CHAPTER THREE

FROM AUTONOMY TO AUTONOMOUS
LANGUAGE LEARNING

HAYO REINDERS

Abstract

Learner autonomy is an educational concept thedcist a lot of attention
worldwide. A recent count showed 17 conferenceless than two years
dealing with autonomy or related topics. In thergesince Henri Holec
first proposed a formal definition of autonomy ataaguage educational
concept (1981) many other definitions have beenfpuward but there
remains a great deal of discussion around thesthidrarticle | argue that
rather than defining autonomy (which is extremdiglienging), it may be
both easier and more meaningful from a pedagogicait of view to
attempt a definition of the behaviour that chamasés autonomy, i.e.
autonomous learning. This article first traces thistorical roots of
autonomy before proposing a model of autonomousileg that will be a
first step to help practitioners to better underdtéhe scope and meaning
of the term, and will also help to better implemant assess autonomy in
their learners.

Keywords learner autonomy, independence, self-directidogcational psychology

The Emergence of Learner Autonomy
as an Educational Concept

In order to understand the meaning of the tkyanner autonomyit is
important to understand its background and its gerere as a pedagogical
concept. This development has taken place overriacdpef at least 40
years, and has been subject to changes in educati@nce, and also
broader political and societal developments. Belowill describe these
developments individually, bearing in mind thatetiger these developments
did not take place linearly.
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Autonomy and Political Developments in Education

Autonomy as a political concept originated perhapsarly as with
Aristotle and has, mainly through Kant, played ampartant role in both
the philosophical and practical expression of malltdevelopments in the
20th century. After WW Il a great number of mingriights movements
(feminist, ethnic, etc.) sprang up that used thecept to express their
ideas about the right to freedom of choice. Theprded education as an
empowering tool that would instill in people an agreess of these issues.
As Jane (1977, as cited by Holec 1981) says:

Adult education should become an instrument fousirg an increasing
sense of awareness and liberation in man, and,omescases, an
instrument for changing the environment itself. rarthe idea of man
‘product of his society’, one moves to the idear@n as ‘producer of his
society’. (p.3)

In this view it is the individual who is respongbhnd active in
shaping his or her own life and therefore that thiecs. Education has to
prepare learners for this role, which involves tiag them the skills
necessary to take control over the processes antdraoof learning. In the
words of Collins and Hammond (1991): “it begins lwthe assumption
that the ultimate purpose of education is the bekat of society, and that
critical awareness and social action to promoteneipation are desirable
results of any educational intervention” (p.13)lafer development of this
thinking is the Language Awareness Movement (Hawki@81, 1984;
James & Garrett, 1991) and related approachesa(see/an Lier, 1995).
These recognised the political influence of iddws tearners hold about
learning, their own and others peoples’ languads, luse and its
consequences. Their aim is to increase peopleg’esas of the political
aspect of language. These developments have haasalerable influence
on the concept of learner autonomy.

Autonomy and the Effects of Societal Changes
on Education

After WW Il the demand for foreign and second laagges increased
sharply (Gremmo & Riley, 1995). International tradasier communication,
cheaper transport, a range of international palititievelopments (such as
the founding of the UN), and migratory movementde to an increase
in the teaching of foreign and second languagessé& lievelopments also
influenced the content of what was taught, as conicative skills became
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more important than ever before. Broady and Kenfl®96) link this to a
demand for different language skills: “Using langeaeffectively for
communication involves negotiation of meaning, eaththan mere
decoding of linguistic tokens, thus requiring thudlity to cope confidently
with unpredictable information” (p.10).

Global changes in the availability of informatiochéaper print
materials, computer databases, the internet) aswilly influenced what
was expected of people in terms of dealing witlydaamounts of (new)
information, relating it to other information andtérpreting it (Lamb &
Reinders, 2005; Pemberton, 1996). People now neeki#d that allow
them to adapt to quickly changing circumstances agawklop new skills,
for there was no longer a fixed body of knowleddmttcould be
transmitted to learners. The increase in the nurobaniversity students
has resulted in rising costs and some have argwed Ibng time that it is
no longer possible to teach all students all thesdnto know (Trim, 1976).
Crabbe (1993, cites Van Ek, 1975) :

The economic argument is that society does not llageresources to
provide the level of personal instruction neede@lbits members in every
area of learning. Therefore individuals must besabl provide for their
own learning needs [...] if they are to acquire khewledge and skill they
want. (p. 443)

Changes in the ways societies work, learn and heee thus led to
the need for life-long learning skills, or the #lilto direct one’s own
learning and to respond to changes in one’s sitmatly choosing and
managing future learning in the most appropriatg.vweducation today
must provide the skills necessary for this proc&ssan international level
this has been recognised by the European Counddhwinas stimulated
research in this area (see also Holec & Huttun@@y )L

Autonomy and Sociolinguistics

Sociolinguistics views language as inseparable fitsnsociocultural
context. It considers language as a tool for comaoation that is used in a
social context. Individuals with personal needs ameéntions learn to
express themselves in relation to the groups theyart of. They use the
language to share, maintain, and influence a cedagial reality. In this
view it is not enough to learn a language as tha si its linguistic
features, but one also needs to know how to uskatigeiage appropriately.
For teaching practice this means allowing socialifeto be a part of the
learning experience. Because social reality chaogestantly and because
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learners influence it as well as are influencedtbteachers cannot teach
everything about a language. Learners influencestiwal context and

therefore the language and its use. Learners tiverdbecome more
important members of a classroom community. Thatgreunderstanding
of the social aspects of language and languagaitephas led to an
increased understanding of the role of the indiaidin the learning

process and the importance of valuing and suppmpttiat role. In this

way, developments in sociolinguistics have conteduindirectly to the

development of the concept of learner autonomy.

Autonomy and Psychology

In the 1950s and 60s, there was a broad developiméhe field of
psychology away from behaviourism, with its viewledirning as a change
in behavior, towards an increased focus on thevididal. Constructivism
played an important role at this time. It seesvlrdge as a reorganisation
and restructuring of experience; something thahotbe directly taught,
because it is a unique process for every indivigsed also Candy, 1991).
The same applies to language learning where learttars actively
construct their own target language through unicgxperiences. In
psychology, humanism as “the study of personaldgugsing on the
individual's subjective experience-his or her paeoview of the world”
(Atkinson, 1993, p. 544) became increasingly inflied. It gave a central
place to the unique individual. Experiences andghts were considered
more important than behavior alone: “It is not teeents and texts
themselves that are ingrained in his memory but ébgect of his
attentions. How he has apprehended the matter &atitlve has done with
it” (Kelly, 1955, p.35).

Psychologists like Kelly (1955), Bruner (1966), akéslow (1968)
all emphasized the role of the individual and hidver specific needs and
these ideas had a strong influence also on educadtmr the development
of learner autonomy especially the work of Carl Bwghas been
influential. He too regarded the tendency of hunbaings to fulfil or
actualise all of their capacities as the main naditdn for personal growth.
It is the learner who learns and not the teaches telaches. The teacher
facilitates learning in learners, and the qualityhis interaction is largely
based on the relationship between them, where amdtempathy make
learning experiences more pervasive and therefakena difference to
the behaviour of the learner. For the same reaais, ultimately the
learner who is the only person able to evaluatgness (Rogers, 1969).
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The work of Stevick (1980) relates to this in titatees as a critical
task for the teacher the enhancement of this psozkself-fulfillment and
therefore the facilitation of learning. A genuimgerest in the student, his
or her work and personal experience are a prerigg|fiis success. Stevick
further writes about the need to strike a balanetwvéen control and
initiative. The teacher acts as an expert on tlpgesti matter, for example
making comparisons with the learner’s linguistioguiction and that of a
native speaker, or that of a learner and his ptesviproduction. The
amount of control or initiative is flexible.

Self-fulfillment and personal growth are stronglgflienced by
affective factors such as motivation and couragesearch in this field has
influenced language teaching methodologies andraktesaching methods
have arisen from it, such as Suggestopedia (Lozal®&8) and the Silent
Way (Gattegno, 1963). More importantly perhapss¢hiasights have had
a considerable influence on all teaching methodetly emphasizing the
needs of the individual and the focus on persomaebpment rather than
the transmission of some abstract body of knowledge

The connection with a learner’s personal develogrdetermines the
meaningfulness of new knowledge. If learning is petrceived by a
learner to be meaningful, it is less likely to bearporated into his or her
internal schemes. It might be learned and remerdbdrat not become
part of a learner's internal representation of wweld. In this context,
Marton, Hounsell and Entwistle (1984) and River883) talk about the
distinction betweerschool knowledgend action knowledgewhere the
latter becomes more internalised and can thergfisebe applied outside
the school (or any other environment). This typdeafning is related to
autonomous learning, since no teacher can makknthéo these internal
schemes directly. Ultimately, this is perhaps whexal autonomy lies.
Learners have to work actively with these interselhemes themselves.
They need to compare new information with existmgwledge, look for
similarities, organise new knowledge logically éfée touch here upon a
distinction made between active and proactive E@riiKnowles, 1975).
In short, active learners take responsibility fhistprocess whereas
proactive learners wait for external stimuli andphén relation to learner
autonomy, Dickinson (1995) says that:

There is convincing evidence that people who thkertitiative in learning
(proactive learners) learn more things and leattebéhan do people who
sit at the feet of teachers, passively waitingeaddught (reactive learners)
... They enter into learning more purposefully aith greater motivation.

(p. 14)
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These findings have influenced several methodotogiEhe project-
syllabus (Legutke & Thomas, 1991) tries to involearners more actively
in the learning process. This is also the undeglyithea of the process
syllabus (Breen, 1987). The learner-centred appraaeore influenced by
humanistic psychology than cognitive psychologyjegilearners a central
place in education. Nunan (1995) defines the leazaptredcurriculum as
one where key decisions about what will be taught, how itlgié taught,
when it will be taught, and how it will be assesseil be made with
reference to the learner” (p. 134, see also Nub@83).

This focus on the learners and their unique wayearing was also
influenced by research into learning styles (W@lirt988) and learning
strategies (Oxford, 1990). It was found that déferlearners approached
learning tasks in different ways. This meant tHassroom instruction had
to take into account these differences (and thatetbre they had to be
understood properly in the first place), in order make the learning
experience maximally useful to the largest numtfestodents possible.
This thinking directly influenced the (further) ddepment of learner-
centred approaches in language education. A diffengplication was that
it might be possible to identify ways in which sessful learners differ
from less successful learners. Identifying the @ctristics of the ‘good
language learner’ (Naiman, et al, 1978; Rubin 19%%ame an important
impetus for research. One suggestion of this rebeaas that good
learners are more involved in the learning procebgy participate
actively (Wesche, 1979), they are self-motivatdgshjoda, 1996), they
are good self-assessors (Hagen, Barclay & Newng82)1 good monitors
(Weinstein & Rogers, 1985) and they generally knawere about
themselves and about their learning than less saftddearners (Wenden,
1991). These ideas directly influenced the devekpnof the concept of
learner autonomy. They are closely related to tiea @f metacognition,
which is the focus of the next section.

Autonomy and Metacognition

In the section above | have already touched upen sihbject of
metacognition several times. Metacognition is auowledge of cognitive
processes. Flavell (1970) was the first to cointémen and referred to it as
our awareness of the learning process. Accordirtdgitker, Dunlosky and
Graesser (1998), metacognitive awareness condiitse@ parts: thinking
of what one knows (metacognitive knowledge), thmgkiof what one is
currently doing (metacognitive skill) and thinkimd what one’s current
cognitive or affective state is (metacognitive eigrece). What is important
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is that all this knowledge, the beliefs and peroest are related to learner
autonomy. These three elements are needed to mékened decisions
about one’s learning. If it is the aim of educatioret learners take charge
of their own learning (for whichever of the reasanentioned in the
preceding paragraphs), then they need to be abfgdatm monitor and
evaluate their learning. And in order to do so,ytheeed to be
metacognitively aware. In the words of O’'Malley aithamot (1985):
“Students without metacognitive approaches are ntisdlg learners
without direction and ability to review their pregs, accomplishments
and future learning directions” (p.24).

The relationship between metacognitive awareneddeanning gains
has yet to be explored. One of the few examplesstudy conducted by
Jones et al. (1987, cited in Sinclair 1999) whonfibihat metacognitive
awareness was related to success in languagergaimithat effective
learners were aware of the processes underlying then learning
processes and attempted to use appropriate satiegmanage their own
learning. However, the relationship is as yet uacknd depends on many
factors.Kluwe (1982)summarises:

Whether people can monitor and regulate their thopkhow and when

they monitor and regulate, and whether greater agwarfor success are
realised through monitoring and regulating dependsthe task, the

demands posed by the task, people’s knowledgeeofattk, and the kinds
of cognitive strategies they can bring to bearrentask. However, equally
important is how people assess themselves asegglfatory organisms, as
‘agents of their own thinking'. (p.222)

However, it is clear that metacognitive awarensssn important element
in learning and crucial to the development of learautonomy (Wilkins
1996; Wenden, 1999). In the words of Little (199Qlearly, the
development of explicit metalinguistic awarenesguisdamental to our
capacity for autonomy as language users” (p. 37).

Autonomy and Consciousness

Intrinsically related to the previous discussionoatb the role of
metacognition is the debate about the role of donsoess in language
learning. It is also related to learner autonons/,aatonomous learning
requires metacognitive awareness and awareneders af consciousness.
Schmidt (1995) identifies four different types @hsciousness:

e consciousness as intention: is learning on purpipdgentional

versus incidental
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*  consciousness as attention: noticing and focusing
* consciousness as awareness: having knowledgerofriga
e consciousness as control : automatised performafrtesks

Van Lier (1996) gives a useful analogy to clarifyetdifferences
between these different types of consciousnessiribenscious person is
in a coma, the unaware goes through life in a damd, the inattentive
person will sooner or later get run over by a G&hmidt (1995) suggests
that people may not be aware of learning, but dedrie notice things in
order to learn them. He summarises:

Attention is required for all learning...| have @largued that detection (in
the information processing sense), subjective avem® at the level of
noticing, and learning all coincide. Learning at thigher level of

understanding also seems crucial in most caseswhate generalisation
without awareness does seem to take place thiscsngplished through

simple associative learning applied to a rich mgnimase, rather than the
unconscious induction of abstract rules. (p.45)

He concludes by giving learners advice on how &mretelling them
to pay attention to input, to compare between easpeakers’ language
and their own and build hypotheses on this. Hesfies by saying that
“nothing comes for free”, which is what is relevaotour discussion of
learner autonomy. Research on the “good languagad€e’ has found that
learners who are more active participants in taenieg process generally
outperform those who are less active. Researctirategy use has found
that better learners use more strategies and libgtuse them in a more
flexible way. Linking this to the study of conscémess in learning, it
seems that a deliberate or at least an attentimectaus effort has to be
made for learners to learn the most. This is pribadso where
motivation plays a role. Motivation makes us mocéva, makes us want
things and do our best to achieve them. Payingntidte comparing,
building hypotheses, are all characteristics of dlaonomous language
learner. The more autonomous the language learamrs the more
consciously involved in the learning process thegegally become.

Defining Autonomous Learning

All the disciplines discussed above have influendbahking about
language teaching and learning and especially abioaitrole of the
language learner in the learning process. The psosgllabus (Breen,
1984), the learner-centred approach (Nunan, 198®) many other
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approaches and methodologies are a result of hhismore importantly
the individual learner now occupies a more centtate in the language
classroom. Learners are generally encouraged todse responsible for
their own learning both inside and out of the dlasm; therefore, there is
an increased focus on developing the skills necgdeathis. The interest
in the development of learner autonomy was notisea theoretical
framework until the late 1970’s, when all theseains of thought found a
synthesis in the ideas put forward by Holec (19819 defined learner
autonomy as “the ability to take charge of one’sadearning’ (p.3). This
ability includes “a potential capacity to act imiaen situation—in our case
learning—and not the actual behaviour of an indigldin that situation”
(p-3). The actual behaviour is autodidaxy. So foted learner autonomy
is an ability, not an action. Some authors conéun instance, Little
(1991) defines it as “a capacity for detachmeriticaf reflection, decision-
making, and independent action” (p.4) [the waapacity may imply
variability in its use]. For Little there is a cairt amount of awareness
(critical reflection) involved whereas for Nunan9@b) the ability is
crucial. He believes that “learners who have redchgoint where they
are able to define their own goals and create tlwin learning
opportunities have, by definition, become autonosiio(p.145). For
Huttunen (1986) the act of a certain type of leagnis important: “A
learner is fully autonomous when he is working undiially or in a group,
taking responsibility for the planning, monitoriragd evaluation of his
studies” (p.95).

If we look at the discussed definitions, we findttlthey focus on
autonomy as either an ability or as a particuladiof learning act. These
definitions seem to be incomplete. To have antghtili do something but
not do it would hardly be useful. For example, adsht can have the
ability to take charge of his or her learning btilt slecide to be highly
teacher-dependent and take no initiative whatso&werthe other hand, if
autonomy is defined as a student taking respoitgilithout having the
ability to do so, then for example any blind actrahdomly choosing
materials from a library shelf could be seen asisplay of autonomy,
which of course it is not.

What seems to be missing in these definitions igraphasis on the
role of consciousness in the learning process. Roguage learners also
use learning strategies, but often not the mogtiefit ones, or they don’t
use them in an efficient manner. They may also nwkeces about what
to learn when forced to do so, but these choicesnat likely to be the
best ones. They are not conscious of some aspfettsioway of learning,
or their current knowledge, or of the existenceatiErnative learning
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strategies. Lai (2001) talks about this when sh&emahe distinction
between learners’ conceptual understanding (metstbeg) awareness) of
various aspects of self-directed language learrang, their actual ability
(methodological techniques) in planning for thisikiof learning. The
conceptual understanding is important. Accordingtookfield (1986):

It may be possible to be a superb technician dfdéedcted learning in

terms of one’s command of goal setting, instruclatesign or evaluative
procedures, and yet to exercise no critical quest of the validity or

worth of one’s intellectual pursuit as comparechvabmpeting, alternative
possibilities. (p.29)

Chené (1983) believes that “to be resourceful anlet independent
do not equal the achievement of autonomy” (as diteBrookfield, 1986,
p.57). Candy (1991) refers to this as the distimcbetween situational
and epistemological autonomy. Clearly, there is entw autonomous
language learning than just a certain capability.

It could be said that the perfect language leafwbp, of course, does
not exist), is at the very least completely congsiof his or her learning,
and all aspects related to the learning process.pEhfect learner then has
the potential to use all the internal and exterredources available.
Affective and social filters will influence actupkrformance, but all the
available potential skills are employed to thedsll The perfect language
learner, then, would not be the one who is theefdearner, or the most
accurate learner, but is the one who uses allobhiher capacities in the
most efficient way, and who handles the social affiective aspects of the
learning process to the best advantage throughresgifation and self-
motivation. The fully autonomous language learmemsther words are the
ones who develop themselves maximally, and repteaenidealistic,
psychological concept.

There is, however, also a political aspect to amtonas discussed in
the preceding sections. It is this aspect, | belie¢g which Holec’s (1981)
definition mainly refers. It is the ability to cresthe possibility of learning
whenandwhere andwhat one wants to learn. It involves control, and that
is a political concept. In a way political autonomrecedes psychological
autonomy, because political autonomy allows stugletat use (and
develop) their psychological autonomy. Consciousragsin plays a role,
for political autonomy requires consciousness @& slociety we live in,
and of ourselves, and our role in that societyufgg3.1 presents all the
factors that influence the occurrence of an autangact of learning.

On the left hand side are elements relate@datrol. This refers to the
political aspect of autonomy. Learners have to hheeopportunity to take
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responsibility for their learning. However, thi®at is not sufficient. They
need to be aware of this process and need to Bctakee responsibility
for creating the opportunities that allow them &arh as they see fit.
Empowerment is the job of society and its educatiér&nd only if, this
condition is met the section abo@xternal-motivationapplies. Self-
motivationrefers to the process whereby learners are awatteafeed to
take responsibility for this affective aspect okithlearning. External
motivators (including teachers, materials, etcr) sapport this.

CONTROL
(political autenomy) SE!—‘F' } | EXTEBNAL
MOTIVATION MOTIVATION
AFFECTIVE /
TAKING AFFECTIVE & SOCIAL
| RESPONSIBILITY ‘ SOCTAL a— FACILITATION
t FACTORS
| CONSCIOUSNESS |
| EMP OWERMENT l | TAKING
RESPONSIBILITY
[ comsciousness  [¢——{ AWARENESS RAISING
EDUCATION [_.l ABILITY I | ENOWLEDGE I‘_I EDUCATION
AUTONOMOUS LEARNING
EVENT

(psychological autonomy)

Figure 3.1. A Model of Autonomous Learning

Other affective and social factors influence whiaidkof learning, if
any, will take place. Classrooms need to removeakand affective
barriers. If the learner has the opportunity (jpedit aspect), is motivated,
and if no other affective, or social factors prahikarning from taking
place, then the actual act of learning is possibies requires a degree of
consciousness on the part of the learner, as arghede. Awareness-
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raising, for example as part of a course, canifatgl this aspect. Learners
need to have knowledge of their state of mind, thek at hand, their
personal goals, and so forth. They also need sftlis ability) to plan,
monitor and evaluate their learning based on thfisrmation. Education
should develop or enhance the necessary knowlatyslidlls.

Itis only if all these conditions are met, that @an speak of an act of
autonomous learning. As a definition | thus propdsg¢onomous language
learning is an act of learning whereby motivatedriers consciously
make informed decisions about that learning.

It is important to note that it is not possible regcessary during all
acts of learning to be able or willing to conscigumake decisions.
Different learning situations pose different denmn8lutonomy is not an
either-or concept, but has to be seen as a comin@une can be more or
less autonomous and be so in different learningadgns. Autonomy
fluctuates over time, between skills and withinlIskit is difficult to attain
and is not necessarily permanent (once acquired itot necessarily
retained). It is for this reason that the defimtispeaks of autonomous
learningrather than autonomy as a fixed capacity.

Operationalising Autonomy

Previous definitions have focused on different atpeof learner
autonomy. By tracing the historical roots of learmatonomy as an
educational concept grounded in political, societald educational
developments that have spanned many years, | loopave shown that it
is in fact a multi-faceted concept that consistseferal layers. | also hope
that the definition above shows that it is not fldss or at least not
helpful, to speak of a learner astonomou®r not autonomoubut that it
is far more helpful to look at the actions a learige engaged in and
classify this as more or less autonomous learnifigis has two
pedagogical advantages. Firstly it avoids pigeoinbo students by
applying some kind of static label to them. Instedicseeing learners as
having or not having a certain capacity for autopome can focus on
their learning behavior in a particular contextdaperhaps adapt our
teaching, or the teaching context to suit our leesrbetter. The second
advantage is that by focusing on learning behaitas, easier to identify,
assess, and by extension encourage the developofieatitonomous
learning. Instead of talking about autonomy as sd&ind of fixed and
rather abstract entity, we can see it as a dynanoicess that teachers and
learners collaborate to achieve.
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