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1. Preface




Leni Dam and Lienhard Legenhausen

 

The 14th Nordic Conference on Developing
Learner Autonomy in Language Learning and Teaching – Young learners
and language learner autonomy – practice, teacher education,
research, continued the series of workshops on learner autonomy, which started
in Køge, south of Copenhagen, in 1986.

The event took place in Hanover in the
beautiful surroundings of the Leibniz Universität Hannover, kindly
and very efficiently hosted by Klaus Schwienhorst, and supported by
his colleague Joy Ramos-Gonzalez and other team members. As in the
previous Nordic workshops, the basic aim was bring together a
limited number of practitioners (by invitation) who in one way or
another are involved in the development of learner autonomy and who
are prepared to take an active role in the procedures.

The purpose of this
workshop, as
was the case with the former workshops, was: “To bring together
teachers, teacher educators and research workers to review and
discuss classroom experience and on this basis to

 


- discuss the notion of learner autonomy in
language learning, its theoretical, practical and philosophical
foundations

- discuss conditions for promoting learner
autonomy and critical awareness

- suggest kinds of research needed to
elucidate and concretise the various aspects of learner
autonomy

- share experiences and concepts on an
international basis and establish a network of inter-Nordic
cooperation for the dissemination of ideas and research-based
innovation.”

(Gerd Gabrielsen, Copenhagen, July 1986, in
her introduction to the first report in 1986.)

 

As can be seen from the content of this
report, the 14th Nordic Workshop more than achieved
these aims!

In addition to the various pre-planned
inputs of the conference, workshops run according to the World Café
principle gave ample scope for heated and interesting discussions.
The social events – inside and outside the venue, including social
– and at times - wild dancing, added to an extremely pleasant
overall atmosphere.

The present list of participants makes
obvious that by now – after the first workshop in Køge in Denmark –
we have moved away from a network of “only” Inter-Nordic
cooperation to a network of mainly European participants – a
tendency that started quite early in the series of workshops. This
development is due to the fact that small networks around
participants of the workshops have developed. When this has been
the case, one or two ‘new’ colleagues have been invited on
condition that they would report back to their network.

One of the items on the agenda in Hanover
was “Where
to go from here: Practice and research plans. We know that even though we all
were full of good intentions and determined to “do” something when
writing down ‘action plans’, we also know that once back to
“normal” life with all its duties, it is often difficult to carry
out enthusiastic plans. However, it is without doubt due to Klaus’s
and Joy’s great work with catching up on these plans that this
report contains examples of ‘next steps’ – ensuring that the aims
as well as the spirit for the Nordic Workshops expressed in 1986
will continue!

It is therefore a pleasure to be able to
announce that Carmen Becker has offered to be in charge of the
15th Nordic Workshop in Germany, in October
2023. (See section 12 of this volume.)

Finally, once again we want to thank Klaus
and his helpers for making this event the success it was and last
but not least for producing this report!

 


Leni Dam and Lienhard Legenhausen, 2022.


 


2. Conference Program

 

14th Nordic Workshop on Developing Learner
Autonomy in Language Learning and Teaching, Königlicher Pferdestall,
Appelstraße 7, 30167 Hannover

21-23 August 2019.

 

Wednesday, 21 August

 

19.00 Dinner and pre-conference
get-together

 

Thursday, 22 August

 

9:00 Doors open, registration and coffee

9:30 Opening of workshop

10:00 Short plenaries: Institutionalised
autonomy

 

Leni Dam: Making space for autonomy in an
institutionalised environment: The past, the present, the
future

 

Christian Ludwig & Anja
Burkert: Developing learner autonomy in higher education classrooms:
theory and examples of practice

 

11:00 Coffee break

 

11:30 LLA Development: World Café (four
groups) Round 1

 

12:30 Lunch break

 

13:30 Short presentations:
Institutionalised autonomy

 


Yoshio Nakai: Learner autonomy mediated by a social
networking site for Japanese novel readers

 

Maria Ansede: Looking for the ideal classroom to
work in an autonomous language learning

 

Short presentations:
Learning spaces

 


Ewa Wapinska: Exploring spaces for learner and
teacher autonomy in an institutionalised environment

 

José Luis Vera-Batista:
Peer observation:
Observe and be observed as another enrichment of LA

 

14:30 LLA Development: World Café (four
groups) Round 2

 

15:30 Coffee break

 

16:00 LLA Development: World Café (four
groups) Round 3

 

17:00 Distributing dots (most important
ideas)/ Evaluation of day/ Planning Friday

 

19:00 Dinner

 

Friday 23rd August

 

9:00 Short plenaries: Learning spaces

 

Jo Mynard: Autonomy-supportive self-access learning:
Meeting the needs of our students

 

Carmen Becker & Annika
Albrecht: Breaking boundaries: A physical and social landscape for
learner autonomy

 

10:00 Coffee break

 

10:30 LLA Development: World Café (four
groups) Round 4

 

11:30 Creating your own action plan as a
poster

 

12:30 Lunch break

 

13:30 Action plan poster presentations/
LLA Development round-up

 

14:30 Conference ends / round-up

 

15:00 Farewell coffee

 

Post workshop: Individual action plans are to be
posted on blog or other website LLA Development results are
collected and formatted
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3. Plenaries



 


Making
Space for Autonomy in an Institutional Environment: The Past, the
Present, and the Future

 

Leni Dam

Karlslunde, Denmark

 

Making space for autonomy in an
institutional environment has been a challenge ever since Henry
Holec introduced the notion of learner autonomy (LA) with reference
to adult learners in the late 1970s (Holec, 1981). At the same
time, the issue has been dealt with extensively in educational
discussion and the learner autonomy literature.

Making space for learner autonomy can of
course be understood literally and can be concerned with the
physical environment of a particular institution. For example: Does
an autonomous language learning classroom need a special setting or
arrangement? Does it allow for individual as well as group work?
Does it have space for whole group sessions (‘together
time’)? In my
view, though, making space for autonomy is rather a matter of
facilitating and supporting the process of developing learner
autonomy. A well-designed physical environment might of course
support this. However, the biggest hurdle is not a physical one. It
is a matter of the attitude to change and innovation on the part of
the participants in the teaching/learning process, teachers,
students and parents. Also important is the attitude of colleagues,
school leaders and the school board to a move from a
teacher-focused teaching environment to a learning-focused learning
environment.

I have looked at the hurdles of the latter
type that I and other teachers were confronted with in the 1980s
and ’90s (the past), and I have compared these hurdles to the challenges that
teachers and teachers-to-be face today (the present) when they want to take steps
towards language learner autonomy (LLA) in an institutionalised
environment. My examples show that the obstacles encountered when
moving from one type of educational setting to another are very
much the same today as they were in the 1980s. Based on these
examples, I will suggest some fundamental principles that are
necessary to follow in order to make space for autonomy in an
institutional environment (the future).

 

The Past

 

My Own Story

Until 1973, classes in the Danish
secondary school system were streamed after the
7th grade (13-14-year-olds) into an academic
track (b-level) and an ordinary track (a-level). At that time, I
had a 7th grade class in English and Maths. Two
girls in the class – a very bright one and a weak one – worked very
well together and helped each other in English as well as in Maths.
According to the existing school law, they would be allocated to
different tracks in the 8th grade. Mind you, this was on the basis
of decisions made by their teachers! What could I do?

In June 1973, a new paragraph in the
Danish school law made it possible – as an experiment – to keep a
7th grade un-streamed in their
8th and 9th grades. This was the so-called ‘experiment
paragraph’:

 


§ 64: “A school can apply for un-streamed
teaching in the 8th and 9th grades in the subjects English and Maths as an
experiment. The experiment will be followed by the special
department for experiments of the Ministry of Education. Thorough
documentation of the experiment will be required.”

 


With the support of my students, their
parents and
the headmaster, I applied for permission to undertake the
experiment. The ministry approved my application without further
ado, but I had to fight hard with the local school board, where
parents – not ‘my parents’ – were represented. I also had problems
with the National Teachers’ Union, who demanded additional
resources for teachers undertaking the experiment. The concern of
the school board was: What would happen to the more gifted students
if they had to progress as the same pace as the weaker ones? Would
they learn enough? Would they do themselves justice in the final
exams? The Union’s demands for members undertaking un-streamed
teaching were: more materials, two teachers in every lesson and
more time for preparation. These are of course demands that every
class and every teacher will benefit from at any level.
Unfortunately, they were never met. After much argument and tough
discussion, the board accepted my application, probably because I
didn’t ask for any additional resources – and consequently wasn’t
given any! Needless to say, I was not a popular member of the union
after that! But in August 1973 my experiment with un-streamed
classes began.

 

Problems Encountered When Implementing
Learner Autonomy

Examples of hurdles and challenges
encountered when experimenting with un-streamed classes, i.e.,
developing LLA these first years, are taken from two sources. The
first is the report of the very first Nordic Workshop, held in Køge
in 1986. There I gave a talk entitled ‘Problems encountered in
implementing learner autonomy’ (Dam, 1986). It is an account of my
own problems in the first years, attempting to get my learners
actively involved in their own learning:

 

- Getting my students to ask ‘why.’

- Remembering myself to ask ‘why.’

- Getting the students to take
decisions.

- Getting the students to accept
responsibility for their decisions.

- Respecting the students’ right to make
‘wrong’ decisions – and to learn from them.

- Finding the best way to support my
students in their choices.

- Becoming better at listening to / hearing /
understanding what the pupils were (really) saying.

- Fostering mutual respect between students
and teacher.

- Facilitating group work among students who
have never worked in groups before.

- Finding ‘the best way’ of supporting
students’ needs to keep track of the work they have done and
progress they have made.

- Spending too much time on one ‘problem’ at
the cost of other ‘problems.’

 


These were the problems I could think of
when asked in 1986. No doubt many of them derived from the fact
that I had to get used to my new role as teacher, e.g., by really
listening to what the learners had to say and by focusing on
creating an atmosphere of trust and respect. My problems may differ
slightly from those mentioned by teachers today, but I would argue
that the problems I encountered then are the problems facing any
teacher when she
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