. 

Autonomy

To be autonomous is to assume responsibility for one’s own life, developing and exercising a capacity to make choices, take decisions, act on those decisions, and evaluate the outcomes. 

There are three things to say about this definition:

First, the original meaning of “autonomous” is “self-governing”, and this sometimes leads to the false assumption that autonomous individuals are independent of all limitation and control and thus free to pursue whatever goals they choose. This disregards the obvious fact that we are social beings, members of families, communities and societies on which we depend emotionally, materially and politically. Human rights discourse that says nothing about the responsibilities and obligations that attach to individual rights is likely to undermine rather than promote social and political equity and social cohesion. 

Second, the branch of social psychology known as Self-Determination Theory helps us to counter the assumption that autonomy means total independence and freedom from external control. Self-Determination Theory identifies autonomy as one of three basic human needs and motivations, the other two being competence and relatedness.(2) It




































	Although the text is quite short (93 words) and its syntax is straightforward, the reflection it conveys is substantial. If it had been written by a 15-year-old native speaker of English, the text would still count as substantial not only because it is error-free but because it expresses a complex thought process with great clarity. The cogency of the text suggests that the student is no stranger to evaluative reflection: it has evidently played a central role in the development of her proficiency in English. 

	The student does not evaluate her progress in terms of the proficiency she has achieved, which she seems to take for granted. Instead, she focuses on the impact of the way she has learnt English on 











	At the same time, of course, the text is evidence of a highly developed capacity for written communication in English. After four years of learning (two lessons a week, one of 90 and the other of 45 minutes), the language has become a fully integrated part of this student’s communicative and metacognitive self. If she stopped learning English at this point, she would almost certainly retain the proficiency she has achieved because it is part of who she is. In fact, however, English is a communicative and metacognitive resource that will play a central role in her further education, greatly expanding her cultural and social horizons, enhancing her academic and professional options, and all the time becoming more deeply embedded in her identity. 








	By engaging learners in dialogic communication in the target language, we gradually draw them towards autonomy in spontaneous target language use. 

	By helping learners to develop skills of self-management, we lead them towards autonomy in language learning.

	Participation in the teaching/learning dialogue motivates and frames the analytic and creative learning activities that learners undertake, while the intentional learning that such activities support stimulates the incidental learning that comes from dialogic participation.

	We develop learners’ skills of self-management by embedding learning in a recursive cycle: plan–implement–evaluate, plan–implement–evaluate. Each phase of this cycle requires reflection driven by evaluation and assessment

	Every part of the approach depends on learners’ use of logbooks to stimulate, support and document their learning. 

	Overall, the learner autonomy approach attaches as much importance to writing, especially discursive writing, as to speaking.

	Arising from the emphasis on participation and the role assigned to writing, the approach has its own way of dealing with grammar/linguistic form.




	Dialogue and participation: Autonomy in language use – Figure 0.4, (i) and (iii)

	Developing learners’ skills of self-management: Autonomy in language learning – Figure 0.4, (ii) and (iv)

	Logbooks: Managing and documenting learning and teaching – Figure 0.4, (v)

	The role of writing and the development of grammatical accuracy – Figure 0.4, (vi) and (vii)

	Curriculum and assessment – Figure 0.4, (ii), (iv), (v)

	Getting started – Planning and organizing teaching and learning 
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