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We Don’t Know Why Our
Students are Autonomous!
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The authors who teach in Japanese community
centers noticed they had been overlooking the
influence of their more autonomous adult learners’
out-of-class experiences while studying English.
Moreover; there appears to be sparse research on
how autonomous language learners create their
own chances for learning unrelated to teacher
influence in the EFL classroom. By getting student
feedback from language learning histories (LLHs),

questionnaires, and teacher observations, the
authors gained valuable insights into such out-of-
class experiences. Most of the adult learners not only
highlighted time for studying English according to
particular stages in their lives, but also focused
on shameful or embarrassing situations that had
motivated them to actively pursue their English
studies. This, we feel, underlined a certain level of
maturity on the learners’part, which also strongly
supported their pursuit of English. As the authors
presented these findings at JALT Shizuoka 2003,
attendees asked insightful questions about the
teachers’ changes in perception of their respective
students that helped to add a layer to the original
study. Responses to a particular question will be
addressed in this paper.
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Introduction

Basically in all of the hours of reading we did for our master’s
degrees, neither of us remembers reading much about motivation
or autonomy studies of highly motivated students who create their
own chances for learning unrelated to teacher influence in the
classroom. Instead, a significant amount of what we read seemed
to focus on how teacher-researchers have attempted to motivate
or foster autonomy in students who had little interest in English.
Nevertheless we both teach adult learners that are in control of
their English learning, which appears to occur naturally without
much support from us. Eric’s mature students he affectionately
refers to as “Jijis & Babas” and Stacey’s inspirational students
she calls “Sempais” create opportunities to learn on their own
and collectively in groups. As such, we were naturally curious as
to whether our students had certain experiences that might have
influenced their drives to learn English.

Using “Jijis, Babas & Sempais” as subjects we collaboratively
conducted a research project included in a publication for the
JALT Learner Development special interest group (Skier & Vye,
2003). And at our presentation at JALT2003 we focused on the
findings of that qualitative study examining our more autonomous
adult learners’ beliefs and external/internal motivators for studying
English. However, after contemplating on an insightful question
posed to us by an attendee at our presentation at JALT Shizuoka
2003, we realized through a reflective process that our relationship
with our students has changed in different ways for both of us
during a six-month period as we analyzed the collected data,
particularly their LLHs. How our particular relationships with the
students was affected had not been incorporated into our original
study and in retrospect this will be an added layer to our study that
we’d like to discuss in this paper.

Autonomy in our contexts

Our students showed signs of what Breen and Mann (1997,

p. 134) term ““a desire to learn”, that autonomous language
learners appear to possess. We saw evidence these students are
autonomous learners that have a desire for, and an authentic
relationship to, the language they are learning. On the other hand
it seemed to us that most research on learner motivation and
autonomy has focused on students who lack the desire to learn,
with an emphasis on how teachers can help to increase interest in
the subject through various techniques and strategies rather than
at the nature of motivation itself (e.g., Dornyei, 2001).

We became interested in the area that Phil Benson (Benson,
2001, 2002b; Head, 2003) is focusing some of his research

on: out-of-class learning — where learners make efforts to

learn a language outside the classroom by their own initiative
and create their own chances for learning unrelated to teacher
influence in the classroom. The “Jijis, Babas, & Sempais”
were learning autonomously by using the English available to
them outside of class, and sharing these resources and ideas
for improving English with their classmates. More specifically
the “Jijis & Babas” were in control of their studies in terms of
Holec’s (1981, p. 3) definition of “the ability to take charge of
one’s learning” (Also Benson, 2001). In addition, from what we
have observed with these students, the issue of the “capacity

to take control of one’s learning” raised by Little (1991, p. 3)
seemed to be key.

Reading the Murphey and Jacobs (2000) article on critical
collaborative autonomy, made us think of the “Sempais.”
This process can be observed when learners work on guided
cooperative learning with their peers to create a support
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system which leads to individual critical voices developing
autonomously at an accelerated rate. In addition, the “Sempais”
understood that they were responsible for improving their
English skills as they also often took advantage of sharing
various English resources available to them.

Survey procedure

First, we decided to adapt an open-ended questionnaire
example cited in Burns (1999) as it would allow for more
detailed descriptions of learner perceptions and unpredicted
information. Then, we agreed to use LLHs that Murphey
(1997,1998Db) created with his English learners to develop
comprehensible language materials and near peer role models.
As such, we asked the “Jijis, Babas, & Sempais” to provide all
written feedback in their native language of Japanese to reduce
possible misunderstandings and increase the chance that useful
information was not omitted due to language limitations. And
finally, there were our observations of the students.

Results

We found two very clear threads in the student data: time and
shame, but felt that there had to be more to explain why the
students were so motivated and termed that “maturity.” With the
concept of time, a majority of the “Jijis & Babas” reported they
positively benefited by studying with people of the same age group
and they enjoyed the experience. Two of Eric’s students expressed
enjoying spending time with others of a similar generation:

* “HCAERDNETETHVLWIGENTERELLM
WHTEET”

“I made really good friends with people of the
same age so I enjoy my lessons.”

* “FUHANRDTY 7 AL Z IR AL 72 ERLUNC
BRENEZHATD,”

“My classmates are of the same generation so
when I'm absent from class they kindly tell me the
content of the lesson.”

Although each participant expressed individual reasons for
why they were motivated to study English, about one third

of the women described interruptions in time where they
stopped studying because they were busy with marriage and
childrearing. A ‘Sempai’ and a ‘Baba’ shared their thoughts on
the phenomena respectively:

o “HEE TR E UTAIE, TR L 3070 B,”
“Upon becoming a housewife I had no time for
English.”

o AT TFBTCLEEDOMNIITRS LD
FEE EAEARCEEELT”

“Running around like crazy trying to raise kids
and work, my English slowly but surely died.”

Time appeared to be a factor for our students’ studies not only
in terms of age/generations and class make-up, but also whether
they have time to spend on studying English. A few “Jijis &
Babas” also mentioned one more aspect relative to time, that of
‘holding back the hands of time’—if you will:

o <&k,
“(I am studying English) to stave off old age.’

>
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o “WTEIZPF MO L —=v 7
“Presently, half (of my reason for studying

2

English) is ‘brain training’.

We were surprised to find there were common threads of
shame, disappointment, and embarrassment at being unable
to communicate in English. Some were too personal to be
included, but here are three examples:

KFDFANTHAE 2 I 72\ RG22 8, A DREFED
RN DI THOL A5 (Felt overwhelmed) 25
bHYE LT, A EFMED L >7 DD [HT
T EVIFIZETH R BV ERVEL,”

“In my university engineering department’s
research facilities I worked as a secretary to
translate semi-conductor reports and the facility

o “Z 1 O4ERE, F84E 1[I HES £ Deollaboration T
T, HFEED NEoH D TEH D A SlFEILP
D HEE T, HHECE RPN ENDLLEH VORISR
HuxcilzdE LTI T KO ESTiEAs N
72655 L LW TELDIC LRI 722 Lp37K
SADHT,”

“For the past decade or so, every year |
collaborate with people from overseas. The
people are not all from English-speaking regions,
but we use English as a common language.
Paperwork as well as the sharing of opinions

is all done indirectly through interpreters. I
think I could do a better job (if my English was
better) and so I often regret my inability to
communicate.”

* (This person replied to the questionnaire in
English) “At dinner parties I had so much 1
wanted to ask and as the host I wanted everyone
to speak, but as I couldn 't communicate, there
was often silence and I felt responsible for that.”

o “REED T2 DOWIFEATICHNE & LTI 72 FAE.
EARD ISR DN D/ 7Ly b 2GR
L72D LT ELEDR—F v FOMEE LIEERES
TSRS S o T IRERNT A DZERRIND

pamphlet in English. There was a time when I
had to speak on the phone to a Polish researcher
or I contacted a professor at an airport in Hawaii.
I felt overwhelmed by my lack of ability to
communicate in English. [ was able to read and
write in English, but I thought I didn’t have
enough training in listening and speaking.”

Responses to a question raised by an attendee: Eric

After presenting our paper, one of the attendees asked

whether or not, in light of all that was shared in the LLHs, our
relationship with our respective students had changed or not.
For some reason, even while continuing to teach the “Jijis &
Babas” on a weekly basis, I hadn’t given it much thought. So,
I couldn’t really respond. However, in the weeks following
JALT2003, after giving the question more time and even doing
a little soul-searching, I think I have an answer. But before I
give my response, I need to first explain what my relationship/
role was in the first place, i.e. before answering the question.

Prior to the project and decision to collect data through LLHs,
my role with students has always been slightly precarious.
Students are free to stay or leave at anytime. When a student
comes to the community center, there is a catalog listing all
of the classes and the teachers provide mini-biographies.
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Prospective students are allowed to watch a class once to help
them decide whether to enter, and then do as they see fit. If the
enrollment for any reason drops under a certain number, [ am
out of a job. With this in the back of my mind at all times (and
a substantial mortgage to pay off over the next 34 years) I make
an effort to include students in all of the decision-making in

the classes; for example, whether to have a text or not, and if
so which text. Then there is the teaching method. I will present
them with a number of options and leave it to them to decide
what they are most comfortable with. For example, one class
may prefer dictation and a focus on grammar, while another
wants free conversation. Either way, I do not judge and instead
find ways to accommodate the learning styles and character

of each class. Another issue I have also been keen to follow is
how each student gets along (or doesn’t) with the others. The
group dynamics at work are very important in my mind, and

so if one class prefers pair work while another doesn’t, I do

not push students to do something they don’t want to do. But,
as we mentioned in our paper (Skier & Vye, 2003), the “Jijis

& Babas” are very much social clubs and time spent together
among the students out-of-class is generally two to three hours
per week. So, before carrying out our research on the “Jijis &
Babas”, my relationship with them was based on knowledge

I gathered from our classroom experiences. I didn’t know

the students’ personal histories that influenced their language
learning. I was conscious of the classroom history, but that was
all. It is almost like we existed on a desert island or in a vacuum
for 70 minutes a week. Since, I hadn’t asked or raised the issue;
students generally mentioned little about their experiences with
English out of class.

Now, after having read the LLHs and reflected on whether or
not there have been any changes in our relationship, I can’t help

but take into account the fact that there are other influences
than mine that students are exposed to. Many of the students
mentioned the influence of family on their studies. One student
said that she was the only one in her family who couldn’t
speak English, and this fact continues to motivate her in her
studies. On numerous occasions students have attempted to
use language they have picked up from TV or radio, only to
have me explain that the language was inappropriate for them
to use due to differences in gender, age, or social status. In a
way, | find myself wondering about my value as a teacher to
such autonomous language learners. Then, I see that for all that
motivates as well as discourages the students, I am there as
counselor, guide, and general support. I am the one they come
to when they can’t figure out why they weren’t understood,

or why they couldn’t understand someone else. Whether it is
introducing them to the role of linguistics: semantics, discourse
analysis, language and power, or context, or just sharing a
second/third opinion on topics ranging from culture to politics,
I was told in the LLHs that I am an integral part of their studies.
I guess I am both a guide and counselor on top of which I also
strive to provide a non-judgmental environment for students to
err and to learn from their errors. The LLHs have helped me
become more aware of the place I occupy in their studies and
for that I am appreciative.

Responses to a question raised by an attendee: Stacey

To answer the question, had my relationship changed with the
“Sempais” during this study? Yes, my relationship changed,
however in a different way than Eric’s. I feel that using LLHs
in research requires degrees of sharing and trust between the
researcher and the subjects (Burns, p.136, 1999). This trust is
necessary because subjects can reveal a lot about themselves,
which can allow the teacher to become closer to students. I held
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classes with the “Sempais” for 12 years, and for over a decade
we have shared many experiences, language learning practices,

out-of-class experiences are just as, if not more so, important as
what occurs in the classroom—a lesson for one and all trying to

and key milestone events in our lives. Visualize if you can, 12
years with the same group of students. Most likely you would
be able to consider your students friends, as I do.

I have also worked with them on various research projects
during the length of my studies for my master’s degree in

foster an autonomous language-learning environment.
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