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Foreword

We all know that in a world, characterized by globalization, and in which
international cooperation and the transfer of goods, of technology, and of knowledge
as well as the exchange of people are of an ever growing importance, the knowledge
and the use of foreign languages belong to the necessary qualifications for those
dealing with these processes. More and more people all over the world have to, and
want to, learn languages other than their own mother tongues. Therefore the
processes and the organization of language teaching and language learning have to be
studied, analysed and improved, in order to provide both teachers and learners with
the best possible means and opportunities to reach their goals. To do so, the
international exchange of ideas, experiences and research findings is a necessity, and
it is a great source of optimism for me, to find so many prestigious and experienced
international scholars, as in this book, joined in the common effort to find answers
and solutions to the challenges of improving language teaching and learning in a
changing world. '

Every educational system is part of a given society, and as a consequence of
this, is subjected to all the influences and developments that characterize and change
this society. The teaching of languages is an integral part of the educational system
of society, regardless on which level it takes place, and therefore is also subjected to
its developments and changes. Different countries and different educational systems
try to tackle the problems involved in this process in different ways. Different social
and economic settings, not to mention different cultural and political systems, give
different frames for all educational processes within their societies. That means that
also the teaching and learning of languages, when institutionally planned, organized
and conducted, take place under certain defining conditions or even constraints. To
discuss the ways and means of the appropriate organization of educational and
especially language teaching processés, has to take into consideration these social
conditions. Therefore, in the international discourse on language teaching, it is not
easy, perhaps even impossible, to find a common understanding of the terms
“autonomy” and “maintaining control”.in educational processes.

Following a philosophical as well as a sociological concept, in which society and

the individual stand in a dialectical relation to each other—they are at the same time
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opponents as well as of necessity complementary items—the notion of autonomy, not
only in connection with language learning, but even in this, includes the question:
“Autonomous—with respect to what and to whom?” Autonomy, even in language
learning, is the complementary counterpart to the regulations and rules of a given
system, and connected to them as the two sides of a coin. There can be no autonomy
without reference to a given set of norms and rules. So, in order to advocate
autonomy, to declare autonomy as an educational aim, we have to refer to norms and
rules as well, as we are about to modify them or even declare them as no longer
valid. To be a member of a given society, to raise children within this society
therefore means, to find an equilibrium between adherence to norms and rules, in
order to keep society as a whole working, and autonomy, as an ingredient of
personal development of the individual. The notion of autonomy therefore is not only
a philosophical and a social one, but also an educational one. And as societies differ
in their social, cultural, economic, political settings, this equilibrium differs, and
the notion of autonomy has a different meaning in different societies. Can we
therefore expect the notion of autonomy in language learning to be the same all over
the world?

The same is true for the question of maintaining control; who is it that
maintains control, and over what or over whom, and to what purpose? And who or
what is questioning, or even challenging, the maintenance of control? In a rapidly
changing world not only different societies change, and with them their educational
systems and concepts, and also the aims, the means and the ways of learning
languages are changing rapidly, but also the understanding of autonomy together
with the concept of maintaining control. In this context and with respect to the
socially and culturally defined meanings of the terms “autonomy” and “maintaining
control”, the teaching of foreign languages acquires an additional dimension. Its
purpose is not only to promote the skills of communication in a given language, but
also the development of the learners’ personalities and their consciousness and
acceptance of social responsibility. The papers presented in this book give a good
impression of the diversity of approaches to these questions.

Our understanding of language acquisition changes, due to research into these
processes as well as to in-depth research in the foreign language classroom. The
different parts, teachers and students are used to play, are changing due to changes
in society, in teaching aims, methods, means and technology. The rather
comfortable if questionable argument of the culturally defined traditional teaching
and learning methods and their lasting influence on modern language teaching and

learning, has to be reconsidered. And in this context, answers have to be found to
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the question, whether teaching methods and concepts of classroom organization can
be “exported” across cultural borders. The questions of autonomous versus tutorial
language teaching and learning, of blended learning and of the shift of responsibility
from teacher to learner, which stand in the core of the papers included in this book,
open a vast range of opinions and problems.

Learner autonomy in language learning nowadays is widely held to be a positive
notion, often closely related to the notions of creativity and individuality, although
the meaning of this term very often remains obscure. Here also, the above raised
question: “Autonomous—with respect to what and to whom” has to be asked. Does
it mean autonomous with respect to the teacher, to a curriculum, to the selection of
teaching/learning means and media, to the organization of the learning process or the
definition of its aims and results? And can we claim to have a clear understanding of
the affiliated term of “blended learning”—another key word in modern language
teaching methodology and theory—when the meaning of autonomy is not clearly
defined?

It is not only social and economic changes that offer challenges to the
understanding and the practice of language learning. New media, the Internet, and
other technologies open possibilities that only a short time ago nobody would have
thought feasible. The language classroom acquires a completely new dimension.
Language learning can be based on and organized with media that the teacher has no
influence on, often not even knowledge of. On the other hand these media, when
carefully and successfully included into the preparation, conducting and evaluation of
language teaching, offer new ways and methods of teaching that give the teacher
space to concentrate more closely on the single students and their progress or
problems. The teacher can regain his options and his responsibility for the organizing
and conducting language teaching as an educational process, and not only as the
promotion of communicative skills. These possibilities pose challenges to all of us,
with which we have to cope, new concepts and aims of teacher training being but one
of them. There arise questions concerning the self-discipline and the responsibility of
teachers as well as of students. The development of students’ consciousness of their
own responsibility for the success or failure of their learning results becomes an item
in the language teaching class. New teaching materials and concepts of teaching as
well as of learning have to be developed. And this again poses a challenge for
classroom research as well as for research on language acquisition. The question of
autonomy in relation to the maintenance of control gains importance.

1 do not want to decide, whether the papers assembled in this volume will be

able to find all the answers to our questions, but I am convinced that they will have
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a major impact on the international discourse on language teaching and learning, and
will offer important contributions, from which language teaching and language

learning will vastly profit in the future.

Professor Dr. Ulrich Steinmiiller
Dean

School of International Studies
Zhejiang University

Hangzhou

December 2004
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Abstract ; Learner autonomy in foreign-language studies is of great significance
in that it gives expression to educational ideals and reforms of teaching models in
research universities, especially in cultivating creatively talented people at high
levels. Using constructive and cognitive theories of learning as a point of departure,
the present paper seeks to probe into the concepts of learner autonomy in foreign-
language studies and of creatively talented people, and then proceeds to explore the
characteristics of learner autonomy regarding foreign-language studies in Chinese
research universities and the role of learner autonomy in cultivating creatively
talented people in research universities.
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