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filanguage learning for lifed. Learning a language is indeed a never-ending

endeavor where the process of learning is dynamic, ever evolving, and
never static. Whether you are a native or non-native speaker of English, a teacher or
a learner, you ynd yourself constantly discovering or learning something about the
language or language learning.

But, at the same time, if you are teaching or learning in a formal setting, you
will realize that one thing is for certain: there is an end to all language programs.
However, although all language courses come to an end, it is, of course, unrealistic to
assume that students have learned everything of the language by the end of any given
program. Learning surely needs to continue, but what can we, as teachers, do?

One obvious answer is that we should prepare students to become independent
learners so that that they can continue learning even after the course. In line with
Nunan (2000), if we regard language learning as a lifeTlong endeavor, we are able to
conceptualize language learning as a 6learning careerd, where the main objective is to
guide the students in becoming life-long independent learners. In such a context, the
questions that arise are: How far, and in what ways, can teachers prepare the learners
for a successful dlearning careerd? In this paper, the concept of learner autonomy will
be introduced as a possible answer to these questions.

T he subject for this yeards JALT Conference revolves around the theme
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If learner autonomy can be viewed as an alternative
method to language education, this implies that teachers and
educational institutions should attempt to facilitate autonomy
by creating an environment that will allow learners to engage
in a mode of learning in which this capacity might develop.

In fact, over the past two decades or so, various
approaches and practices have been adopted to encourage
learner autonomy in language education. Some have taken
advantage of technological advancements such as the use
of self-access centers or by incorporating CALL programs
into the curriculum --- all of them, when applied and
implemented appropriately, can be highly conducive in
encouraging autonomous learning. However, in this paper,
the aim is to explore the potential of promoting learner
autonomy in the conventional setting of a classroom with the
learner, the teacher and the conventional teaching material.
First, a brief account of the theoretical understanding
of autonomy in language education will be presented.
Following this, a framework will be proposed in which
our most common teaching resource, the textbook, can be
utilized to foster the concept of autonomy.

I A A

Autonomy has been described in a number of different
ways in connection with language learning, and one of the
frequently cited deynitions can be found in Holecés report
to the Council of Europe, where he deynes autonomy as:
fithe ability to take charge of oneds own learningo (Holec,
1988, p. 3). Although Holecbs description of autonomy has
been cited as a common reference point in the literature,
there are different interpretations as to what fithe ability to
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take chargeo entails, leaving an uncomfortable impression
that autonomy is a multifaceted concept. Over the years,
attempts have been made to develop a more systematic

and comprehensive theoretical model on the concept such
as Bensonds model of 1997 or, more recently, Oxfordds
framework (2003) which outlines four perspectives on
autonomy. However, as Benson (2004) himself has recently
noted at a conference, the concept of autonomy has been
expanded and re-interpreted through being subject to
different contexts and practices, and, thus, suggests that

the focus of debate should now shift from being merely a
discussion concerning what autonomy is, to one based on
the issue of what autonomy is for: fiwe have this concept

in front of us and the problem is to understand how it got
here, and what purposes is serves Twhy autonomy and

why now?0 (p. 30). Benson emphasizes the need for us

to see beyond the cognitive and linguistic dimensions of
learning, and proposes a more socially informed approach
to language education. Whatever the outcome of the ynal
representation, it is important for us to have the pexibility to
encompass the various dimensions of learner autonomy, and,
as far as its application is concerned, to be able to take into
account the characteristics of each different learning culture.
In other words, there is a need to formulate a universally
accepted description of the concept of autonomy, but its
implementation should be according to each particular
context.

Keeping the theoretical aspect in mind, the notion of
autonomy in this paper is basically understood as a capacity
to exercise control over oneds own learning. In principle,
autonomous learners are able to take on active roles in the
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learning process, initiating and generating new ideas rather
than simply reacting to various stimuli. They are able to
independently choose aims and purposes and set goals;
choose materials, methods and tasks; exercise choice and
purpose in organizing and executing the chosen tasks; and,
ynally, they are capable of choosing their own criteria for
evaluation.

N1 A

The framework is founded on (a) three basic assumptions
of autonomy and (b) the notion of repection. Earlier in this
paper, the importance of arriving at a broader description of
the concept of autonomy was noted. Indeed, Sinclair (2000)
succinctly provides a taxonomy of thirteen areas of learner
autonomy. Although the listing is by no means exhaustive,
three areas that appear to be more relevant to the immediate
concerns of the theme of this paper will be addressed.

These three basic assumptions are as follows:

Assumption 1. The capacity and willingness of learners to
take control of their own learning is not necessarily innate.

Learners do not come to the task of language learning as
autonomous learners. They do not come into the classroom
with the natural ability to make choices about what to

learn, how to learn it, and when to learn it. Such ability is
not inborn, but must be acquired. The learners need to be
nurtured in an environment where they can be systematically
educated in the skills and knowledge they will need in order
to make informed choices about what they want to learn and
how they want to learn it.
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Assumption 2. Complete autonomy is an idealistic goal

This suggests that autonomy is not a goal to be met, but a
goal to be pursued. It shows that autonomy is a dynamic
process rather than a static product that can be reached once
and for all. It also implies that promoting learner autonomy
is always subject to a certain degree of constraint by rules,
the cultural and political aspects of the society of which one
is a part (Benson, 1997). Furthermore, it entails the idea that
learner autonomy cannot be taught in the traditional sense,
but only can be promoted. It is also a matter of empowering
learners so that they are in a better position to take on more
responsibility for their own learning (Sinclair, McGrath &
Lamb, 2001).

Assumption 3. There are degrees of autonomy

Underpinning this is the notion that autonomy is not an all or
nothing concept, but a relative matter. The concept includes
the idea that there are certain levels in autonomy (Little,
1996; Littlewood, 1996, etc.). The extent to which it can be
developed will be subject to the constraints imposed on the
learner such as fithe psychological and cognitive make-up

of the learner as well as the cultural, social and educational
context in which learning takes placeo (Nunan, 1997, p. 195).

The notion of repection also plays a pivotal role in
forming the basis of the framework.

Some of the classical examples of pedagogical means to
foster autonomy in formal settings include Damés (1995)
famous experiment at secondary schools in Denmark or
Huttunends (1988) case at a secondary level in Finland,
where a three-stage model was employed in developing
autonomy. Both Dam and Huttunends projects are forms of a
curriculum-based approach to autonomy. Nunan (1997), on
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the other hand, proposes a 5-level model aimed at promoting
learner autonomy through the use of materials. The instances
above are all examples of practices that illustrate how
autonomy in language learning can be promoted in an
institutionalized context. However, whether it is through the
curriculum, resources or any other practice, the crucial factor
common to all cases lies in the manner in which the tasks are
to be carried out in the classroom.

For instance, let us consider a case where materials
provide the main source of instruction. If learners were
merely required to complete the tasks set out by the teacher
without any discussion, this would suggest a situation where
the teacher had completely ignored the learner T training
potential of the task. To make the task explicit to the learners
it should include fiusing a questioning approach which
encourages repection, discussion and a sharing of ideaso
(Sinclair, 1996, p. 157). It is through this learning process
that the learning T training potential becomes transparent,
and a change in the learnersd perception towards the learning
process occurs.

Furthermore, repection in the learning process allows
learners to make informed choices: that is, decisions based
on experience. One way to ensure that learners develop such
ability is by providing them with opportunities to discuss
and repect upon their choices so that a learning process
consisting of a powing cycle of decision-action-review
emerges. Here, the actual task itself is less important than
the act of choosing. What is of concern lies in the process of
the act that leads up to making the choice. Giving learners
opportunities to repect on their learning, they are at the same
time provided with the means to sensitize themselves to
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the nature of the learning process. It is through this process
that the learners develop different attitudes and approaches
to learning, which will, in turn generate positive changes

in their perception towards language learning. Before
proceeding, the relationship between repection and strategy
training will be explored since repection also plays a pivotal
role in strategy training, including learning to learn skills.

Skills or strategies are generally thought of as instrumental
techniques such as vocabulary-learning strategies, but it
must be emphasized that fostering and developing autonomy
cannot be acquired through a set of skills or strategies
alone (Dickinson 1987; Dickinson & Carver, 1981; Edge
& Wharton, 1998; Ellis & Sinclair, 1989, etc). For it is
obvious that even if learners possess a vast array of skills,
they will not be able to use them in an autonomous way.
Certain 6attitudest need to be embedded within the learners.
Such an attitude can only be developed when the learnersd
psychological orientation towards their own learning can be
transformed. In fact, it is through the process of acquiring
skills and strategies that there evolves a deep change in the
learnersd psychological orientation towards the learning
process and the content of learning. Consequently, the
transformation of oneds own learning occurs. There seems to
occur a paradigm shift in the learnersb attitude towards their
own learning, where the learnerds view of learning is not one
simply aimed at completion of tasks set by others, but one in
which knowledge is constructed for oneself.
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