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 Foreword
by Carmel Mary Coonan






When Marcella
Menegale asked me to write a brief foreword to this volume I was
immediately interested as the topic that the volume deals with is
so ‘ordinarily’ important. Who does not want to promote ‘autonomy’
in their learners? Nobody would say no. But really, do we know what
it actually is?

Two real-life
examples might highlight some
of the aspects. A twelve-year old picks up a bit of Japanese by listening
(and reading the subtitles in Italian) to a specific Japanese
cartoon (he doesn’t miss an installment) that is posted on the
internet every week. One day, on seeing a Japanese couple below his
bedroom window feeding their baby, he ‘dares’ to say a couple of
the learnt expressions to see the effect (only to withdraw rapidly
behind the curtains afraid to see their reaction). In all this, the
boy has demonstrated a degree of autonomy, meaning by this
independence in choosing to listen to the all-absorbing cartoon, in
taking note of ‘memorable’ expressions and in taking the initiative
to ‘use’ them.

An infant school child, who has
been ‘exposed’, to a small degree, to English as a foreign language
in play-like activities without actually being taught the language, one day says to his
teacher “Have you finished?” By saying so the child demonstrates
autonomy in various ways: he speaks of his own accord (he has not
been asked to speak), he uses the expression during non-English
focused activities, he uses an expression that no-one has actually
taught him, he uses the expression for a particular communicative
purpose and he ‘bends’ what he knows for this particular purpose.
He has acquired the expression from his teacher in the form of a
chunk and he knows what it means. But in fact, he doesn’t want to
ask the question “Have you finished?” but rather to say to the
teacher, as he hands in his work, that he has finished. The child
has moved autonomously, he has used the little language he knows to
communicate and he has used strategies to compensate for this, to
achieve his goal.

These two examples, which involve
out-of-school language activities and in-school language activities
respectively, highlight different aspects of autonomy in foreign
language learning: for example, we can see such things as drive,
curiosity, self-direction, self-confidence, independence, courage,
motivation all at work at the same time. And, above all, the child
is in control, he decides.

Though seemingly simple, autonomy is a
multifaceted and complex construct, so much so that often, in
practice, no more than lip service is paid to the issue. Yet today,
it is invested with a particular urgency on account of society’s
focus on lifelong learning and learning to learn.

Autonomy in learning captures one of the
most problematical variables for most education systems. It relates
to general educational goals, and school systems and educational
policies must find answers to such questions as: how can autonomy
be promoted by the school, the teacher and the single school
subjects? Why is it so difficult to promote? In particular, why is
it so important in relation to foreign language teaching and
learning?

The volume has taken on board
the complexity of the field by exploring and reflecting on many of
these issues. The volume contains contributions by some of the most
renowned experts in the field of Autonomy and related areas such as
David Little, Leni Dam, Anna Uhl Chamot, Lienhard Legenhausen,
Luciano Mariani among others, and includes other researchers and
practitioners from diverse countries in Europe and beyond. Their reflections
provide a relevant contribution to the advancement of knowledge and
expertise in the diverse areas related to the field of autonomy in
foreign language learning.

As such, therefore, I feel confident to say
that it is a timely contribution to an area that needs considerable
attention.




Carmel Mary Coonan
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 Introduction by Marcella
Menegale

 


Studies in learner strategies,
motivation and attitude toward language learning have always found
systematic attention in the field of second language acquisition
and, in particular, in second language classroom research.
In recent years, the need to be prepared to
interact, live and succeed in a globalized world is especially
relevant. Being immersed in technologically enhanced multimedia
contexts, which make globalization approachable to almost anyone,
has opened new domains of research in language learning.
In all this, Learner
Autonomy, with its focus on learner reflection and taking
responsibility for one’s own learning processes, is an aspect more
and more frequently recurring.

The main idea which
relates to the
concept of Learner Autonomy is that if pupils are involved in
decision-making processes regarding their own language competence,
they are likely to be more enthusiastic about learning and, as a
consequence, new language knowledge can be more focused and
purposeful for them. Since Holec (1981: 3) provided his first
definition, more than thirty years have passed, dozens of books have
been written, and hundreds of studies have been conducted.
Nonetheless, the term ‘Learner Autonomy’ is still producing considerable
controversy, up to the point that both linguists and
educationalists have failed to reach a consensus as to what
autonomy really is. What seems generally acknowledged is that its
development in language classrooms depends on pupils being involved
in making decisions about their own learning and that this process
calls for a change in student and teacher roles, and
for a transfer of
certain responsibilities from the teacher to the learner. However,
how to facilitate this process can still cause perplexities or lead
to misinterpretations, as Little notes:

 


Stories abound of teachers who, inspired by
the ideal of learner autonomy, have interpreted this argument too
literally, telling their learners that it is now up to them to be
responsible for their learning and withdrawing to a corner of the
classroom in order to manage the resources that will magically
facilitate 30 or more individual learning processes. When nothing
happens the teacher usually concludes that autonomy does not work
(Little 1995: 178).

 


These are clearly cases of error
of concept transfer from learning theory to teaching practice, two
operational levels which still need to be combined to a greater
extent and degree. Indeed, as many experts in the field have said (Little 1995;
Dam 2002; Smith 2003; La Ganza 2008; Lamb and Reinders 2008), it is
rather demanding for teachers to develop a sense of autonomy in
their students unless they have experienced it themselves either as
learners or in teacher training courses specifically oriented to an
exploratory and evaluative approach to learning and teaching.
However, being aware of the fact that the majority of school
systems around the world still base their pedagogy on the
traditional teacher-fronted transmission of knowledge, it can be
assumed that teachers have neither experienced Learner Autonomy
during their own school learning nor have they received specific
teacher training on it, even though Learner Autonomy is a regularly
recurring concept in worldwide school policy and
curriculum.

There is a clear argument
for a
persistent and unanimously desired aim: Getting learners actively
involved –
which is, not accidentally, the title of this collection of
essays.

Teachers require tools, strategies and suggestions to be able
to support students in becoming autonomous. The present Volume
seeks to contribute to provide such support for teachers through
empirical research and through experimental and successful
approaches to the development of language learner autonomy.
Moreover, the aim of
this Volume is to expand knowledge on research and action-research
on language learner autonomy, conceivably inspiring further
investigation into concepts intrinsically connected to this topic,
such as ‘motivation’, ‘self-efficacy’, ‘learner strategies’,
‘self-reflection’, as well as on the use of specific autonomous
tools and tasks to be included in the curriculum.

Finally, we cannot ignore the
fact that not only does research on learner autonomy in language
learning focus on classroom learning, but there is also a growing
interest on what happens beyond the language classroom in order to
find out significant ways to help students make the most of the opportunities
that the linguistic environment offers. Hence, even in out-of-school contexts
language teachers have a crucial role to play in fostering Learner
Autonomy, trying to support pupils in connecting out-of-class and
in-class perspectives.

Being directed toward the same
goal, i.e. ‘getting learners actively involved’, all the factors
cited so far have found room in the present book, whose ambition
has been to include contributions (1) reporting experiences
with learners
of different ages, from young learners to adults, and (2) give
voice both to researchers and teachers, in certain cases with
action-research projects. The dissemination of research is
necessary in order to allow findings to be meaningful for real classroom
use. Similarly, teachers themselves need academic support in order
to have knowledge of research findings, of what works and how to
possibly bring innovative (though realistic) tips into their
classrooms.

Each section of the Volume
aspires to be representative of one domain connected with the topic of the book.
The domains are: research, curriculum, strategies and knowledge
transfer. Hence, the opening section, ‘Researching language learner
autonomy’,
contains empirical studies carried out with the intention to
display the results of some experimental learner autonomy oriented
approaches. In particular, Lienhard Legenhausen reports significant data
resulting from a research project where an autonomous classroom and
a traditional one have been compared in terms of quality of
interactions and accuracy level.

Aiming to make her lessons more
learner centred, Donna Clarke initiated an action research
project and, in her
paper, she presents the way learner autonomy has been developed and
perceived by her adolescent students. Another example of action
research is that proposed by Irina Minakova, whose students seem to
have benefitted from learner autonomy oriented strategies, both
regarding language performance and attitude. In the same way, Luc
Geiller gives evidence of students’ autonomous reactions to the
activities proposed by means of press articles, within his project
focused on the impact of reading in self-directed language
learning.

Finally, Hideo Kojima moves on a twofold
level of autonomy development, presenting a study which shows how
teacher’s professional autonomy can be increased together with
her/his students’ autonomy.

The second section of the
Volume, ‘Language learner autonomy in the
curriculum’,
aims to relate theories and models of Learner Autonomy to the
practice of daily classroom situations. The first paper is written
by Leni Dam, who, starting from her long autonomy-oriented teaching
experience, suggests some useful and practical guidelines to foster
the development of language learner autonomy, sharing common
concerns and proposing ideas for solutions. What follows is a model
of learner autonomy discussed by Anna Uhl Chamot, who emphasizes
how learning strategies and differentiated instruction can be
practically incorporated within that model in order to help less effective
learners identify specific techniques to succeed in learning goals
independently. Strategy education is the pivotal point in the
contribute given by Luciano Mariani as well. Here, intercultural
communication strategies are presented as fundamental techniques
which can assist students to appropriately face, both
linguistically and cognitively, any target language situation they
may experience. Finally, a study by Naghamana Ali shows how it is
possible to reinterpret curricular factors (as learner, teacher,
subject matter and milieu) in light of learner autonomy, thus
promoting an autonomous classroom climate and enhancing that
autonomy students already own at different levels.

The third section of the Volume
‘Tools for
self-reflection in language learner autonomy’, goes into more depth, considering
in particular metacognitive strategies and pedagogical instruments
to be used either by teachers or students in order to promote
effective learning. David Little considers the reflective use of some tools (like logbooks,
posters, intentional learning activities and creative text
production) as ways to develop language proficiency, pondering the
role of reflection and inner speech in proficiency
development. In a similar vein, Fabrizia Del Vecchio presents the role of instructional and
collective scaffolding as strategic competence in an ESP task-based
learning setting and its perceived effects on (meta)cognition by
the participants. Andrés Canga Alonso focuses his
attention on the degree of learner
involvement, competence acquisition and self-reflection, which may
be reached by students with the use of portfolio, a tool which
implies such capacities as content selecting and learning
self-assessing. Besides the portfolio, Luisa Bozzo presents
additional online materials and tools (among the others:
learning-style interview, pre-task guidelines, self-editing
checklist, peer review guidelines, logbook, self-assessment grid),
which have been conceived to stimulate students’ cognitive and
metacognitive competencies through reflection. Christine Tiefenthal
finally proposes some practical individualized and mixed forms of
feedback (oral, visualized or written feedback given by either
peers or the teacher) aimed to support language learning in an
autonomous classroom context.

The fourth and last section of the Volume
regards knowledge transfer: ‘Connecting in and out-of-class language learner
autonomy’.
The paper written by Tanya McCarthy
describes how
reflexive practices and tools typically employed in one-to-one
advising situations can be used as support structures to
encourage students to think more deeply about
their strengths and weaknesses in language learning
both inside and
outside classroom learning. Marcella Menegale discusses the
necessity to promote learner/language/learning awareness in order
to help students recognize the learning opportunities they
encounter daily in and beyond the language classroom and be able to
apply knowledge transfer. The closing paper is that of Annamaria
Cacchione, who deals with mobile ICTs and social media as
educational resources, reporting a project where a mobile app has
been created and used as a means of supporting students’ language
learning.

 


Marcella
Menegale
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 CHAPTER 1: Researching autonomous language learning:
Issues and some findings
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Abstract

The principles of
learner-centred approaches in foreign language classes are widely
accepted by researchers and practitioners alike. However, when it
comes to practical issues of implementing these principles
systematically, for example, in the autonomous classroom, then a
host of skeptical voices can be heard. The article stresses the
need for empirical research which can illustrate the linguistic
outcomes of learners acquiring the foreign language in an
autonomous learning environment. After outlining the general state of play as regards autonomous
language learning and research, the article will first present some
results from a research project focusing on the linguistic
development of autonomous learners. Secondly, I will draw attention
to the close affinity between autonomous learning and
teacher-initiated action research, which might indicate a way for
future action.

 


Keywords

Action
research, learner autonomy, linguistic outcomes, grammatical
competence, theory construction, work cycle

 


1.
Introductory remarks

 


When it comes
to autonomous language learning there are a host of open questions
that await some more definite answers. They have to do not only
with theory construction, and the various forms of implementation
of autonomous principles in practice, but also with questions such
as:

 


• Why have
principles of autonomous language learning not reached classrooms
on a wider scale?

• How can the
quality of learning in autonomous classrooms be described in more
explicit terms?

• How do
learning results compare to those in other – more traditional –
contexts?

 


Summarizing
the state of affairs, David Little comes to the conclusion:

 


Very little
research has focused explicitly on the relation between learner
autonomy, the processes of learning, and the development of
proficiency in the target language (Little 2008: 39).

 


Small wonder
then that the acceptability of autonomous language learning by
stakeholders meets with reservations. It is especially empirical
evidence of successful practices that could, for example, counter
sceptical voices of practitioners and others who often find the
ideas appealing if not fascinating, but, for various reasons, not
actually feasible in their own teaching contexts. So what we need
is, on the one hand, more hard and reliable research results that
convincingly demonstrate that autonomous language learning is a
highly successful way of going about the learning/teaching
undertaking. On the other hand, we must also find ways of getting
teachers involved in these research questions and illustrate ways
in which they can move their teaching practices towards more
autonomy. It is here that the concept of action research seems the
most promising option.

 


2. Research
and the autonomous classroom: The state of play

 


As is
well-known, research stands in a reciprocal relationship to theory
construction, on the one hand, and practice, on the other. Theory
construction is one of the aims of research, but at the same time,
any research approach is also theory-laden. The ultimate aim of
both theory and research is to improve control of practical issues,
which means improving practice. Thus, research, theory and practice
can be said to stand in a triangular relationship in which each has
an impact on and is influenced by the other two constructs (cf.
Figure 1).

[image: tmp_b895a2a6fe5aeb3ad1f6cb6b8cba7298_q69D7A_html_3c1507cf.png]

Figure 1: Research-Theory-Practice: a triangular
relationship

 


The field of learner autonomy, however, is not without
problems in all three components of the triangle. As regards
theory construction,
Rebecca Oxford has stated that ‘that the theoretical framework of
learner autonomy […] is far from coherent’ (Oxford 2003: 75). She
herself claims to have come up with a more ‘systematic model of L2
learner autonomy’, and she suggests four perspectives on
autonomy:

 


• A technical
perspective (focus on the physical situation => cf. self-access
centres)

• A psychological
perspective (focus on the learner)

• A sociocultural
perspective (focus on mediated learning, i.e. social
interactions)

• A
political-critical perspective (focus on ideologies, power and
access to power; cf. emancipatory)

 


These
‘perspectives’ – if they are intended to form a more systematic
model of learner autonomy, that is – lack one essential ingredient
of a model: the interrelationships between the various components
are not indicated.

Many
researchers believe, for example, that the psychological dimension
is more basic than the others, since it could be argued that, say,
the technical component – if it is to play a role at all in such a
model – would only be a tool for providing opportunities for the
exercise of autonomy. There would then be good arguments for
claiming that this follows from underlying psychological
features.

Also the practice dimension, as indicated above, is not
without problems. In a report on the 9th Nordic Workshop on
Developing Learner Autonomy (2006), Turid Trebbi is quoted with her
worry: ‘Why after 30 years of theorizing, is there so little
autonomy in our classrooms?’, which is to say, in
practice (Nicoll 2007:
20). The reasons are probably difficult to pin down, and, yet, the
answer to that question should be among the most pressing concerns
in our field.

Trebbi’s question, however,
implies another equally serious concern, and it
relates to the third dimension of the triangle. Most ‘research on
autonomy has been based on reflection and reasoning’ (Benson 2001:
182), while bypassing data-based empirical enquiries. One of the
few case studies, though, that deals with the relationship between
an autonomous learning environment and the development of
proficiency was a project carried out at a Danish comprehensive
school. The following section will outline some of the results of
this research project.



3. Aims and
findings of the LAALE research project

 


The LAALE project (Language
Acquisition in an Autonomous Learning
Environment) was concerned with the
linguistic development of a mixed-ability class of Danish learners
attending a comprehensive school (cf. Dam 1995). This class started
learning English in year 5 when the learners were eleven years old,
and the documentation of their learning progress ended after four
years, when most of them left the school. The learners had four
45-minute periods in the first two years, and after that only three
periods per week. During the four-year period the class was
subjected to various data collection procedures, which included an
array of different test formats (cf. Legenhausen 1999, 2001,
2009).

In order to be able to interpret the findings, most of the
tests were also administered at identical time intervals in a class
of learners from the same Danish school and with learners from a
German Gymnasium (grammar school), and in one case also from German
comprehensive schools.

When informally comparing data, it should be kept in mind that
the conventional German school system divides learners according to
ability at the age of 11. German Gymnasium classes are, therefore, not
mixed-ability classes. Only learners who eventually want to
take Abitur exams
and move on to university studies attend a Gymnasium, i.e. about 40 % of year
cohort.

 


Research
questions of particular interest included:


• How do the
conversational interactions of 'autonomous' learners compare to
interactions of 'traditional' learners following a well-defined
syllabus which includes grammar instruction? What impact do the
learning/teaching approaches have on communicative attitudes and
the discourse quality of interactions?

 


• What accuracy levels
do the learners under discussion achieve? Are the misgivings of
researchers like Peter Skehan justified, who claims that early
reliance on meaning-focused activities, and they are a dominant
feature of the autonomous classroom, prevents learners from
developing the relevant formal features (Skehan 1998). The argument
holds that learners are so focused on getting their meaning across
that they just do not pay attention to, say, inflectional endings,
because they are all too often not essential for the message?

For lack of
space, the following sections will only illustrate a limited
selection of test results for vocabulary acquisition, the handling
of grammar rules, and overall scores in a proficiency test.

 


3.1
Vocabulary

After 30
lessons the learners' productively available vocabulary was
elicited by means of the following instruction:

 


1.
Write down as many words as you can (colours / animals / words for
persons (e.g. ‘dreng’, ‘mor’, ‘droning’)/ things you can eat / things you
see in the classroom / things people can do at work, in their free
time (e.g. ‘spise’, ‘sidde’, ‘sta’, ‘ridde’, ‘svomme’,
‘skrive’))

2. Write down other
words or sentences in English.

 


Figure 2
compares the results of this spontaneous recall task not only with
the scores from the German grammar school class, but also with
learners from the same Danish comprehensive school, which similarly
to the German group followed a textbook-based communicative
syllabus.
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Figure 2: Results of
spontaneous recall task

DA: Danish Autonomous
Group (Comprehensive School)

DT: Danish Textbook
Group (same Comprehensive School)

GT: German Textbook
Group (Gymnasium)

 


It should be
mentioned, though, that the graph ignores spelling. If only
correctly spelt words are included, then the German grammar school
students fare much better (cf. Dam and Legenhausen 1996 for more
detailed information).

The first 17
out of 21 autonomous learners were able to produce more words than
their equivalently ranked German grammar school peers. The
autonomous learners’ greater access to vocabulary can be explained
as the result of some principles of autonomous learning. These
learners chose to learn the words that they were interested in and
words they found relevant. Furthermore, since a deliberate attempt
is made to bridge the gap between the classroom and life outside
the classroom (cf. Dam 2001), the learners manage to a greater
extent than other learners to incorporate ‘old word knowledge’
gained outside the classroom. By contrast, the German group could
only activate textbook vocabulary (cf. ‘school knowledge’ in the
sense of Barnes 1976). This is remarkable since quite a few studies
have shown that German learners have actually acquired a wide range
of English vocabulary before the start of their first English
lesson because the English language is so omnipresent in the
learners’ daily lives (cf. Nüßgen 1994).

 


3.2
Grammar

The following data derives from conversational interactions between pairs of
learners after 18 months of learning English (so-called
‘peer-to-peer talks’). Learners were asked to talk
about a topic of their own choice for 4 or 5 minutes. It needs to
be emphasized that the German learners are systematically prepared
for these ‘free’ conversations – i.e. a series of exercises provide
them with the structures and the vocabulary which textbook authors
think might come in handy when talking about topics of interest to
learners. The autonomous learners are also well-prepared for these
conversational interactions since they regularly engage in an
activity called ‘two minutes’ talk’.

The use of
Present Perfect forms is especially suitable for illustrative
purposes, since the German learners had intensively practised the
semantic difference between the Present Perfect and Past Tense in
the weeks immediately preceding data collection. The frequencies in
Table 1 refer to occasions where learners tried to use Present
Perfect forms. The very fact that in the peer-to-peer talks of the
traditional learners not a single well-formed Present Perfect
structure could be observed shows the limits of teaching –
especially of teaching structures when learners are not yet ready
for them (cf. Pienemann 1998). In the autonomous group it is only
some very few gifted students who tried to use Present Perfect
forms and used them correctly.
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Table 1: Correct use
of Present Perfect Forms

GT: German Textbook
Group

DA: Danish Autonomous
Group

 


In 57% of all
cases the German learners used an infinitive structure instead of a
Past Participle. The use of Past Tense forms has, by contrast, been
more successfully acquired, although, again, the statistics
indicate slightly better results for the autonomous group (cf.
Table 2).
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Table 2: Past Tense
(Full Verbs)

GT: German Textbook
Group

DA: Danish Autonomous
Group

 


3.3 General
proficiency

Another set of
data within the LAALE project is based on a C-Test, which is an
accuracy-focused test and can be said to yield a measure of general
language proficiency (cf. Grotjahn 1992). A C-Test can be
characterised as a reduced redundancy test and looks something like
this:

 


What did we do
wrong?

We are a
middle-aged couple with a teenage family. We ha___ always wor___
hard a___ our profes___ careers a___ our jo___, have alw___ paid
o___ tax a___ tried t___ do t___ best f___ our chil___. …

 


Learners are
given the title of the text and a first complete sentence. Then the
second half of every second word is deleted. If there is an odd
number of letters, one more letter is deleted. The following Table
shows results from various classes – traditional as well as
autonomous.
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Table 3: C-Test
results

DA : Danish Autonomous
Group / comprehensive school

DT: Danish Textbook
Group / same comprehensive school

GT-
CLIL: German Textbook Group / CLIL Gymnasium

Grade 7* and grade 8* (the same
class a year later)

 


The German learners attending bilingual or CLIL courses
(Content and Language Integrated
Learning) had 120 lessons in which English
was used as the medium of instruction in subjects like Biology,
Geography or History. These CLIL courses are only chosen by the
more gifted Gymnasium students. This means that even if the yardstick of comparison
includes grammatical accuracy, the linguistic proficiency of a
mixed-ability autonomous class has reached about the same level as
that of an ‘elitist’ group of traditionally taught
students.

Large-scale
longitudinal studies of the LAALE-type clearly go beyond the
resources of individuals. However, when it comes to researching the
autonomous classroom, another type of systematic inquiry suggests
itself: action research. It is more easily implementable and has a
close affinity to developing learner autonomy because of similar
underlying principles.

The following
section will sketch out the common ground of developing learner
autonomy and doing action research.

 


4. The
affinity between developing learner autonomy and doing action
research

 


Action
research is an approach which allows individual teachers to explore
their own practice. It is therefore often glossed as ‘the teacher
as researcher’. In the context of autonomous language learning one
might even suggest that the gloss should be expanded to ‘teachers
and learners as researchers’, because it is learners as well as
teachers who can claim ownership of the research undertaking. This
implies that action research is an approach in which the
traditional barriers between researching, teaching and learning are
lowered, if not at times even broken down.

A brief
characterization of its most important features would include the
following aspects:

 


• It is
teacher-initiated, i.e. started and carried out by teachers in
close cooperation with their learners

• It is
practice-oriented, i.e. a teaching/learning issue has been
identified in the teacher’s own context or the classroom

• It is a small-scale
undertaking, i.e. it does not require extensive resources of
various kinds

• It is intended to
yield practical results which lead to immediate changes in the
teaching/learning practices

 


And what is most
important:


• It is an
approach which needs to be seen as a natural extension of the
teachers’ professional skills, and not as another time-consuming
addition to their workload.

 


Even a cursory
glance at the literature on action research immediately makes
obvious that ‘doing action research’ and ‘developing learner
autonomy’ are based on the same underlying principles, apply
similar procedures, and intend to achieve aims which are highly
comparable. I will briefly outline the points of contact and
illustrate the natural affinity between the two paradigms.

 


4.1 The
objectives

Kurt Lewin and other theorists of action research saw the
emancipation and empowerment of practising teachers as a major
objective when describing action research (cf. Lewin 1946;
Stenhouse 1975; Kemmis and McTaggart 1982; Elliott 1991; Burns
1999). Similarly, the seminal text Autonomy and Foreign Language Learning prepared for the Council of Europe by Henri Holec in the late
1970s intended to promote the same objectives with regard to
language learners (cf. Holec 1981). The crucial point in developing
learner autonomy is to get learners to take charge of their own
learning. In action research, teachers take charge of their own
professional development – which is of course also a form of
learning.

 


4.2 The work
cycles

Kurt Lewin
(1946), a founding father of action research, introduced the notion
of a work cycle or spiral of phases into the action research
process. He distinguished the following four phases:


planning =>
acting => observing => reflecting


This work cycle is practically identical to the
learning cycles in
autonomous language learning as defined by Leni Dam
(1995).


planning =>
carrying out the plan => evaluating


‘Carrying out
the plan’ can be said to be the same as acting and observing taken
together – the reflective tendencies of the autonomy classroom
amounting to ‘observing’. The process of ‘evaluating’, although
having a slightly different focus, presupposes reflective
processes. In an alternative version of the same classroom
procedures Legenhausen (2003) added the phase of ‘documenting’ to
the learning cycle, which thus has almost identical four phases as
the one defined within action research. Compare:


planning =>
working => documenting => evaluating


The major
difference between the two work cycle processes seems to be the
following: In the traditional action research concept ‘observing’
refers to the practitioners’ activity only, whereas ‘documenting’
in autonomous language learning refers to the learners’ and the
teacher’s actions. The results of ‘documenting’ feed into the
evaluation process, which presupposes reflection and analysis. The
outcomes are intended to be made use of for the next work cycle. It
is this cyclical principle which modifies and changes the practices
and makes autonomous language learning a close relation of action
research.

 


4.3 The
importance of ‘old knowledge’

Action
researchers need not embark on an intensive and comprehensive study
of the theoretical literature in their field of interest, but – as
a general approach – start out from the practical knowledge they
already have (cf. Burns 2010: 39). This helps to differentiate
action research from other research paradigms.

Similarly,
when developing learner autonomy the essential point is also that
learners start out from what they know – ‘old knowledge’, that is.
Although this requirement is based on an insight that that has long
been central to general pedagogical theory, all too often it has
either been ignored or not exploited systematically enough in
classrooms. When developing learner autonomy this means, for
example, that communicative and pragmatic L1 competences are worked
with and taken into account. This also implies that in the
beginning stages of foreign language learning L1 usage is not
categorically barred from the communicative processes between
learners. Furthermore, the non-linguistic action knowledge that
learners bring to the classroom is systematically incorporated into
the learning processes.

 


4.4 Guiding
questions and the involvement of the participants

Chapter 1 of Learner Autonomy 3 –
From Theory to Classroom Practice (Dam
1995) starts out with the questions: ‘What do we do? Why do we do
it? How do we do it? With what results?’ (cf. also Dam, this
volume). It is questions of this type that get learners to reflect
on what they are doing and thus get them involved in their own
learning process. Involvement is also a key concept in action
research.

According to Jean McNiff, ‘the main focus of action research
in classrooms and schools […] is to encourage teachers to become
involved in their own practice’ (McNiff 1988: 2). And again, the
techniques to achieve this kind of involvement are the same. Anne
Burns in Doing Action Research in English
Language Teaching writes:

 


What, why and
how’ questions are probably the most important in forming the kind
of qualitative questions used in AR [Action Research] (cf. Mason,
2002) as they allow us to ask about puzzles and seek explanations
(Burns 2010: 30).

 


These guiding
questions also highlight the importance of reflection for learners
and teachers alike in both contexts.

 


4.5 The role
of reflection

The
proceedings of the last Nordic Conference on Developing Learner
Autonomy (Bergen 2009) include an article on ‘Explicit Reflection,
Evaluation, and Assessment in the Autonomy Classroom’. Its abstract
begins with:

 


This paper
stresses the importance of reflection permeating not only language
classrooms in general, but classrooms where learner autonomy is
being developed, in particular. (Dam and Legenhausen 2011: 177)

 


The literature
on action research abounds in statements on the importance of
reflective processes. Elliott even identifies ‘reflective practice’
with the notion of ‘action research’. Talking about the need to
consider both process and product when trying to improve practice,
he continues:

 


This kind of joint reflection about the relationship in
particular circumstances between processes and products is a
central characteristic of what Schon has called reflective practice and others,
including myself, have termed action
research. (Elliott 1991: 50)

 


4.6 Stepping
back – detaching oneself

In a
much-quoted passage, David Little characterizes autonomous language
learning as follows:

 


Essentially, autonomy is a
capacity – for
detachment, critical reflection, decision-making, and independent
action. It presupposes, but also entails, that the learner will
develop a particular kind of psychological relation to the process
and content of learning (Little 1991: 4).

 


In a similar
vein, Anne Burns also stresses the need for teachers to be able to
develop a capacity to step back in order to get a new
perspective:

 


Collecting
data through observation is to do with ‘making familiar things
strange’, or in other words, seeing things that are before our eyes
in ways we haven’t consciously noticed before. (Burns 2010: 57)

 


4.7 The unity
of action (or learning activity) and reflection

One should not stretch the similarities too far, but Burns
writes: ‘[…] practice and reflection-on-practice cannot be
separated in the AR process’ (Burns 2010: 142). Along similar
lines, proponents of autonomous language learning have always
claimed that an integral part of all learning activities is the
accompanying reflection and evaluation of these activities. In
other words, evaluative practices cannot be separated from learning
activities; the process of evaluation is at the same time to be
considered as content of learning (cf. Little et al. (forthcoming)).



5. Starting
an action research project for more autonomy

 


Any research
project starts out by defining a ‘focused question’ which is worth
pursuing and finding out more about. However, this search for a
focus of research and its precise formulation is often beset by
problems of various kinds. Within action research, the difficulties
are mitigated because it is the practical problems themselves that
emerge in the processes, and call for actions.

Some of the
problems are predictable and have, for example, to do with the
relationship between teacher and learners or about the role of the
teacher. It might be problematic for her to decide when and how to
intervene in the processes, when and how to exert control etc.
Whatever practical problem the teacher intends to tackle, there are
various pitfalls to be avoided. For one, questions one can do
little about do not qualify for a project (cf. for example “Can I
improve the relationship with my students if I reduce the size of
the class?”). The focus has to be on one issue only, and one that
is small enough to manage and that can be fitted within the time
limit available. In other words, a question like ‘make your
classroom more autonomous’ is too vague and unfocused, whereas
‘allow learners more choices’ seems manageable.

When
developing learner autonomy, topics and issues of the following
kind might suggest themselves:

 


• How to raise
awareness of formal aspects of the target language without
‘teaching’?

• Will the
introduction of concordancers be welcomed by learners and lead to
awareness-raising?

• Will the
introduction of electronic logbooks yield decisive advantages over
traditional ones?

• Does a certain
subtype of activities make the classroom more communicative?
etc.

 


Novice
researchers often find it difficult to delimit a topic. It is here
that the so-called focusing circles introduced by Edge 1992 might
come in handy
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STUDENTS ESSAYS

Congress must ensure that the FD A has
adequate financing to be able to do this
ob

—China and the United States have been
discussing human rights issues for so
many years that it is baffling that
American leaders remain so clueless
about the Chinese governm ent's mind-set
- Once the issue is survival the
government is in effect cornered, leaving
it no choice but to resort to drastic
m easures

Tow the state must ensure that fhe sodal
cusis wil be resolved by a sienificant help.
by taxingtherichs V5.

This why it is baffling tat so many
governments are tuming a blind ege to
their suffering citizens in those Gl
particular times of economic crisis
Consequently, both Wellfare State and Big
Society's G5 myths have been debunked,
Teaving the population no choice but to
ensure her Gi economic safetiness VI
herself 61

Three of the contenders for the party’s
nomination have now come out in favor of
the torture known as waterboar ing. Only
two have said it is illegal, and the rest
don't seem to have the backbone to even
voice an opinion on the subje ct

We should have the backbone to stand
up and claim “T'm a selfmade-man”,and to
actfor @it

“As hard as itis to believe, the Republican
candidates for president seem to have
learned very little from the moral
calemities of the administration of George
W Bush

A hard as it is t believe, several
european conservative countries G3 seem
to have learned very litde from curent
L debate against gay marriage to protect
the traditional m odel of the nuclear famil

A year Tater, [Obama] has done none of
these things, and some of his supporters
arestarting to grow impatient.

T our open-minded societies V2
supporters of same-sex mamiage are
starting w grow impatient

Many believe that big businesses could
have a more influential hand in helping
those who are not doing 5o well out of the
techboom

‘There stil rem ains GB som e sectors where
G4 the state could have an influential
hand in helping citizens

As with any new reform, adjustments
will be necessary Princpals should have
the option of evaluating high-performing
teachers less frequently than novices or
low performers

CF course, as with any new reform,
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alegalisation of the G1 sam e-sex maiage

The real lesson of 1989 is that no thing
isever settled

~The real lesson of 1t is that nothing is
ever casy in_diawing the limits of V2
government action

- The real lesson is that nothing is ever
easy in political matter G2 and that there

is 0o magic bullet to find the perfect
Jeaders Vi
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“Tran will keep pushing its nuckar
program forward.

- We're not sure any mix of sanctions
and inducements can wean Tehran ofits
mckar ambitions. We are sure that a
‘military attack would be a disaster

Wal Strect will keep pushing it crazy
speculative program forward. We're not
sue any mix of sanctions and
inducements can wean crazy markets gf
@ their speculative ambitions But we are
Sure that a moralisation of the Gl
capifalism would be 2 big headway V2 if
the state makes ruks in order to
discourage the Gl bad liberalism.

When soverigaty &
longer a right orwrong
justu inning or losi

play. there 15 no
€ ofan issue,

Tenmessee Bas a ong way © g @
improving its schools.

When elimination GL of risks & in play, 1
often seems Lke G there were GB o,
longer a right or a wrong side of an
issue, fustwinning or losing V3

To conclude there is still a bong way ®
come VI Br gay people fo sive 3
sledsehammer to break the remaining
cellinglass V5

When it comes to youth unemployment,
there is precious it good news.

‘When it comes ® zoine Throwh V3 hard
economic times,each state mustbe able to
protect its ctizens from both financial and
social rouble.

Some nvestors asked fo be rewarded for
the extra risk and others, unwilling to start
paying for credit research, just walked
away. This set off a spiral of Blling bond
prices, wealening banks and slowing

This would probably set off a.apiral ofa.
win-win sitation V2, because the GI
wages would increase, enabling the state
to testor Seconomic growth and to reduce
its deb.

Comes ® youth unemployment,
there is precions little good news. The
umber of people aged under 25 and out
of work i now just below a milion -
around one in five

Cn the surface, It may book: a5 though
France is not in favor of gay marriage.
Nonetheless,uw hen it comes to politicians,

there s precious litte good new as some
ofthem defend it V3

Ttis the central government fhat digs 1n 115
heels, and the louder the outery grows,
the worse the situation becomes.

The louder the outcry will GI grow, the
fister this agreement pill GB pccur V2

T year later, Cbama has done none of these
things []. es he can,” prochims the
cover of Newswieek, “but he sure hasn't
yet”

Tothis economic PIERT V2, we could say.
that the state can, but he G sure hasn't
yetv2

Fajendra Pachaur, the clair of the
Intergovermental  Panel on Climate
Cunge (PCO), warmed that wesern

society must undergo a radical value shift
if the worst effects of climate change
were tobe avoided

Eventually, if the worst efct of the
crisis were G to be avoided, the state

should staunchly try to change thinas for
the better in the economic domain V5.

The reallesson of 1950 1s that nothing is
ever setled.

The real lesson of It 1s that nothing s

ever casy in_drawine the limits of V2.

overnment action.

Buthow s this possble ina world where
outsiders feel free to crificize China’s
human rights record?

In a workl where I oullook VI vas
bleak, he gave peopl hope of an
improvement, what G4 is a kind of
idealistic vision.

Perhaps Cbama can reach a deal with
Iran,and set upa capand-trade system

France should undergo a value shift 50 that
the government could GB reach a d eal V1
withgay people

Perhaps Coama will lay down a path
towards fixing the budget

These supporters may Tk gay martiage
willlay down V1 apath towards a ghobal
agreement

T this new world, our privacy takes a
back seat to the constant drive to make
information easier to obtain.

Ttis striking to see that cifizens’ concerns
have taken a back seat w the need to V2
Save banks first.






