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Learner Autonomy
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learning process®. It goes without saying®, of course,

that this shift of responsibility from teachers to learners
does not exist in a vacuum’. 1t is the result of a.chain of
changes from the curriculum itself to a more learner-
centered kind of learning. What is more, this
reshaping®, so to speak®, of teachers’ and learners’
roles has been conducive’ to a radical change in the
age-old" distribution of power and authority that used
to plague™ the traditional classroom. Cast in a new
perspective and regarded as having the capacity for
critical reflection, decision-making, and independent
action, autonomous learners, are expected to assume
greater responsibitity for, and take charge of, their
own learning.

However, learner autonomy does not mean that the
teacher becomes redundant™, giving up his/her control
over what is occurring in the language learning
process. In the present study, it will be shown that
learner autonomy is a perennial™ dynamic process
responsive’® to educational interventions'® rather than a
static'” product, or a state, which is reached once and
for all’®, Besides, what permeates this study is the
belief that in order to help learners assume greater
control over their own learning it is important to help
them become aware of and identify the strategies that
they have already used or could potentially use. @ At any
rate, individual learners differ in their learning habits,
interests, needs, and motivations, and develop
varying degrees of independence throughout their lives,

The term learner autonomy was first coined™ in
1981 by Henri Holec, the “father of learner autonomy”.
Many definitions have since been given to this term,




depending on the writer, the context and the level of
debate that educators have come to®. Some of the
most well-known definitions in present literature are as
follows:

(1) Autonomy is the ability to take charge of one’s
own learning.

(2) Autonomy is essentially a matter of the
learner’ s psychological® relation to the process and
the content of learning.

(3) Autonomy is a situation in which the learner is
totally responsible for all the decisions concerned with
his or her learning and the implementation of those
decisions.

(4) Autonomy is a recognition of the rights of
learners within educational systems.

One of the key aspects to consider in defining
learner autonomy is whether we view it as a means to
an end (learning a foreign language) or as an end in
itself (making people autonomous learners), These two
options do not exciude® each other, and both of them
can be part of our views on language learning or
learning in general,

To all intents and purposes®, the autonomous
learner plays an active role in the learning process,
generating ideas and availing® himself or herself of
learning opportunities, rather than simply reacting to
various stimuli of the teacher.® As we shall see, this
line of reasoning operates within, and agrees with, the
theory of constructivism®. The autonomous learner is a
self-activated® maker of meaning, an active agent in
his own learning process. He is not the one to whom things

merely happen; he is the one who, by his own will, |

18.

19.

20.

2

—

CYeavail olveil ¢

Part | Text

once and for all —
37 AR 1% M 5 AR B,
@ coin’koin /vi.
AEHEE)
come to #F & ;i
%]

. psychological ‘sai

ko'ladsikal /adj.
NN ]

. exclude/iks 'klud +

ViR s HER

3. 1o all intents and

purposes JLJ- f£ —
Y R R R
vi.

AT HET

. @ constructivism

kon'straktivizom ©

noEHESL

3. Yeself-activated

\self 'sektiveitid
adj. B A E



Unit 1

27. Jeself-initiated. el
fi'nificitid /adj. f
TE A, g4

28. @rote.rout ‘n. %
JLAR A

29. Y% memorization
{imemorai'zeifon ¢

n.itfe

30, at all costs 7 - 4£
TR M Rl f]

31 % hypotheses hai
"palasiz n. 4%
(pl.)

hypothesis - hai pafiosis

ARG L

Notes

Awtonomous Learning

causes things to happen. Learning is seen as the result
of his own self-initioted? interaction with the world.

Within such a conception, learning is not simply a
matter of rote™ it is a constructive
process that involves actively seeking meaning from (or
even imposing meaning on) events, Within the context
of education, though, there seem to be seven main
attributes characterizing autonomous learners:

(1) Autonomous learners have insights into their
learning styles and strategies;

(2) Autonomous learners take an active approach
to the learning task at hand;

(3) They are willing to take risks, i, e., to
communicate in the target language at all costs®;

(4) They are good guessers;

(5) They pay attention to form as well as content,
that is, they attach impartance on accuracy as well as
appropriateness;

(6) They develop the target language into a
separate reference system and are willing to revise and
reject hypotheses® and rules that do not apply;

(7> They have a tolerant and outgoing approach to
the target longuage.

—— http: /] iteslj . org/ Articles / Thanasoulas-Autonomy. html
(743 words)

memorization?®

@ It is a truism that one of the most important spinoffs of more

communicatively oriented language learning and teaching has been the premium

placed on the role of the learner in the language learning process.
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 Besides, what permeates this study is the belief that in order to help
learners to assume greater control over their own learning it is important to help
them to become aware of and identify the strategies that they already use or
could potentially use.
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@ To all intents and purposes, the autonomous learner takes an active role
in the learning process, generating ideas and availing himself or herself of
learning opportunities, rather than simply reacting to various stimuli of the
teacher. :
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Exercises

| . Decide whether the following statements are true ( T) or false

(F) according to the text.

() 1. More communicatively oriented language learning and teaching has
attached great importance to the role of the learner in the language
learning process.

() 2. The distribution of power and authority used to be harmful to the
traditional classroom teaching.

() 3. Learner’s autonomy can be achieved by the learners without the
instruction of the teacher.

() 4. We should either see autonomous learning as a means to an end, or
as an end in itself. The two views are incompatible.

( ) 5. One characteristic of autonomous learners is that they pay
attention to language content instead of language form.

[I . Fill in the blanks in the following sentences. using the words or

phrases given below. Change the form where necessary .

— 5 —



Unit 1

Auwtonomous Learning
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attend avail oneself of impose go without saying so to speak
come to at all costs exclude plague revise

NN

7.
8.
9.

It that children should not play with guns.

There were 30 people in the hotel, the hotel workers.

When it politics, I know nothing.

You must stop the press from finding out the truth

I wish I to his advice.

I would like to myself of this opportunity to express our heart-
felt thanks to the hostess for what she has done for us.

He on me his own ideas about the novel.

I’1l prepare a estimate for you.

Therefore I think we must, , Tesort to more extreme measures.

10. The area is by soil erosion and flooding.

Put the following into Chinese.

1.

6

Over the last two decades, the concepts of learner autonomy and
independence have gained momentum, the former becoming a “buzz-
word” within the context of language learning.

. What is more, this reshaping, so to speak, of teacher and learner roles

has been conducive to a radical change in the age-old distribution of
power and authority that used to plague the traditional classroom.

. At any rate, individual learners differ in their learning habits, interests,

needs, and motivation, and develop varying degrees of independence
throughout their lives.

. Autonomy is a situation in which the learner is totally responsible for all

the decisions concerned with his or her learning and the implementation
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of those decisions.

IV. Discuss the following questions.
1. What’s your understanding of autonomous learning?
2. Discuss the ways to take charge of one’s own learning.

“Part [| Skimming and Scanning

i —

Learner autonomy ; what and why?

In our plenary (4 4 & & #5) talk at JALT (Japan Association for
Language Teaching B A% % # ¥ #-4)98 we shall illustrate, interpret, and
theorize ( A #2 +& £ #6.98) some of the things that happen in a foreign
language classroom where the teacher is intent(% iz 43) on fostering(#2 )
the development of learner autonpmy. In our other contributions to the
conference we shall explore specific issues reldted to learner autonomy in
greater depth. Here, by way of introduction, we briefly explain what is
learner autonomy and why we think it is important,

What is learner autonomy?

It is generally agreed in the theoretical  literature that learner
autonomy grows out of the " individual learner’s acceptance of
responsibility for his or her own learning. This means that learner outonomy
is a matter of explicit or conscious intention: we cannot accept
responsibility for our own learning unless we have some idea of what, why,
and how we are trying to learn. The learner must take at least some of the
initiotives that give shape and direction to the learning process, and must
share in monitoring progress and evaluating the extent to which learning
targets are achieved. The pedagogical justification (J& % & # & ) for
wanting to foster the development of learner autonomy rests on the claim
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that in formal educational contexts, reflectivity(&#) and self-awareness
(B £ #&4%) produce better learning.

Terminology « £ &)

The ideas that cluster(#4) around the concept of learner autonomy
have also been promoted under banners such as, “humanistic language
teaching”, “collaborative learning”, “experiential(%£%44) learning”, and
“the learning-centered classroom”. We prefer the term “Learner autonomy”
because it implies a holistic(4##) view of the learner as an individual,
This seems to us important for two reasons. First, ‘it reminds us that
learners bring to the classroom a personal history and personal needs that
may have little in common with the assumed bookgroUnd and implied needs
on which the curriculum is based. Secondly, it reminds us that the ultimate
measure of success in second or foreign language learning is the extent to
which the target language becomes a fully integrated part of the learner’s
identity.

Learner autonomy and freedom

The term “autonomy” is semantically(i& L _L#) complex. It carries a
strong implication of freedom. The question is, of course, freedom from
what? Learner autonomy has been interpreted as freedom from the control
of the teacher, freedom from the constraints of the curriculum, and even
freedom to choose not to learn. Each of these freedoms must be confronted
and discussed in any serious consideration of learner autonomy, but for us
the most important freedom that autonomy implies is the learner’s freedom
from self, by which we mean his or her capacity to transcend(#& ) the
limitations of personal heritage. In our view this is the most important
sense, educationally and linguistically(&% #.), in which the development
of autonomy empowers the individual learner.

Autonomy in developmental learning and experiential learning

It is a mistake to suppose that learner autonomy rests on capacities
that come into play only in contexts of formal learning. After all, autonomy
in a general behavioral sense is one of the obligatory(3% 4|4 4) outcomes

_8_
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of developmental learning and experiential learning. For example, first
language acquisition succeeds only to the extent that the child becomes an
autonomous user of her mother tongue. Similarly, the learning through
experience that helps to define what it is to be human serves the purpose of
enlarging the capacity for autonomous behavior, In this sense, even the
most teacher-dependent learners practice a wide range of autonomous
behavior outside the classroom, which implies that in principle all learners
should be capable of autonomous behavior in the classroom.

The continuity (4% & B, i % ) between autonomy in developmental
learning and experiential autonomy in learning on the one hand and learner
autonomy in formal educational contexts on the other is by no means
straightforward, Whereas developmental learning and experiential
fearning proceed for the most part without an explicit agenda( =43t %)),
formal learning is by definition a matter of conscious intention. In the world
outside the classroom, we may achieve a high degree of general
behavioral autonomy without being explicitly aware of the fact. But when
the development of learner autonomy is central to our pedagogical
agenda, we cannot help but make it a matter of conscious intention, as we
noted in our introductory definition. Of course, individual learners will
always differ in the degree to which they develop the capacity for reflective
thinking that is central to the concept of iearner autonomy. But this is only
to acknowledge that some learners are more successful than others.

Learner autonomy does not mean learner isolation

Because the term autonomy focuses on individuality and
independence, it is sometimes assumed that learners make the best and
fastest progress when they work on their own. According to this view,
classrooms are a matter of administrative convenience, a necessary evil.
This, however, is a mistake. We are social creatures, and as such we
depend on one another in many ways. Without the stimulus and comfort of
social interaction, for example, child development is disastrously impaired
(3% E). It is our condition that we learn from one another. Thus, the

— 9 —
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independence that we exercise through our developed capacity for
autonomous behavior is always conditioned and constrained by our
inescapable interdependence. In contexts of formal learning as elsewhere,
we necessarily depend on others even as we exercise our independence.
This implies a positive view of classrooms as places where teachers and
learners can collaborate (4-4F) to construct knowledge. More precisely,
classrooms are physical environments where teachers and learners have
the opportunity to become a learning community. When the focus of
learning is a second or foreign language, the target language itself is one
of the principal tools with which that collaborative process is shaped.

The textbook

In most language classrooms, including most so-called communicative
classrooms, a textbook is often used as the starting point. The textbook
serves as the script of the learning process that teachers seek to enact with
their learners. However much the textbook may try to take account of
learners’ needs and interests, it is essentially external to them. In most
cases it rests on the assumption that learning will take place as the
teacher guides her learners through each successive unit. This implies a
view of learning as an indirect process: knowledge, skills, and expertise
are gradually transferred from the textbook to the learners. Individual
interests and needs, affective factors, and motivations are all important
issues that this view of learning does little to accommodate, except by
accident. Some learners nevertheless succeed in developing a high degree
of proficiency in the target language, and in doing so they also develop a

high degree of autonomy, but again by accident.
—— http://jale-publications. org/tit/ files/98/ oct/littledam. html
(1091 words)

| . Read each of the following statements. Write ™ Yes™ if the
statement agrees with the information given in the passage ; write
“No" if the statement contradicts the information given in the
passage : write " Not Given” if the information is not given in the
passage . '
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1. The passage is mainly about how learner autonomy is understood and
why it is important.

2. Learner autonomy means that the learners are responsible for their own
learning only when they have realized what, why, and how they are
trying to learn.

3. The most important freedom that autonomy implies is the learner’s
freedom from the control of the teachers.

4. Qutside the classroom, the learner cannot achieve a high degree of
general behavioral autonomy.

5. The best and fastest progress is made when learners work
independently.

6. In contexts of formal learning as elsewhere, it is unnecessary for us to
depend on others when we learn to work independently.

7. The view that learning will take place as the teacher guides his/her
learners through each unit of textbooks one by one implied a one-way
process of learning.

Complete the sentences with the information given in the passage.

1. Compared with developmental learning and experiential learning that
proceed for the most part without an explicit agenda, formal learning is
by definition a matter of .

2. The independence that the learners exercise through their déveloped

capacity for autonomous behavior is always by their inescapable
interdependence.
3. A textbook is taken as their by most language classrooms,

including most so-called communicative classrooms.

Time required ;15 minutes

Time used ; minutes



