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 Dedication

 


Este libro se
lo dedico especialmente a mi madre, Esperanza, a mi hermano, Mateo,
a mi padre adoptivo, Tony, y a mi prima, Sandra.


 About This Book: Series
Editor’s Preface

 


This engaging
and original book is set at a university context in Trinidad and
Tobago. It is book number 11 in the Autonomous Language Learning
series and is the first one that unpacks one study in detail. Diego
Mideros explores sociocultural elements and conditions that enable
individuals in his study to see themselves as autonomous learners
in formal educational settings. Mideros has used an in-depth
Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis to bring the stories of
students majoring in Spanish at university to life. He focuses on
social dimensions of language learner autonomy in order to
understand their autonomy and agency. By reading this book, we can
have a better understanding of the contextual and sociocultural
teaching and learning practices which are conducive to students
constructing the identity of autonomous language learners.

Working with
data provided by 30 participants, all Spanish majors at a
university in Trinidad and Tobago, Mideros explores identity and
autonomy in depth. We learn that some students saw themselves as
autonomous learners and they were able to easily converse with
native speakers of Spanish. Other students were fairly satisfied
with their language level, but felt they were not living up to
their potential. Other participants were not at all satisfied with
their language despite years of studying Spanish. Unpacking their
stories was guided by the following questions:

 


• How do students describe their approaches to studying Spanish
in a specialist university degree programme? And what do those
approaches suggest about their autonomy?

• What can students’ previous lived experiences tell us about
their sociocultural context for L2 learning and the development and
exercise of autonomy?

 


I believe that
this book will be a valuable resource for teachers and researchers
interested in qualitative research and the study of autonomy in
language learning. The book provides tools and ideas for
investigating students’ past school experiences that could explain
their agency, identity and readiness for autonomy.

 


Jo Mynard,
December 2021
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 CHAPTER 1

 


Exploring
‘Autonomy as a Universal Human Capacity’ in Trinidad and Tobago

 


…our research effort, both theoretical and empirical, should
centrally concern itself with firstly autonomy as a general human
behavioural capacity – what it is, where it comes from, how it
develops, and so on – and secondly the relation between social
knowledge systems and the discourse by which learning is mediated.
(Little, 1999, p. 17)

 


It is only by
understanding the histories and lived experiences of language
learners that the language teacher can create conditions that will
facilitate social interaction both in the classroom and in the
wider community, and help learners claim the right to speak.
(Norton, 2000, p. 142)

 


As a language
teacher, I used to have preconceived ideas about autonomous
language learners. I used to label a student as autonomous based on
“gut feelings” or certain “behaviours” I observed that led me to
believe “she or he is an autonomous learner.” However, my journey
researching students’ past learning lived experiences as students
of Spanish as a foreign language (L2) has broadened my
understanding of autonomy in language learning. In this book, I
illustrate how I went about exploring “autonomy as a universal
human capacity” (Little, 2020, p. 42) as Little (1999) encouraged
researchers to investigate two decades ago. Two decades later,
Little continues to stress that autonomy is a universal human
capacity:

 


Autonomous
behaviour is the goal of all developmental learning. (…) Autonomy
is not only the outcome of developmental learning, however; it is
also fundamental to its process. (…) autonomy is not the preserve
of an intellectual elite. It is part of being human to think about
thinking and to have beliefs about beliefs. (Little, 2020, pp.
39-40)

 


My exploration
of autonomy as a universal human capacity took place in an
underrepresented region in the autonomy literature, the
English-speaking Caribbean, more specifically in Trinidad and
Tobago. Through the exploration of university students’ past lived
experiences studying Spanish, I describe in this book how a group
of advanced students of Spanish constructed their identities as
autonomous language learners. In my exploration, I found three
groups of students. Group 1 comprised students who saw themselves
as autonomous learners because they were able to speak with native
speakers and carry on a conversation in Spanish. Group 2 comprised
students who were fairly satisfied with their language level; their
identity as autonomous learners was constructed around their
academic achievements. Group 3 comprised students who were not
satisfied with their language level and had not achieved an
imagined level of proficiency after years of studying Spanish.
Students in group 3 imagined themselves being able to speak the
language more proficiently. These three groups of students were all
in the same advanced Spanish class at the university and were all
Spanish majors.

My task was to
explore the origin of these constructed identities and to find out
why the first group of students did indeed see themselves as
autonomous language learners. That is how I decided to follow
Norton’s (2000) suggestion and investigate my students’ past
histories and lived experiences in order to learn where those
constructed identities come from. Furthermore, by exploring my
students’ lived experiences studying Spanish, I got valuable
information about “social knowledge systems and the discourse by
which learning is mediated” (Little, 1999, p. 17) in the
sociocultural context of Trinidad and Tobago. In this book, I look
at autonomy as described by the students themselves and their lived
experiences. I illustrate how students’ past learning and lived
experiences have enabled them to construct the identity of an
autonomous language learner (or not). In looking at students’ lived
experiences, I pay particular attention to sociocultural factors
that may have enabled or constrained the development of autonomy in
my students.

My exploration
of autonomy has been social in nature. I view language learning as
a fundamentally social undertaking and I see my students as social
beings immersed in their particular social realities that affect
their understanding of themselves as L2 learners. My interest in
autonomy as a universal human capacity led me to become interested
in exploring the “socio-cultural factors that give those capacities
–autonomy as a human behavioural capacity– their distinctive
characteristics from one context to another” (Little, 1999, p.
17-18). Benson (2011, p. 240) further argues that:

 


[t]he nature
of autonomy and the characteristics of the autonomous learner
remain matters for research and debate. We still know relatively
little about the ways in which practices associated with autonomy
work to foster autonomy, alone or in combination, or about the
contextual factors that influence their effectiveness.

 


It is
precisely the situated context of learning that I find intriguing
to explore what contextual and sociocultural teaching and learning
practices are conducive for learners to construct the identity of
an autonomous language learner.

 


The Social
Dimensions of Learner Autonomy in Formal Educational Settings

I am mostly
interested in exploring the social dimensions of learner autonomy,
that is, the sociocultural elements and conditions that enable
individuals to see themselves as autonomous learners in formal
educational settings. In my exploration, it is the students
themselves who determine whether or not they perceive themselves as
autonomous. But such perception does not come from a void; it is an
identity that has been constructed based on previous learning
experiences situated and framed in particular social circumstances.
Hence my interest in diving deep into the social elements of
learner autonomy and L2 learning. However, my views and gut
feelings must be informed and supported by what other autonomy
advocates have unveiled in the past. I will devote some space to a
brief discussion of the meaning of learner autonomy and what social
elements I can borrow to broaden my understanding of my students’
autonomy.

Naturally, I shall begin with Holec (1981), who was the first
to define autonomy in language learning as “the ability to take
charge of one’s own learning” (p. 3). According to Holec,
autonomous learners should be able to make decisions about their
learning such as, setting the objectives of what to learn, choosing
the content and the pace of learning, selecting appropriate methods
and strategies, monitoring progress, and evaluating what has been
learned. Another popular definition is that of Little (1991), who
defines autonomy as a “capacity
- for detachment, critical reflection, decision
making, and independent action” (p. 4) (emphasis in original).
Benson (2011) argues that “[i]f we wish to describe autonomy in
language learning in more detail, therefore, we will need to say
more about what ‘taking charge’ or ‘taking responsibility’ means in
the context of language learning” (p. 58). He contends that the
construct of “control” is more open to empirical investigation and
defines autonomy as “the capacity to take control over learning”
(Benson, 2011, p. 61).

The
definitions above are undoubtedly useful and give us clear ideas of
what autonomy entails. At the core of autonomy is the individual
learner, and as a field, most of the attention has centred on the
learner. We can all agree that it is wrong to view learner autonomy
as a merely individualistic endeavour or to picture an individual
learning in complete isolation. After all, we have come to
understand that interdependence is an integral part of learner
autonomy and also that autonomy does not mean learning without a
teacher (Little, 1991). However, it is also true that the field of
autonomy has often drifted in and out between the social and the
individual (Benson, 2013), but such drifts have simply enriched and
added layers and perspectives to our understanding of it. My
exploration is explicitly social, and while I acknowledge the value
of studies and findings that have focused on individual factors, I
openly take a social stand.

My quest to
find more social ways of viewing and understanding autonomy led me
to find some exciting social ideas that spoke to me and to my
project. Given her extensive experience promoting learner autonomy
in the classroom, Dam (1995) defines both learner autonomy and the
autonomous learner. I find her definition of the autonomous learner
insightful, which she describes as “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, 1995, p. 2). Key terms in this definition are active and
social processes of learning. I share the view that autonomous
learners are fundamentally active and responsible learners situated
in particular social contexts.

Another
conceptualisation of autonomy that captured my attention was that
of Toohey and Norton (2003), who invite us to “understand
‘autonomy’ not so much as individualized performance but as
socially oriented agency” (p. 59). In their view, learner autonomy
should entail enabling individuals to participate more actively in
communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Toohey and
Norton’s work takes the social circumstances, possibilities, and
constraints that exist in different communities into account, and
examines what may enable or hinder learners’ participation. In
other words, we should consider social circumstances that are
beyond the individual learner’s control in our quest to further
promote, understand, and theorise learner autonomy.

The last
conceptualisation of autonomy that feeds my exploration comes from
Murray et al. (2014), who propose that “[t]hrough the exercise of
agency, autonomy is an enacted phenomenon encompassing a network of
practices” (2014, p. 97). Understanding autonomy as an enacted
phenomenon means that autonomy is directly linked to action,
actions that autonomous learners take to engage with the language
and to enhance their learning process. Undoubtedly, such language
learning actions are necessarily socially situated, which explains
the use of agency in their conceptualisation.

Interestingly,
agency is an explicit component in two of the three
conceptualisations I presented above (Murray et al., 2014; Toohey
& Norton, 2003). I view agency as a valuable addition to our
efforts to explore and understand autonomy because of its
sociocultural nature. In recent times autonomy and agency have been
associated with one another in the L2 learning literature (Dufva
& Aro, 2015; Huang & Benson, 2013; Murray et al., 2011; van
Lier, 2008). In the next section, I discuss agency and how it
enhances my exploration of autonomy.

 


Autonomy and
Agency

Agency’s
working definition comes from Ahearn (2001), who proposes that
“[a]gency refers to the socioculturally mediated capacity to act”
(p. 112). This definition is often criticised for its vagueness as
to what sociocultural mediation means (van Lier, 2008). However, I
believe that it provides some ground to understand that human
actions are always linked to sociocultural circumstances;
individuals do not act in a void or merely instinctively; most
actions take place within the realm of sociocultural possibilities.
In this sense, I find Lantolf and Pavlenko’s (2001) words on agency
enlightening when they argue that “agency is never a property of
the individual but a relationship that is constantly constructed
and renegotiated with those around the individual and with society
at large” (p. 148). Furthermore, Lantolf and Pavlenko (2001) view
learners as agents whose actions are closely connected to
significance:

 


As agents, learners actively engage in constructing the terms
and conditions of their own learning. (...) human agency is about
more than performance, or doing; it is intimately linked to
significance. That is, things and events matter to people – their
actions have meanings and interpretations. It is agency that links
motivation (…) to action and defines a myriad of paths taken by
learners. Agency, in turn is socially constructed and is part of a
person’s habitus…”
(Lantolf & Pavlenko, 2001, pp. 145-46)

 


My interest in
agency comes from the strong sociocultural component it adds to the
discussion of L2 learning. I am drawn to sociocultural perspectives
and how they help us as teachers to view and understand our
individual learners as social beings. L2 researchers interested in
agency have stressed the different power relations present in
various social discourses. Block (2015), for example, argues that
more attention should be given to society as a macro structure
since this can provide a bigger picture beyond the exploration of
individual development. L2 learners cannot be viewed apart from the
power structures that could enable or constrain their possibilities
for action. Vitanova et al. (2015) provide a compelling explanation
of the value that sociocultural perspectives add to language
learning research:

 


Sociocultural
perspectives have been proposed as an alternative to other
approaches of the self exactly because of their focus on the
complex interactions between individuals and communities on the one
hand, and human cognition and experiences on the other. (...) Very
much like cognition, which is understood to be socially mediated,
agency is too regarded as developing in relation to social groups,
not as a property of individuals. Language itself, as one of the
key mediational means along with the process of language learning,
is regarded as intrinsically social as well. (Vitanova et al.,
2015, p. 3)

 


Given its interdependent nature, we can also agree that
autonomy develops in interaction with others and has both
individual and social dimensions, which brings me back to how
autonomy and agency are viewed together. Huang and Benson (2013)
situate autonomy as a broader construct than agency. Based on
researchers such as Norton and Toohey (2003) and Toohey (2007) who
have incorporated agency into their conceptualisations of autonomy,
they suggest that “[b]ringing the concept of agency into the
discussion of autonomy, may thus help us better understand autonomy
and agency in practice through examining real-life, ordinary
events” (Huang & Benson, 2013, p. 16). They argue that
unsystematic actions such as studying a few nights before an exam
do not count as autonomy. “Autonomy implies not only the
attempt to take control
of one’s own learning from time to time, but also the capacity to
do this systematically and effectively in terms of self-determined
goals and purposes” (Benson, 2011, p. 91) (emphasis in original).
Based on his research, Huang (2011) indicates that “agency is more
concrete, specific and observable, while autonomy is a capacity
that
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