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 1.
Introduction

Christian Ludwig, Annamaria
Pinter, Kris Van de Poel, Tom Smits, Maria Giovanna Tassinari, and
Elke Ruelens

The present book constitutes the
8th edited volume produced by the IATEFL Learner Autonomy Special
Interest Group (LASIG) since 2013. The majority of titles released
by the Learner Autonomy SIG has emerged from local events organised
by members and affiliates of the SIG across the world. The present
volume makes no exception. The idea of organising a local
conference exploring opportunities for fostering (foreign F/SL)
language learner autonomy in connection with action research at the
University of Antwerp, Belgium, came about quite spontaneously, but
Kris Van de Poel, professor at the University of Antwerp and main
convener for the event, was immediately enthusiastic about taking
over this mammoth task. In March 2016, one and a half years after
the initial meeting, over 100 (prospective) practitioners of
language learner autonomy from a diversity of cultural and
institutional contexts and in different phases of their careers
gathered for two days on the historic campus of the University of
Antwerp to exchange their experiences and collaboratively develop
ideas for the future of learner autonomy and action research.

This volume aims to bring
together language learner autonomy and the complex and multifaceted
concept of action research. In all brevity, the idea of learner
autonomy goes back to philosophers and pedagogues such as Paulo
Freire (1993), John Dewey (1963) and Célestin Freinet (1994), who
stressed the idea of a critical pedagogy, particularly focusing on
the learner and their active role in the learning process, based on
experience and reflection as inquiry-based learning (Freinet). In
the late 1970s, in the context of adult education learner autonomy
was seminally defined by Henri Holec as the ‘ability to take charge
of one’s own learning’ (1981: 3). In the following decades,
language learner autonomy was further developed through the work of
scholars and practitioners such as Leni Dam and David Little (for a
more detailed discussion of language learner autonomy see Dam and
Legenhausen as well as Ludwig in this volume) and has since become
one of the major goals of language curricula worldwide.

In the educational context,
action research, one type of practitioner research, is generally
understood as a ‘process in which participants examine their own
educational practice systematically and carefully, using techniques
of research’ (Watts 1985: 118). The main aim of action research is
to find answers to everyday, real problems and to bring about
immediate change in practice for participants (Given 2008: 4), such
as improved instruction and increased student achievement (for a
more detailed discussion of action research see Ludwig this
volume).

Fostering learner autonomy:
Learners, teachers and researchers in action. The title of this
edited volume evolves from a set of assumptions concerning language
learner autonomy in itself as related to action research.
Developing learner autonomy is an ongoing process (of negotiation)
between teachers and learners. Negotiating in this context includes
discussing and agreeing on all aspects of learning such as goals,
outcomes, activities, and evaluation criteria. In other words,
learner autonomy is not a method or a technique, but an underlying
approach to learning. Consequently, language learner autonomy is
not solely the responsibility of the teacher but also depends on
the learners’ active participation and requires them to play a
pro-active role in the whole process of learning (see Dam 1995 for
a model of learner autonomy based on the idea of continuous
negotiation). Thus, developing learner autonomy, for both teachers
and learners, implies the capacity and willingness to explore
spaces for independent action. In this context, action research
constitutes an important tool for developing and maintaining
learner autonomy in the classroom as it provides opportunities for
meaningful learning through learner empowerment and personal and
professional development through reflection on practices. As Little
(1995: 179) puts it:






[…] successful teachers have
always been autonomous in the sense of having a strong sense of
personal responsibility for their teaching, exercising via
continuous reflection and analysis the highest possible degree of
affective and cognitive control of the teaching process, and
exploiting the freedom that this confers.

Equally, action research in the
autonomous classroom is not confined to the teacher, as learners,
by gradually taking over more responsibility for their own
learning, are increasingly engaged in a continuous cycle of asking
questions, gathering data, reflecting and deciding a (new) course
of action based on their findings with the ultimate aim of
improving their learning.

The talks, workshops and
interactive posters presented during the conference, and partly
collected in this edited volume, only represent a small snapshot of
the action research currently conducted at educational institutions
and universities around the world, but nevertheless elucidate that
practitioner research is possibly more alive and kicking than ever.
Learner autonomy, as the conference has once again shown, is both a
prerequisite and ultimate goal of (action) research. In other
words, learner autonomy provides the necessary framework for
classroom action research in the broadest sense in which learners
not only play an active role, but become (action) researchers
themselves. Last but not least, practitioner research can provide
the necessary empirical evidence that learner autonomy is not a
mirage at the distant horizon of future educational practice but a
concept that actually works hic et nunc.

In the following paragraphs we
briefly introduce the contributions to this volume, deliberately
leaving it to the authors of the first four chapters to discuss in
detail the theoretical cornerstones of this oeuvre and tread the
(new) ground by exploring the (un)known in both learner autonomy
and action research. The chapters by Leni Dam and Lienhard
Legenhausen, Christian Ludwig, Annamaria Pinter and, last but not
least, Kris Van de Poel, are not only intentionally kept short to
give space to the conference participants’ voices, but are also
written in a slightly less orthodox way to highlight the fact that
practitioner research in the foreign language classroom is
action-oriented, and, in many ways, still work-in-progress.
Moreover, the alternative style of the introductory contributions
emphasises that both action research and learner autonomy require
us to be creative and open for new perspectives.

Leni Dam (Denmark) and Lienhard
Legenhausen (Germany) set the overall theoretical framework for
this edited volume by presenting their Ten golden rules for
successful language acquisition in an autonomous learning
environment, passing on the legacy of their almost life-long
professional partnership and collaboration. In more detail, their
golden rules summarise the theoretical (and practical) knowledge
gained from many years of research in the context of the LAALE
(Language Acquisition in an Autonomous Language Learning
Environment) project in which a class of mixed ability students at
a Danish comprehensive school were observed and tested over a
period of five years, envisioning the future for practice and
research in connection with developing language learner autonomy.
The ensuing contribution by Christian Ludwig (Germany), Action
research and language learner autonomy: An exploratory journey,
establishes the second part of the theoretical framework for this
volume by exploring the links between language learner autonomy and
action research in theory and practice. Tentative answers to the
enigma of the role of action research in the language classroom are
presented in a mostly visual way. In the ensuing chapter Action
research for learner autonomy in situ - From idea to
dissemination, Kris Van de Poel presents some reflections on
undertaking action research in autonomous learning environments,
putting particular emphasis on various models of action research
and their practical implications. This introductory part concludes
with Annamaria Pinter’s (UK) chapter Teachers exploring their
own classrooms with children as co-researchers in which she
proposes the idea of learners as co-researchers. Drawing on years
of experience, she reports on projects in which young learners were
encouraged to get actively involved in their own research. Through
subsequent steps and levels of involvement, i.e. supporting them in
asking relevant questions, gathering data, interviewing each other,
analysing data and discussing findings, primary school learners
become capable of doing independent research on subjects meaningful
to them. Among the effects of this way of empowering, teachers
mention learners’ increased confidence and social competence while
interacting with peers and with teachers, as well as a growing
awareness of social issues in their environments and a sense of
agency.

The ensuing contributions
observe the phenomenon of action research through multiple windows
by showcasing examples of different types, forms and purposes of
action inquiry in the autonomous language classroom in a plethora
of institutional and cultural contexts as well as disciplines.

Fostering EFL teacher
trainees’ autonomy through collaboration with students as
co-researchers by Hideo Kojima (Japan) reports on a study
examining how a socio-cultural and reflective approach to teaching
practice in the lower secondary school EFL (English as a Foreign
Language) classroom can foster EFL teacher trainees’ awareness of
their students’ autonomy as co-researchers and their own
teacher-learner autonomy as collaborative thinkers, practitioners,
and researchers. While helping first year school students, student
teachers were encouraged to reflect both on group work through
group portfolios and on their collaborative and reflective teaching
cycles through a teaching portfolio.

The next contribution to this
volume, Teaching (self-)editing skills: An exercise in
self-directed, constructivist learning to evaluate the quality of
writing by John Linnegar (Belgium), analyses the findings of a
case study in which a group of ESL (English as a Second Language)
Master’s students acquired (self-)editing skills with the intention
of improving their writing skills and enabling them to take more
responsibility for their own learning. This was achieved through
diagnosing their learning needs, formulating learning goals and
identifying the resources for learning; choosing and implementing
appropriate learning strategies, and evaluating learning outcomes.
Through a dedicated teaching-learning modality, the students
displayed evidence of having acquired sufficient editing knowledge
and skills to be able to improve the quality of a text
systematically – as indicated by their teacher's evaluation of
their analyses.

The chapter by Marilize
Pretorius (Belgium and South Africa) What I never knew I always
needed: Raising nurses’ awareness about language and communication
learning needs, investigates awareness raising in a language
and communication programme in a healthcare context. Reflection
exercises were used to investigate how nursing students can become
more aware of their own language and communication learning needs.
When teachers know what learners’ (perceived) needs are, they can
design activities and exercises to help learners further discover
and meet their own learning needs.

Applying an exploratory practice
approach for his own classroom inquiry, Fergal Bradley (Finland) in
his paper ‘Fashioning ourselves into our texts’: Exploring
learner/teacher identity in an academic writing course explores the
puzzles related to teaching academic writing. The author
advocates that by analysing his students’ learning diaries’ entries
and relating their experiences to his own perception of their
learning, as a teacher, he not only learns about his students, but
also from his students, which encourages him to critically reflect
on his own practices.

Elke Ruelens and Marina Vulovic
(Belgium) in their article Supporting English majors’ autonomous
learning through self-reflection and self-regulation training
report on the application of self-regulation in academic literacy
course assignments for English majors. In their study,
self-reflection training is understood as the foundation of
self-regulation. The introduced training aimed to help students to
take control of both their SL (Second Language) academic literacy
skills development and their learning process. The self-reported
data show that the introduced practices support the students’
development of self-regulation skills.

Set in a Japanese context, the
chapter by Mizuka Tsukamoto (Japan) Encouraging learner autonomy
in an EFL classroom: Action research explores the
implementation of action research particularly in the context of
large and heterogeneous classes where autonomous study time was
incorporated in a class of non-English (EFL) majoring students in a
mandatory English course. The data collected cover the first two
cycles of action research, allowing the author to draw preliminary
conclusions regarding the challenges and constraints of giving
students more autonomy.

In the following chapter
‘Totally awesome’. Exploring teachers’ scope of action to enable
and support autonomous learning, Elena Gallo (Germany) makes
use of action research to investigate learner empowerment in a
university language course. In particular, the study explores how
the notion of empowerment can be operationalised in the language
classroom, which activities are suitable to provide learners with
more space for decision-making and action and how learners perceive
this space. While the analysis of the collected data shows the
close interrelation of identity, autonomy and language competence
as well as the impact of affective factors on the implementation of
an autonomy-oriented learning environment, a critical reflection of
the methodological approach points to the close connection between
autonomy-oriented language pedagogy and action research conducted
by teachers.

In her chapter Two heads are
better than one: Collaborative learning under scrutiny, Anja
Burkert (Austria) explores the role of collaborative learning in
developing learners’ autonomy. The results of a small-scale study
conducted among first and second-year university students emphasise
the importance of collaboration in developing foreign language
learner autonomy. By analysing data from questionnaires,
semi-structured interviews and learner-diary entries Burkert
especially aims to find out which gains students could identify
from working together with their peers. Based on the results, she
considers the implications for her own teaching practice.

The chapter by Kathleen O’Connor
(France), Goals and goal-setting in tandem language
learning, presents two studies concerning students’ attitudes
towards goal-setting as one aspect of learner autonomy in the
context of a university tandem-learning course. The results of the
first study indicate that students encounter some difficulties
establishing goals for a variety of reasons, such as the difficulty
of self-assessing their language competence, or possible conflicts
with the social aspects involved in tandem learning. The latter
study investigates the potential of CEFR (the Common European
Framework of Reference for Languages) checklists for goal-setting.
Based on data from learning journals and a questionnaire, the
author argues that while the checklists had a positive influence on
students’ self-evaluation and goal-setting skills, they were too
general to provide students with adequate information.

The penultimate contribution,
The value of autonomy in one-to-one tutoring in foreign language
learning by Aida Montenegro (Germany), discusses the outcomes
of a case-study on the conceptual model of autonomy in one-to-one
tutoring from a ninth-grade student’s perspective. The author
implemented a non-linear system for the construction of knowledge
on autonomous behaviour by applying different mechanisms. The
results of the study, among other things, hint at the importance of
student’s self-recognition of academic skills, and the students’
interest in the school subject. Moreover, at a meta-level, the
design of the data collection instruments in the form of
situational activities can be a research contribution for further
studies, and theoretical connections between tutoring and autonomy
can be of interest for parents, language tutors, and theorists of
student motivation.

The last article by Carol
Everhard (Greece), An autoethnographic approach to autonomy
(action) research, addresses the question of appropriate
methodologies for investigating autonomy related teaching and
learning practices. The variety of theoretical perspectives and
traditional methodological research approaches of the last decades
show the difficulty of pinpointing the characteristics of learner –
and teacher – autonomy as well as contextual conditions and
practices which foster it. Arguing that this complexity and unicity
may be better accounted for by narrative approaches, the author
reflects on her experience of promoting autonomy over several
years. This personal, meaningful inquiry opens perspectives on
reflection on action and on self, thus suggesting a way on how to
constantly question ourselves and our own practice.

The main aim of this
introduction was to set the scene for this edited volume by shaping
the path for a collection of contributions that sketch the
worldwide attempts to bring (action) research and learner autonomy
closer together by exploring their intimate, but nevertheless
intricate relationship. What makes investigating the issue
particularly worthwhile is the influence of actively promoting
research in autonomous learning contexts on the decreasingly
clear-cut roles of learners and teachers. In the film industry the
word ‘action’ is used by directors when starting to film a new
scene. Similarly, this edited e-book also materialises a ‘new
scene’ in the field of practitioner research and learner autonomy
and creates a destination for the many action researchers out
there. We hope that the chapters in this volume do not only make
you reflect but also encourage you to initiate your own research
and start a new scene.

Antwerp, Berlin, Karlsruhe and
Warwick 2018
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 2.
Ten Golden Rules for Successful Language Acquisition in an
Autonomous Learning Environment

Leni Dam, University College,
Copenhagen, Denmark

Lienhard Legenhausen, University
of Münster, Germany






The following ten golden rules
for successfully acquiring a foreign language are based on many
years of experience with developing learner autonomy primarily in
Leni Dam’s classes. They should provide the answers to frequently
asked questions by teachers in PRESET and INSET courses aiming at
the development of language learner autonomy, such as:

• How do you get learners to
speak English when they are working in groups?

• How do they learn the words
needed?

• What about grammar?

• What about pronunciation?

That autonomous learners develop
an excellent communicative competence is convincingly proved by the
LAALE research project, in which the linguistic development of one
of Leni Dam’s classes (cf. Dam 1995, 1998) was systematically
observed over a period of four years. LAALE stands for Language
Acquisition in an Autonomous Learning Environment, the results
of which are published in Little, Dam, and Legenhausen (2017).

It is essential to stress that
the 10 rules are interwoven and interdependent and that they
together are prerequisites for successful language
acquisition.

1. Beware of the fact that all
learning starts out from what the learners already know

New knowledge can only be
constructed by the learners on the basis of their existing
knowledge. This pedagogical insight has been repeated again and
again over the past many decades by educational psychologists like
David Ausubel (cf. 1968), educationists like Douglas Barnes (cf.
1976), and it is one of the basic tenets of constructionism.
However, the consequences of this insight for the organization of
foreign language teaching and learning in the traditional FL
classroom can rarely be observed. By contrast, this insight is
fundamental for the organization and set-up of the autonomy
classroom. Furthermore, building on the learners’ existing
knowledge allows learners to bring their interests, abilities and
strengths, experiences and aspirations, in short, their identities
to bear on the learning process.

2. The learning environment must
be an arena for authentic social interactions

The autonomy classroom is not
based on a ‘suspension of disbelief’ in which do-as-if procedures
dominate, but an arena for authentic social interactions, where
learners identify with the goal to become better at learning the
language. If the learning processes become learning content and if
learners can go about the learning process in a self-determined
manner, then this means that the evolving interactions can be said
to be authentic. Authentic social interactions imply that the
communication is authentic as well. Learners speak as themselves,
since they identify with what they are doing and saying.

3. Allow learners to make use of
their mother tongue (L1) when their L2 competence does not
suffice

Being allowed to make use of the
L1 in the FL classroom runs counter to many methodologies for which
a monolinguistic approach is considered essential from the very
beginning of L2 learning. However, this is not the case in the
autonomy classroom. On the contrary, here the learners are
requested and expected to exploit their existing communicative and
pragmatic competence, which includes L1 vocabulary. At beginners’
level, the learners’ use of L1 is moreover seen as an indispensable
tool for getting them to reflect on and evaluate what they are
doing. As these areas are examples of authentic language use, the
aim is to carry out these tasks in the L2 as soon as possible -
according to the individual learner’s L2 competence.

4. See to it that learners feel
secure and experience respect and trust

In order for learners to make
use of and develop not only their L2 competence but their full
learning potential this feature of the autonomy classroom is of
utmost importance. Learning a second language involves and brings
about a change in the learners’ identity and is thus often
accompanied by feelings of insecurity, sometimes even anxiety.
Conventional language classrooms are all too often perceived by
learners as face-threatening environments in which errors are
penalised, and test results decide on success or failure. By
contrast, the autonomy classroom is experienced as a safe learning
environment in which the learners’ self-esteem and self-confidence
will thrive and develop.

5. Make the language learning
process learning content

This seems to be the most
important distinguishing feature of the autonomy classroom. All
aspects of the learning undertaking–planning and evaluative
processes, learning outcomes, and their documentation–are reflected
upon and discussed, and thus become constitutive activities in the
autonomy classroom. Documenting their learning journey in logs
helps learners to monitor their learning process, and it makes
their learning process and progress visible to themselves. It is
also an authentic writing activity in its own right. In other
words, it is purposeful writing, and has a real audience as it
provides the necessary transparency for all stakeholders in the
undertaking, i.e. educational authorities, parents and the
teacher.

6. Get learners actively
involved in setting their own individual language learning
goals

When being in charge of their
own learning process, it is important that learners are supported
in setting up their own learning objectives in order to pursue
their individual linguistic goals. This implies that they exploit
the manoeuvring space provided by the curriculum to set out their
individual course of learning and outline corresponding sub-goals
for themselves. Questions such as ‘why do I learn English’ and ‘how
do I learn English’ at the beginning of a course are examples of
authentic language use. But, at the same time they raise the
learners’ awareness of what they are doing, and prepare them for
further planning and goal-setting.

7. Encourage peer support and
peer-tutoring

Language learning is essentially
a social process, and the autonomy classroom sets great store by
peer support and peer tutoring. One of the misunderstandings of the
autonomous approach is that learners work on their own (cf. Little
1991), and sometimes even without a teacher. Nothing could be
further from the truth. The social and verbal interaction between
learners is a basic requirement, and peers take on an important
role in what Vygotsky called the Zone of Proximal
Development. Peers pool their knowledge and thus learn from
each other. The results of learning in groups will always surpass
what individuals can do (cf. Hattie 2009).

8. Rely on ‘language learning is
language use’

The autonomous language learning
classroom is informed by the Interaction Hypothesis of
language acquisition, which boils down to the statement that
‘language learning is language use’. What is being claimed here is
that the underlying mechanisms of using the language authentically
and learning a language are basically the same (cf. Little 1995).
Learners need to be exposed to authentic input and have to interact
in partner and group work, because ‘out of this interaction
syntactic structures develop’ (Hatch 1978). The strong version of
communicative language learning reflects this claim: We do not
learn the language to use it, but we use the language to learn it
(cf. Howatt 1984).

9. Activities should allow for
all learners to take equally part in and profit from them –
permitting for differentiation and inclusion

This rule implies that the
activities undertaken in the autonomy classroom are of a general
and open nature –umbrella activities, as it were– where learners
can make their own choices according to their interests and
abilities, when working alone or in pair and group work. This
possibility for freedom of choice of tasks is one of the
cornerstones in the autonomy classroom. It caters for individual
language needs, supports differentiation, and is a prerequisite for
implementing educational inclusion.

10. Life-long learning

Set up a learning environment
which allows learners to bring their interests, abilities and
strengths, experiences and aspirations, in short, their identities
to bear on the learning process. This also implies a learning
environment in which the basic principles become transferable to
other realms of life, and which thus promotes life-long
learning.
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 3.
Action Research and Language Learner Autonomy: An Exploratory
Journey

Christian Ludwig, University of
Education Karlsruhe, Germany

This paper presents a brief
summary of my talk at the local LASIG conference in Antwerp in 2016
with some additions. It is divided into three major parts: in the
first part I briefly elaborate on the concept of learner autonomy,
focusing primarily on the collaborative dimension of the approach.
Following this, I discuss the concept of action research and
conclude by very briefly shedding light on some of the basic
considerations regarding the multifaceted role of action research
in the autonomous classroom.

Since Henri Holec’s seminal
definition of the concept in 1979 (1981) as the ‘readiness of the
learner to take charge of one’s own learning’, foreign language
learner autonomy has been introduced in language and self-access
centres worldwide, and supported, for instance, through language
advising (for more recent examples see e.g., Ludwig & Mynard
2012; Kato & Mynard 2016; Nicolaides & Magno e Silva 2017:
183-336; Jiménez Raya, Martos, & Tassinari 2017). In the more
recent past, learner autonomy also has been increasingly defined as
a central issue in many curricula and foreign language learning
programmes. Educational authorities worldwide uphold the idea that
developing students’ foreign language autonomy is a prerequisite as
well as a goal of learning a foreign language. My understanding of
learner autonomy is primarily identical to the one presented by Dam
and Legenhausen (this volume). However, there is one dimension of
the approach which I would like to highlight for the purpose of
this article as it is indispensable for scrutinising the complex
ways in which (action) research can be conducive to the development
of learner autonomy and vice versa. In contrast to the still
existing misbelief that learner autonomy is only a matter of
learning on one’s own (as concepts such as learner independence or
self-directed learning may imply) it is a truly cooperative and
collaborative endeavour (as a matter of fact the IATEFL Learner
Autonomy Special Interest Group which co-organised the local event
from which the present volume evolved, was for many years called
the Learner Independence SIG). This becomes clearer when looking at
the following rationale of learner autonomy known as the Bergen
definition:

Learner autonomy is
characterised by a readiness to take charge of one’s own learning
in the service of one’s needs and purposes. This entails a capacity
and willingness to act independently and in co-operation with
others, as a social, responsible person. An autonomous learner is
an active participant in the social processes of learning, but also
an active interpreter of new information in terms of what she/he
already and uniquely knows. (Dam, Eriksson, Little, Miliander,
& Trebbi 1990: 102)

According to this definition,
becoming more autonomous is an inherently social process. The
recently growing interest in the social dimension (cf. e.g., Murray
2014) of autonomous learning processes, especially in the light of
the increasing use of digital media and the opportunities they
provide for interactivity and interaction in different on- and
offline learning spaces (cf. Lamb & Murray 2017) might imply
that this is a more contemporary development. However,
collaboration, as is also illustrated by the previously cited
Bergen definition, has always been an integral part of many views
of foreign language learner autonomy. To mention one further
example also relevant to the discussion, Leni Dam’s model of an
autonomous classroom (cf. Dam 1995: 31) is based equally on
cooperation and collaboration among learners as well as between the
teacher and learners (see Little 1991; Dam 2003 for further
discussion). This appreciation of the cooperative character of the
autonomisation process is vital for understanding why autonomous
learning environments can be especially conducive to carrying out
action research and how action research in return can be a useful
tool for moving towards more autonomy in the classroom.

Before moving on to a more
in-depth discussion of this intricate relationship, I will briefly
discuss the main theoretical foundations of action research (for a
more detailed description of the action research cycles see Van de
Poel, this volume). There is a plethora of terms referring to
research conducted by practitioners in educational contexts such as
participatory research, collaborative inquiry, or emancipatory
research. Action research has moved to the forefront in the light
of increasing demands on teachers to participate in professional
development programmes and engage in curriculum and school
development. However, action research remains a fuzzy term. Action
research, as one type of practitioner research in education as we
know it today, goes back to the German-American psychologist Kurt
Lewin (1890–1947) and the British educational thinker Lawrence
Stenhouse (1926–1982). For both Lewin (cf. 1946) and Stenhouse
(1983), action research entails the investigation of implementation
(social action for Lewin and curriculum development for Stenhouse)
for changing this very practice. I refer here to Gilmore et al.’s
definition of action research according to which it

[...] aims to contribute both to
the practical concerns of people in an immediate problematic
situation and to further the goals of social science
simultaneously. Thus, there is a dual commitment in action research
to study a system and concurrently to collaborate with members of
the system in changing it in what is together regarded as a
desirable direction. Accomplishing this twin goal requires the
active collaboration of researcher and client, and thus it stresses
the importance of co-learning as a primary aspect of the research
process. (Gilmore et al. 1986: 161)

Gilmore et al. emphasise that
action research in education is a ‘systematic and intentional
inquiry carried out by teachers’ (Cochran-Smith & Lytle 1999:
3) in order to improve the situation in their immediate
environment. Moreover, action research is almost unanimously
regarded as a collaborative endeavour (cf. James, Milenkiewicz,
& Bucknam 2008), particularly if its goal is a school-wide
improvement. This is also emphasised by Watts (1985: 118) who
considers action research a collaborative task which is mutually
supportive for both the professional development of teachers as
well as for headmasters and teachers working to bring immediate
change to their environment. One last shade of the action research
conundrum which deserves further attention is the fact that the aim
of conducting action research is not to turn teachers into
researchers, but to support them in their development as teachers
by providing them with opportunities to try out ideas in reflective
practice and thus linking ‘theory and practice into the one whole:
ideas-in-action’ (Kemmis & McTaggart 1988: 5).

What is it that makes learner
autonomy and action research such ‘successful companions’? Before
looking at action research specifically, let us take a brief look
at the more general role of research on/for autonomy. In his
plenary talk at the local LASIG event in Graz, David Little (2017)
identified three different forms of research related to autonomous
practice: the first type concerns autonomous learning as, for
example, the LAALE project (cf. e.g., Legenhausen 2001, 2003; Dam,
Legenhausen, & Little 2017). This type of research investigates
the effects of gradually developing learners’ autonomy. Not least,
in order to prove the benefits for learning success. A second type
of autonomy-related research Little (2017) distinguished is
‘research that seeks to understand classroom practice by drawing on
theoretical concepts and empirical findings from a wide range of
disciplines’. Most interesting is the third type, namely action
research and ‘exploratory practice’ (cf. Hanks 2017 as cited in
Little 2017) which aims to help teachers explore their own practice
(see for example Burkert 2017, this volume).

The idea of learners as
researchers is not new (see Pinter this volume; Pinter, &
Zandian 2015). Learners can also be partners in their teacher’s
action research or even ‘independent’ action researchers as the
following elucidates. Using the example of one teacher in New
Zealand engaging in collaborative action research with her students
Nelson and Bishop (2013: 19) posit that ‘inviting learners into the
conversation about teaching and learning to improve [their]
practice and concrete responsive pedagogy’ can be a fruitful
endeavour for teachers. Dam (2017) goes a step further by
contending that learners can also be independent action researchers
of their own learning. She argues that in autonomous learning,
learners are involved in almost exactly the same cyclical phases of
planning, organizing, managing, and evaluating their learning as in
action research. Similar to more traditional action research
models, the cyclical phases outlined by Dam gradually support
learners in becoming more autonomous by constantly reflecting and
consequently informing their own practice. Identical to the New
Zealand case, this situation is collaborative as learners support
each other as well as the teacher in being action researchers. In
addition, the learners’ logbooks, Dam (2017) argues, serve as a
valuable source of insight for the teacher’s own action research
(see also Bradley this volume).

The aim of this short summary
paper was to shed some light on the intricate relationship between
learner autonomy and action research. Both of which, as I hope to
have shown, are truly cooperative and collaborative endeavours. The
call for bridging the gap between theory and practice/teacher and
researcher (van Lier 1988: 27) is getting louder. One possible
answer to this is to encourage teachers to understand their
learners better by means of classroom research (Allwright &
Bailey 1991: 197). However, it is important to note that action
research is not restricted to the teacher, but can also extend to
the learners (see Pinter this volume). Instead of being mere
objects of study, learners can collaborate with the teacher in
achieving his/her action research endeavours or can even research
their own learning through the lens of reflected learner
practice.

In order to facilitate action
research both by teachers and learners, it is vital that both
autonomy (cf. e.g., Jiménez Raya & Vieira 2015) and action
research, preferably in a combined way, are integrated into
teacher-education programmes to train (future) teachers in the
methods of conducting research and analysing their data. In the
long run, this can facilitate effective research and contribute to
our understanding of autonomy as more than a distant Fata Morgana
on the horizon of foreign language education in the 21st
century.
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 4.
Action Research for Learner Autonomy in situ: From Idea to
Dissemination

Kris Van de Poel, University of
Antwerp, Belgium

Workshop at LASIG 2016
Antwerp

This contribution reflects one
of the workshops held on the first morning of the 2016 LASIG
action-research conference in Antwerp. In true workshop fashion my
PowerPoint presentation was meant to intellectually tickle the
audience and spark off genuine interaction (after all the title of
the conference contained the meaningful phrase in action).
Since this was an introductory workshop in more than one sense,
i.e. it was held at the start of a two-day event and at the same
time it was meant to get everyone on the same page with respect to
definitions, thematic issues and conference objectives and outcome,
my contribution can be no more than introductory. After listening
to the recording made by one of the participant researchers and
transcribed for me by a South African colleague*, I can confirm
that the workshop was a sparkling occurrence. However, I also have
to conclude that for the present medium a full-blown transcript
would not work and I have therefore decided to share a few of my
annotated slides containing some bold and not so bold reflections
on the nature of action research applied to the area of learner
autonomy. Given my personal background, the learning envisaged here
is foreign language learning. Because of the context for which and
through which these thoughts have been generated, they have
multiple authorship and I would like to gratefully acknowledge the
participants’ input, which will remain anonymous (but all
shortcomings remain mine). At the time, these statements provided
an interesting basis for setting the scene. I therefore hope that
they may inspire the current readership as well.

1. From practice to theory and
back

Applied linguistics, following
the definitions of both Alan Davies (1999) and David Crystal
(2003), critically studies language behaviour and the problems
arising from it embedded in their social context. From there it
develops systematic reflections and insights as well as proposes an
array of potential solutions on the basis of which the stakeholders
in their social context (can) take action. Action research in
language learning shares these foundations of critically studying
behavioural phenomena (often ‘problems’) in their social (often
educational) context with the aim to impact the action or problem
being studied (e.g. learner autonomy).

Fostering learner autonomy in
language learning contexts is a challenge. Learner autonomy is not
a given nor a static entity, but a dynamic process for all
involved. Thus it proves to be an ideal topic for applied
linguistic action research.

It is almost commonplace
nowadays to claim that it is beneficial for participants to take a
step back from their teaching and learning and try to capture the
essence of its efficiency, effectiveness, impact, sustainability
and usability. For the teacher it can be rewarding to review what
is actually happening and feed these observations back into
practice while at the same time gaining awareness of their own
learning and teaching process. For both
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