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Perspectives

Tools of Recursion, Intermental Zones of
Proximal Development,
and Critical  Collaborative Autonomy

Tim Murphey
Nanzan University

Exploratory teaching (Allwright, 1991) was conducted in a Japanese university
EFL course in which students were asked to study themselves as learners in
participatory action research (Auerbach, 1994). Weekly student commentary
shows how reflection-in-action, reflection-on-action (Schön, 1987), and
reflection literacy (Hasan, 1996) were encouraged by the recursive micro-
discursive tools of shadowing and summarizing while recording conversations,
and by the recursive reflective tools of action-logging and newsletters.
Highlighting student voices through newsletters seemed to enrich the
participants’ sense of a common intermental space in which to negotiate and
scaffold meaning. These tools of recursion helped students manifest what their
minds were modeling, making comprehensible what they were thinking to
themselves and to others, and create overlapping intermental zones of proximal
development (Vygotsky, 1934). Comments from student action logs are used
to support the idea that intermental interaction can lead toward critical
collaborative autonomy  (Murphey & Jacobs, 2000).

__________________

Insert Japanese Abstract here

___________________

 I alone cannot step out from the world I constructed. If I
study alone, I may be confined to this finite world forever.
But, by taking cooperation into learning, I can expand and
enrich this world and its expanding is infinite. (From a
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student’s action log, included in class newsletter #7)

The quality of the conversation is not necessarily decided by
English proficiency, but by the attitude of trying to under-
stand each other well. (From a student’s action log, included
in class newsletter #8)

I read these comments in Rika and Miki’s (pseudonyms) action logs
toward the end of the first semester and put them into the newsletter
for the next class.  I wanted everybody to read those lines, to think
about them, and talk about them. I also wanted to think about them
myself. “What we want for one student is what we should want for
ourselves” (Leibowitz, 2000, p. 77).

In my weekly university EFL class held in a language laboratory, the
students audio-recorded conversations and then listened to them and
reflected on their performances. They had also grappled with the con-
cept of constructivism, the idea that knowledge is not simply transmit-
ted to learners; rather, learners construct their own individualized un-
derstanding of concepts based on their previous experience, abilities,
learning styles, the context, and probably much more. The students
became aware that new learning often first occurs intermentally,  or
intersubjectively (between people during discourse), and then through
various processes these become intramental (within the self). Often
the students’ comments about their interaction with classmates in-
spired me to reflect as one of their collaborators and to intermentally
learn from them and employ their ideas within my own thinking.

This descriptive, hypothesis-generating paper suggests that at least
some students in one advanced university EFL class in Japan were able
to grasp this social-constructivism through “tools” (activities) that al-
lowed them to make manifest what their minds were modeling in tem-
porarily shared social worlds (Thorne, 2000). These tools also allowed
them to construct intermental moments that led them through the five
movements toward critical collaborative autonomy (CCA) presented
by Murphey and Jacobs (2000) and discussed and exemplified below.

The main tools used by the students were (a) shadowing  (immedi-
ately repeating part or all of an interlocutor’s words during a conversa-
tion), (b) summarizing  (retelling the interlocutor’s points to show com-
prehension after listening to a chunk of discourse) (see Murphey 1995,
1999a, 2000, in press for additional reports), (c) action logging  (writ-
ing a reflective account of class activities), and (d) class newsletters,
consisting of student comments selected from their action logs
(Murphey, 1993; Woo & Murphey, 1999; Kindt & Murphey, 2000).
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These tools made possible recursive participatory action research cycles
of spoken and written communication that have been suggested to
develop learners’ reflection literacy (Hasan, 1996). In this paper I de-
fine tools of recursion in language acquisition as procedures that allow
language and topics to reoccur frequently within a short time, giving
learners more exposure to them by producing an input and output
flood of target tokens within meaningful communication. Thus, shad-
owing, summarizing, action logging, and newsletters are tools of re-
cursion since they allow repeated use of the same or similar language
items, from simple repetition, to reformulation, to new production and
novel use. Tools of recursion also involve listening, speaking, writing,
and reading looped into activities repeatedly. However, these should
not be seen as steps, but rather as different ways of repeatedly present-
ing language and ideas so that they are better understood and acquired.
Micro-discursive activities deal with word and phrase level interactions
with language and ideas, whereas macro-discursive activities involve
reflecting about class activities and evaluating them and one’s perfor-
mances globally. Macro-discursive tools are therefore more
metacognitive in nature.

In this paper, I first introduce the SLA course and describe the tools
of recursion used in the course. Key concepts of CCA and Vygotskian
sociocultural theory are then described. Next I use comments from
student weekly action logs to illustrate how the movements toward
CCA manifested themselves in student reflection.1 In choosing this de-
scription format, I am guided by Thorne’s suggestion:  “When SLA re-
searchers attempt to ‘get at what’s going on’ in processes of second
and foreign language learning, the unit of analysis and the context
within which such research takes place become crucial for the validity
of the results.” He further reminds us that “context, language (learn-
ing and use), and subjectivity are analytically separable, but must be
understood holistically and interdependently to make sense of ‘situ-
ated activity’. . . [and] context is not another variable, but rather is in
part productive of, and in part produced by, collective and individual
human activity” (2000, p. 263).

Course Description and Structures of Invitation

During the spring semester of 2000 I taught an advanced level univer-
sity EFL course titled Second Language Acquisition. It is described as
follows in the course handbook:

This course introduces students to the guiding questions,
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theory, and research methods in the field of Second Language
Acquisition. The class will attempt to model the latest SLA
findings in learning theory by having interactive classes that
are fun. Students will be able to use their own experience as
second language learners and will conduct a short research
project on themselves. Students will read a good deal and
discuss the material in class.

The students were third- and fourth-year Japanese university stu-
dents, all about 21 years of age except for one woman in her thirties.
Four male and 32 female students finished the course out of the 50
students originally enrolled. Most were English majors and had had
some experience abroad. Many were planning to be teachers and six
or seven were going to study abroad for a year starting the following
semester. Some wanted  to study with an English native-speaking
teacher and were not particularly interested in SLA at the outset.

The two texts for the course were How Languages are Learned
(Lightbown & Spada, 1999) and Seven Kinds of Smart (Armstrong,
1999). How Languages are Learned surveys the field of SLA in a very
accessible manner for language learners and teachers. Seven Kinds of
Smart describes Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences for
a general non-academic audience. During the semester students also
read eight articles relevant to class content.

Students began the course by writing action logs. These were double-
entry journals citing passages from the assigned readings on the left-
hand page and commenting on them on the right. In the third week of
the course I introduced mind-mapping2 (Buzan, 1977), which proved
to be a constructive and interesting way for them to conceptualize the
material and discuss it with their peers.

The details of the SLA course are given to situate it, while the com-
ponents described below are not specific to the course. I do not wish
to emphasize the class content but rather the tools which allow stu-
dents to move toward CCA, whether in a content based instruction
(CBI) class or in a language class. The present class entailed both kinds
of focus.

The Use of a Language Laboratory

The weekly 90-minute class was held in a Sony LLC-9000 System lan-
guage laboratory. The laboratory console permitted the random or
adjacent pairing of students for recording conversations. Since students
recorded a weekly average of 25 minutes of conversations with ran-
domly chosen peers from each class for listening to and evaluating at
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home, the recording activity took up a third of the class time. The rest
of the class was spent on other activities, including teacher-fronted
lectures and discussions.

Shadowing, Summarizing, Extending, and Rejoinders

The students were initially taught shadowing and summarizing
(Murphey, 1995, 1999a, 2000, in press) and later extending and rejoin-
ders. As mentioned, shadowing is repeating parts of another’s speech
as a confirmation, and summarizing helps to encourage negotiation
and retention. Extending refers to asking questions in order to extend
conversations and get more information. Rejoinders (e.g., Wow!  Re-
ally! Oh, that’s too bad!) are short expressions made by the listener to
give the speaker feedback and to show comprehension and empathy.

Action Logs

Action logging (Murphey 1993; Woo & Murphey, 1999) refers to the
students’ written evaluation of the activities done in class and their
subsequent reflection on the activities’ usefulness for their learning.
These comments were kept in notebooks  which I read weekly to find
out what the students liked and what they thought helped them to
learn. I was also able to give feedback personally to individuals. By
writing logs, students could review what they had done and could feel
more involved in the course since they had ongoing communication
with the teacher and could actually influence the course procedures.

Newsletters

I often chose student comments from their action logs to place in a
short class newsletter (Murphey 1993; Woo & Murphey, 1999; Kindt &
Murphey, 2000). These comments highlighted important issues raised
by the students. Some comments were positive reports of strategy-use
that inspired other students. However, questions and confusions were
often noted and I responded to them either in the newsletter or orally
in class. Different views that showed students constructing different
ideas and opinions were also included. The newsletters were passed
out at the end of class and were read as homework. Students were also
asked to talk to their partners about the newsletter contents and to
write about what impressed them in their next action logs. Newslet-
ters were given out eight times (weeks 5, 6, 7, 8 and in 10, 11, 12, and
13) in the thirteen-week semester. This way of sharing student voices
with the rest of the class took advantage of the knowledge present in
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the group and promoted intermental focus on certain ideas.

A Typical Class

A typical class started off with the students finding new partners to sit
with, thus adjusting to new people and receiving different influences
upon their understanding of the course readings and concepts. Dur-
ing the first few minutes of each class, the students exchanged names
and telephone numbers (so they could call for homework if needed or
assigned), then read, compared, and discussed each other’s  action
logs. Next they recorded conversations with their peers. Each conver-
sation lasted from 5 to 10 minutes and often began with an easy topic
to warm up their English discussion skills (e.g., “Tell me three things
you did last weekend.”). Later conversations involved questions about
course content. The students usually had three to five conversations
on their tape to listen to after each class.

The recordings were usually followed by a teacher-led portion of
the class in which I told stories and anecdotes relevant to some idea in
the course, gave short lectures on different theories and practices, or
addressed ideas raised in the action logs. I did not lecture directly on
the content of the class readings unless misunderstandings had been
noted in the action logs. Instead the students relied mostly on each
other, their recorded discussions, and mind maps for learning the ma-
terial in their books. I often demonstrated the key learning tools (e.g.,
shadowing, summarizing, extending, rejoinders) with a student part-
ner.

The last few minutes of each class entailed copying down the home-
work assignments. These usually included the readings for the follow-
ing week, listening to the tapes, meeting or calling their partners and
asking them questions concerning the readings, reading and comment-
ing on newsletters and articles, and perhaps asking informants not in
the class for some sort of information. Students turned in their action
logs on Fridays and they were returned on Monday, before the next
class.

I felt that if students could connect the SLA concepts they read about
with their own language learning, they would become more self-aware.
For example, recording conversations on weekend activities using shad-
owing, summarizing, extending, and rejoinders (SSER) was, at first
glance, merely an activity to focus attention on certain conversation
techniques, thereby encouraging the students to reflect in action
(Schön, 1987). However, the students also reflected on  their perfor-
mances while listening to their cassettes at home by evaluating their
use of the techniques. This metacognition was meant to develop their
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reflective literacy (Hasan, 1996).  In fact Swain’s recent research sug-
gests that students learn during stimulated recall sessions (2000b), and
writing an action log while listening to and reflecting on one’s tape is
suggested here to be one type of stimulated recall. This activity allowed
the students to participate in SLA research concerning their own lan-
guage learning.

The Essential Concepts of CCA and Constructivism

Recently Murphey and Jacobs (2000) proposed the concept of “criti-
cal collaborative autonomy” as a potentially fruitful way of conceptu-
alizing student development. Whereas combining collaboration and
autonomy may sound like an oxymoron, the concepts actually go hand
in hand. The more that people interact and collaborate, the more
choices they become aware of and the more autonomously they can
act (see Vygotsky’s intermental to intramental process [Wertsch, 1991]).
Being autonomous was therefore not defined as acting alone, but rather
as being able to take responsibility for one’s learning and development
(Murphey & Jacobs, 2000). The critical component was suggested to
be necessary since there is some danger in overly acquiescent and
sheepish collaboration as well as in overly self-centered autonomy.
Being critical is thus meant to enrich both the community and private
domain with open questioning and a continual search for improvement.

Murphey and Jacobs (2000) proposed that learners tend to move
through several overlapping  “movements” or stages on their way to
CCA: (a) socialization,  (b) dawning metacognition, (c) initiating choice,
and (d) expanding autonomy. Inherent in the idea of these movements
are Vygotsky’s concepts of the zone of proximal development (ZPD),
intermentality, social-constructivism, and tools of mediation (Vygotsky,
1934/1962; Wertsch, 1991).

The ZPD refers to those things that one is not quite ready to do alone,
but can do with the help of another person. For example several stu-
dents in the SLA class had no previous experience with juggling and
could not juggle alone but were able to do it to some degree with a
partner. In this example the activity is at first located within the learn-
ers’ ZPDs (their potential) and enacted (scaffolded) intermentally—
between two people. Only later, through further participation, does it
become an intramental ability, residing within the mind of the learner.
These phenomena are captured by M. C. Bateson when she writes “Par-
ticipation precedes learning” (1994,  p. 41; see also Lave & Wenger,
1991). Participation opens the door to activities that involve
intermentally constructed understandings in temporarily shared social
realities (Thorne, 2000). These can lead to individual appropriation
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and use.
Social-constructivism is a metaphor that can be more illustrative of

student and teacher learning than the widespread metaphor of trans-
mission (see Oxford et al., 1998; van Lier, 2000). To put it simply, when
teachers and students think along the lines of transmission, teachers
speak and students listen. When teachers apply a metaphor of
constructivism to learning (often unconsciously), they tend to scaf-
fold (or present) appropriate experiences. This encourages their stu-
dents to construct individual understanding and to share it with oth-
ers in the group to further their learning. Such teachers realize that
students construct their understandings in different ways and that the
results are continually and dynamically developing and are rarely iden-
tical. When these constructions are shared, as in newsletters, they pro-
duce the awareness (Langer, 1989) that there is not necessarily one
correct answer or way to say something, and that we are continually
constructing our language, our understanding and our lives. It then
follows that collaborating with others (e.g., creating intermental spaces)
enriches our ability to construct our own understanding.

Finally, in Vygotskian sociocultural theory, tools are seen to mediate
the way that we perform activities  (Wertsch, 1991). Just as telephones,
faxes, and computers mediate how we communicate with others, the
tools described in this article mediate (e.g., facilitate and change) how
students socially negotiate their language learning, SLA content, their
beliefs and attitudes, and their relationships with one another.

Evidence of Movement

Evidence for the development of CCA through five stages or move-
ments (socialization, dawning metacognition, initiating choice, expand-
ing autonomy, and CCA) discussed in Murphey & Jacobs (2000) is pre-
sented below as comments from student action logs as well as teacher
classroom observations. Action log (al) numbers (1 to 13) or newslet-
ter (nl) numbers (1 to 8) are provided to locate the comment in time.
Minor corrections were made to the student comments before putting
them into the newsletters but comments from action logs have not
been corrected.

Of the 36 students finishing the course, about 12 students were regu-
larly published in the newsletters, another 12 occasionally, and another
12 perhaps not at all. However as the comments appeared in the news-
letters anonymously and the logs were returned to students, there is
no record of the authors. The newsletters were designed to be a com-
munal space in which the ideas expressed became topics for discus-
sion for all. Even though some students may not have had their com-
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ments published in the newsletter, most were discussing them in their
conversations and action logs and were obviously learning from their
peers. However, it is possible that some students may have felt slighted
when their comments were not published and this point may need
teacher attention. Furthermore, since the comments came from near
peer role models (Murphey, 1998) they were within most students’
ZPDs and were easy for the other students to understand and identify
with.

The following section presents student comments which support
the suggestion (Murphey & Jacobs, 2000) that there are five movements
involved in reaching CCA.

Socialization

Socialization, the first movement toward CCA, emphasizes building
rapport. This is seen as a prerequisite for learners to be able to work
comfortably together. Evidence for socialization comes from student
comments about getting to know each other and their feelings of soli-
darity with their classmates:

It was a lot of fun to juggle in the Green Area! When we made
a big circle and played juggling, I felt that we are united
through juggling. I was very happy. I feel a bigger happiness
when many people succeed in a thing (ex. juggling) than
when I succeed alone. The more people there are, the greater
joy I can get. (nl-5)

The newsletters appeared to be instrumental in helping students
develop a sense of community:

I enjoyed reading it [nl-8] as usual but I felt missed [sad] be-
cause this could be the last NL for me. NLs are interesting for
students because it is not only the review but also like a real
letter from friends. (al-13)

That socialization develops over time and supports learning was ex-
pressed well by one student in her final action log:

At first, I was very nervous, because this course was very dif-
ficult, and I couldn’t understand well. But gradually, I noticed
that I should ask other classmates what I couldn’t understand.
After I noticed it, I could relax very much. The mid-term exam
was unusual, but it improved me very much. We could help
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each other [on the exam] and learned a lot of things. . . This
class’s system that to tell others what I understand and ask
others what I could not understand is very good. (al-13)

A language laboratory with immovable consoles is not a particularly
amenable environment for the development of community feelings.
However, the limitations of the setting were overcome by regularly
changing seat partners, varying partners for the recorded conversa-
tions, and providing socializing activities.

Dawning Metacognition

The second movement involves the development of metacognition.
Many students expressed a variety of emotions on hearing their first
tapes, showing that they were reflecting on their performances:

Before listening to the tape I was not sure if there would be
interesting or valuable parts on it. But actually there are a lot.
. . Taping tells me lots of valuable things about my English.
(nl-1)

The students were also surprised at what they could learn from their
peers. The passage  below appeared in the first newsletter:

I was most impressed by my second partner [on the tape].
She shadowed almost every key word I said. For example:
Me: Well, first of all on Friday,
Her: Friday
Me: My friend and I went to Takashima-ya
Her: Takashima-ya, okay
Me: For the first time.
Her: How was it?
She shadowed the most important words in the sentences!
So I could see she really understood me while I was speak-
ing. And the other impressive thing about her was “expand-
ing questions!” She asked me “How was it?” after I said
Takashima-ya. She tried to expand the topic and it was very
helpful to me to continue the conversation. And at the end of
the conversation, she said “So, let me summarize” and she
summarized what I said briefly!! I was really impressed. (nl-
1)

Midway through the semester, at least some students were grasping
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the gray areas of SLA research and were reflecting on their emotions
as well:

When I read the HLL [How Languages are Learned] book, I
was irritated sometimes because it did not have clear answers
for each question. However, I realized that as research pro-
ceeds, questions tend to have no single or simple answer. And
that is why the research is so interesting. (nl-3)

By the end of the semester, several students were extending
metacognition beyond the classroom, thus providing evidence of gen-
eralizing learning to other contexts. In a final action log I read this
insightful reflection that is contributing to my own research on shad-
owing:

Young children [in the kindergarten I work in once a week]
always shadow. Their eyes are fixed on my lips when I speak
English to them. After two or three times of exposure to the
phrase or word, they start to move their lips. They are going
backwards if we use your concept. They start from silent shad-
owing to selective and to full shadowing. Once they acquire
the new phrase/word they move forward from full to selec-
tive to silent. It seems. So Shadowing must be good for learn-
ing second language. It’s sad we forget how to shadow as we
get older. (al-13)

It is suggested that the multiple recursive opportunities afforded by
the reflective tools of taping while shadowing and summarizing, ac-
tion logging, and newsletters facilitated the development of
metacognition. Such tools allowed discourse and ideas to be re-observed
and analyzed. As Swain (2000b) has pointed out, the act of verbaliza-
tion is an act of learning and it also serves to externalize thoughts which
can then be objects of further reflection. Obviously recording the stu-
dents’ verbalizations on tape and in action logs and newsletters pro-
vided the potential for further reflection and learning.

Initiating Choice

The first three movements towards CCA, socialization, metacognition,
and initiating choice, can happen from the beginning moments in a
new group. However, the teacher can structure activities so that the
movements happen more intensively. Teachers can help students who
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have had little previous choice in what or how they studied to gradu-
ally consider options in the ways they learn. The students in this class
were asked to choose a different seat and a different partner in each
class. They also had to choose the content of their conversations, al-
though topics were often given in the beginning (e.g.,  discuss three
things you did last weekend). They were often asked to focus on one
of the four aspects of SSER (shadowing, summarizing, extending, re-
joinders) in their conversations for the day. They chose the points they
wanted to highlight in their action logs and they formulated their own
questions for the mid-term test. These choices were greatly expanded
by the end of the semester, when they created presentations and did
their own self-evaluations.

One could rightly argue that these activities were not chosen but
were required by the course, that the instructor was forcing students
to choose. Indeed, many students would have preferred to sit beside a
friend for the whole semester. Ultimately, however, this disruption of
the students’ passive choices and the requirement to recognize the
advantages of different choices may have increased their ability to cre-
ate choices in the future. That some students were creating choices by
the end of the course was shown by two students’ independent sug-
gestions to change the form of the final assessment. Spurred by their
suggestions, the class decided to do group presentations. This devel-
opmental sequence is also captured by the student comment below
concerning action logging:

At first (and two years ago in Oral Communication) I didn’t
like writing Action Log. [Now I understand] by writing ac-
tion log, I can do “meta-activity,” or “meta-my idea.” It helps
me to try to understand the purposes of activities and think
of what I want to do. What I want to do, what a student wants
to do, leads my interest. And I can let a teacher know my
idea, interest . . . etc. Such things improve the class I attend.
(nl-3)

Expanding Autonomy

The fourth movement, expanding autonomy, or taking of greater con-
trol over one’s learning (termed “self-regulation” in sociocultural
theory), is greatly facilitated by reflection on one’s own performance.
Listening to audio recordings intensifies such reflection by providing
the students with performance data, as the comment below attests:
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When I listened to the tape, I noticed something so nice. It
was when I talked with my partner and made a mistake. I
noticed that I made a mistake and corrected it myself. Before
today, I thought I always do not notice when I make a mis-
take, so I thought I will never correct it without listening to
my conversation. But it was not true. I noticed it!! I am not
sure whether I corrected myself consciously or not. How-
ever, this experience gave me confidence for not being afraid
of making a mistake. I also noticed that when I made a mis-
take, or my partner made a mistake, we both corrected it in
shadowing. And, when we heard the correction of our mis-
takes in shadowing, we noticed that we made a mistake and
what the correction was. In this case, we could correct the
mistakes very naturally. Therefore, I think it is very impor-
tant to tell a correction in shadowing when we notice that
our partner made a mistake. (nl-6)

It can be suggested that such metacognition leads to autonomy which
may first be localized to these activities and only later generalized. Ex-
panding autonomy can carry student learning beyond the classroom
and can bridge the classroom with the students’ outside lives, as the
example below indicates:

A few weeks ago I had a chance to talk with Singaporeans in
English. (I was helping their research work by translating their
questionnaire into Japanese.) When we were talking during
the break, I realized I was shadowing unconsciously. I shad-
owed what they said quite often. Before I took this course, I
didn’t respond with shadowing. But now, shadowing became
a kind of habit. I shadowed a last word of the speaker. It didn’t
sound strange. It was a good way to make sure that I really
understood what they said. So, I think using shadowing isn’t
strange thing to do when you talk with native speakers. I
rather encourage everyone to use shadowing when they talk
to native speakers! It is a great way to respond to what the
speaker said and to make the conversation smooth. (al-13)

The comment below shows the ability to experiment with learning
strategies and to search for personally useful strategies as a way to ex-
pand one’s control over learning. This is also an explicit account of
reflection-in-action (Schön, 1987):
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The moment I watched today’s video, I felt very nervous be-
cause I recalled the first time when I watched it [an excerpt
for a few minutes] and I couldn’t listen at all and understand
at all. But I changed my mind and tried to shadow. [We saw it
in three parts with discussion after each.] First I shadowed
what the narrator was saying. Shadowing made me able to
understand most of it. I was really surprised because I could
understand!  After watching, we discussed what we watched.
At that time, I found that I could understand but there were a
lot of parts I couldn’t remember in detail. So I decided to
write down [take notes] next time. Then I wrote down what
I could catch and shadowed. This work was very useful when
I discussed it. I could reconstruct easily. In the third part, I
tried to read [the outline] while shadowing and writing my
own notes. Then after watching, I asked my partner only parts
I couldn’t catch. This way of learning I found to be very desir-
able. From now on I will apply this way to as many subjects
as possible. (nl-6)

That the students felt safe enough to experiment with different ways
of learning, to write about them, and to share them with the group
shows that they were comfortable with the group. Publishing such
comments in newsletters which were read by all students perhaps in-
spired even more near peer role modeling (Murphey, 1998).

Critical Collaborative Autonomy

CCA may not be an end state, but rather something that we flow into
periodically in our attempts to run our lives as we cyclically travel
through moments of intense collaboration, retreat into solitude, re-
flect deeply about our practices, and drift unconsciously on automatic
pilot. The key may be to regularly question ourselves, our beliefs, and
what we read and hear from others. At the same time, we need to be
brave enough to critically make a stand based on what we know, as in
the student comments below:

One thing that makes me unsatisfied with concerning the at-
titude of teachers in university is that generally speaking,
teachers in a university are apt to prefer to provide more new
information they have not taught the students rather than give
a supplementary explanation and comments on exams after
the tests. It might seem to be based on false beliefs that, since
“students learn what they’re taught,” saying the same thing
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or reflecting on exams is a waste of time. However, that is
not true. Even in conventional written exams, students con-
tinue to learn. (nl-5)

In the last class the students were given a short article describing a
perceived incoherence in the Japanese educational system regarding
Japanese university entrance examinations (Murphey, 1999b). It was a
critical piece and I was curious to see how the students would react. I
should note here that in my view SLA is by its nature political and en-
trance examinations in Japan, due to their extreme washback effect,
tend to pervert SLA processes from the top down. Such topics, to my
knowledge, are practically never addressed openly in the teacher-train-
ing curriculum in Japanese universities. I contend that, by reading the
article and having an attentive collaborative community to communi-
cate with, these student voices were freed perhaps for the first time.
Considering that tests of unknown validity act as gatekeepers to uni-
versities that put students on the fast track to important social posi-
tions and that high school teachers feel chained to this “exam hell,” it
is an especially apt topic for all SLA and teacher-training courses in
Japan.  Many students did indeed engage themselves in the discussion
and showed deep involvement, and even anger:

Actually the entrance exams themselves are not practical, I
think. I took the exam, and I studied only for it. It was no fun,
and not useful. I hope the exams can be changed. (al-13)

When I was a junior high and high school student, many teach-
ers were thinking about their students very seriously. [How-
ever] their concern was only how many students would go
to good high schools or universities. (al-13)

The Japanese entrance exam system produces people who
know lots of vocabulary and rules but can’t communicate in
English. There is a TV show that makes fun of these people.
But actually it’s not funny. People who are laughing at them
can not speak English either. It’s not time for laughing. We
should change the system. (al-13)

Teachers-to-be were especially concerned about this article as they
were seeing the incongruence between what they were learning in
methods courses about communicative language teaching and what
they were expected to do in school to prepare students for entrance
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exams.

In today’s situation, students and teachers get too used to ac-
cepting the status quo, even if it has contradictions. They
might think nothing would be changed. But they are the one
who practice and receive education. They should be respon-
sible for their education. And movement from students and
teachers do have power to change the system. (al-13)

It must be really hard, but trying to be faithful to what you
believe is a very important thing, I think. (al-13)

I went to my hometown to take an interview test for “prac-
tice teaching.” One teacher said, “This school never has oral
communication classes. “ I couldn’t believe that! Are they
crazy!? But when I read this article, I thought I experienced
the last paragraph. An ideal of the Monbusho [Ministry of
Education] and actual teaching are different. Teachers should
not be satisfied with their way of teaching. Teachers should
think (check) students can understand well and enjoy learn-
ing. (al-13)

Obviously the students were on different time schedules in their
development toward CCA. However, it is crucial for the teacher to find
multi-functional tools  which provide opportunities for learning at any
particular moment. For example, action logging offers the chance for
all students to socialize, reflect, and be critical, yet they may be used
by different students in particular ways depending on their develop-
mental trajectories. As teachers, our effectiveness may depend in part
on equipping ourselves with such multi-functional tools which pro-
vide a host of doorways for students. But (to paraphrase a line from
the movie Matrix) it depends on learners which doors (and in which
order) they wish to open.

Conclusion

This description of exploratory teaching and participatory action re-
search is aimed at hypothesis generation rather than testing, and the
ideas presented here obviously need further research. It is suggested
that the key tools described above allowed students to progress toward
CCA and to form a collaborative community of interthinkers (Mercer,
2000) The micro-discursive tools of shadowing and summarizing and
the reflective tools of action logging and newsletters can be used with



137

practically any group to encourage overlapping zones of proximal de-
velopment and the creation of shared intermental spaces. These tools
allow student to manifest what their minds are modeling, scaffolding
or creating overlapping intermental ZPDs, and allowing a flow between
intermental and intramental processing (Lantolf, 2000; Vygotsky, 1934/
1962; Wells, 1999). As Swain (2000a), with reference to Pica (1994),
states, “Through negotiation, comprehensibility is achieved as inter-
locutors repeat and rephrase for their conversational partners” (p. 98,
my emphasis). Based on student comments, encouraging shadowing
and summarizing during communicative activities would seem to en-
sure greater comprehensibility and jointly scaffolded ZPDs that allow
for movement toward CCA. Action logging and newsletters intensify
this process. With these tentative findings as support, this exploratory
research can be summarized in the form of the following hypotheses:

1) The tools of recursion allow students to reveal, construct,
restructure, and scaffold understanding recursively and
intermentally using their own and their group’s verbalizations.
The tools allow students to participate more intensively in
less threatening ways, and to gain quicker access to more
central participation.
2) The tools of recursion can create a community intermental
space of overlapping ZPDs.
3) These intermental spaces facilitate socialization,
metacognition, and movement toward CCA.

It might further be hypothesized that teachers’ own teaching ZPDs
might be better adjusted to student ZPDs by learning what-learners-
are-learning (e.g., through action logs), and by letting what-learners-
are-learning become part of the subject matter of their courses (e.g.,
with newsletters) in order to better scaffold learning. As opposed to
simply supplying input, this is very close to what van Lier (2000) refers
to as supplying affordances  through:

[a teacher’s ability to ] . . .  structure the learner’s activities
and participation so that access is available and engagement
encouraged. This brings ecological language learning in line
with proposals for situated learning (and ‘legitimate periph-
eral participation’) by Lave and Wenger (1991) and the guided
participation, apprenticeship, and participatory appropria-
tion described by Rogoff (1995) (p. 253).
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Finally, Gee (1996) writes of “Discourses” (with a capital D) as,

ways of behaving, interacting, valuing, thinking, believing,
speaking, and often reading and writing that are accepted as
instantiations of particular roles (or ‘types of people’) by spe-
cific groups of people . . . Discourses are ways of being
“people like us” (p. viii).

While I was not conscious of this at the outset, I now see this SLA
course as a kind of invitation to participate in, and create, several Dis-
courses: (1) the Discourse of the critically collaborative and autono-
mous language learner, intensively collaborating and taking more con-
trol of the learning process; (2) the Discourse of the novice SLA re-
searcher, appropriating some of the perspectives, knowledge, and lan-
guage of the field through personal experience; (3) the Discourse of
the critically aware teacher-learner who reflects on past learning ex-
periences and who dares to question and criticize present situations
and construct an image of something better.  Gee (1996) further con-
tends:

Schools . . . ought to be about people reflecting on and cri-
tiquing the ‘Discourse-maps’ of their society, and, indeed, the
wider world. Schools ought to allow students to juxtapose
diverse Discourses to each other so that they can understand
them at a meta-level through a more encompassing language
of reflection. Schools ought to allow all students to acquire,
not just learn about, Discourses that lead to effectiveness in
their society, should they wish to do so. Schools ought to al-
low students to transform and vary their Discourse, based on
larger cultural and historical understandings, to create new
Discourses, and to imagine better and more socially just ways
of being in the world (p. 190).

Striving to realize critical collaborative autonomy through the tools
of SSER recordings, action logging, and newsletters seems to have cre-
ated Discourses of potential. As professional educators, perhaps our
own Discourses of potential lie within our ability to find recursive means
to become aware of one another’s thinking, to scaffold intermental
spaces of overlapping ZPDs, and to create collaborative learning com-
munities.
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Notes

1. This article presents some tools of recursion and supports their use by con-
sideration of student written comments, not by actual “first order” transcribed
data.  This would have been possible, however, especially for the micro-discur-
sive strategies of shadowing and summarizing, through listening to the recorded
tapes. Such research has been done by narrow transcriptions and the results
support the idea of collaborative intermental ZPDs. For example, see the chap-
ters by Ohta, Swain, Kramsch, and others in Lantolf, 2000.

2. Mind maps are simple web-like drawings with words, icons or pictures which
represent larger ideas. The main topic is usually placed in the middle and the
subtopics branch out in different directions. For a mind map of this article, I
might draw a toolbox at the center of a page and have four branches extending
to represent the four tools used. I might have other branches for CCA and the
Discourses of potential. In turn each of these branches might sub-branch and
interconnect.
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