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Self-directed learn linquintio mut thentiel

It is only recently, indeed psrhaps ms & result of the seminar to which
this paper is & contributipn that it has beoome clear that the term autonomy
applied to learning methedology cam refer to two quite distinot ooncepts.
Dinkinmn1 in his survey paper has distinquished autonowy, which is the gensral
fresdom on the part of the student to choose his own mode of learming and
automomy, which refers to a partiocular fresdom in the mode of learning. In
Dickinson's terms thers sxiasts the possibllity of self-direction within u‘tﬁ.n‘h
autonomy represents the option of total self-direction,

If ome chooses to exmaine the conaept of autonomy im the first sense,
it is difficult to see how it cam be juetified as 2 methodology in language
learping terms; since, by definition, the nature of the lserning methodelogy
cannot be stated, it is not possible %o say anything significant about the
msthodological effect for language learming of such e position except parhaps
in one respect., It is possible to davelop an interssting disdussion in
terms of the psyshology of lesruing and the relation of personality faotors
and effective wvarlables %o langusge learning schievemant - everyons has
experisenced the learner who perversely insists on meking his best progress
by means of a mixture of overt grammaticai rules and tramslation - but it is
dowbtful, given that such a 1ine of argument tales no acecunt of the nsture
of langusge or the soclology of tﬁp learning situstioan, whether such a dinm-

cussion could lead to a justification of self-dirscted language learning.
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Indesd it would appear that a justification, when one 1s offered which ia
rarely, would have to be in terms extrinsie to the methodological gquestiocn.
This sssma essentially to be the position or the C.R.A.P.2.L. group. #hether,
bowever, from a social-philosophic standpoint self- direction is desirable ia
clearly debatable, There is a vigorous ‘de-scheoling' literature which
could be invoked to support the motlon but one may predict that the sxperts
of the Council of Europe in their search for common standards would tend to
disagraes; Tri-z at least has sugrested as mch,

For thess ressons it asems sdvisable to restrict onesslf to the more
limjited aeccnd versiom of automomy. In thia asnse it is at lesast possible
1o slaborate & justification for it which relates to itas value as a
mithodology for langeage learning, particularly for those students studying
Engiish in this country. That no onme is surprised thet such students no
pooney arrive than they are closeted within the srtificixl gonfines of the
BEnglish languags glassroom for anything up to six hours a dey and thus
sffactivaly cut off during the ovart learning proceas from the apeech
community whose language they have come to learm is iteslf surpriaing. This
surely is & powerful argument for autunn!arz a2 & method,

This is & partioular cass of & mare gensral argument that san be adwancad
whick runs approximately thus: the ultimats objeetiwve of language learning
mist s linguistic avtonsay by which ia meant the ability independently to
cope with muthentic lenguage use. The student muot be able both to make
sdecuate sanss of authantic rather than pedagogically controlled samples of
the target language and to develop strategiss for confronting the chellenge
of new language situations unaided. Indeed thase are tub two Facetes of the
same probles since no teacher cen ever axhaustively predict the language
sanple the student will have to handle snd, in fact, it wouid be nethodolopgi-
celly highly inefficient to attempt to do so. Consaquently, i thes ability
to handle suthentie discourse iz the objective there is ultimately no
alternative to developing the student's independence of the teacher,

As 1%t stands this objective need not have any lmplications regarding
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the level of approximstion of the student's interlanguage. It is thus
compatible with thoss approaches which favour the student's aoguiring a
restricted form of the languags, nor does 'suthentic' entail 'advanced!.
Impedlzsnts to : sctivity and adequa

Sach an objective, bowever, is gensrally seen as unrealistio since the
learner tends to be viewed negatively, Almost by definition the learmer is
someoneé for whom this objsctive is mot feasible and this thinking reveals
itaslf in the common practice of grouping by 'level'. This has naturelly
lead to & conceptualisation of the learning process which positively excludes
the possibility of sutonomy as an objective and thus the ressoning becomes
selff-justifying.

This view is characteristically realised in practice through the deter-
mination of & ssequenced langnege item ayllabus justified, if at all, on
psychological grounds. This is clearly guestionsble both in its own terms
in that the theory is open to quention end also beocause it has becoms in-
creasingly evident that a pursly psychological base is inadequate. This ia
not merely the competence - perforsance distinction im another guize but =
guestion of the relative merit for applied linguistios of viewlng langusge as
an internally coherent system or as a social phenomenion, The two approachaa
are not, of course, incompatible. However, having accepted & paychologiocally
determined item—sequencs, there is little one can do but tr-.*.;n for formml
adequacy within the terms of the pre-determined syllabus. This in turn
determines the nature of the activities that can take place in the classrcon.
This characterisation is subatantiated '-h'n oné considers the nature of most
olassroom discourse and the activities which give rise to 1it,

The peculiar naturs of olassroom discourse is becoming incressingly well
documented and in collaboration with Clarence Shettlesworth I have attempted
elaewhere to 1llustrate some of ita distinetive futuru!' « It aeemed to us
that the centrality of teaching materisls bore a major responsibility for
stimlating discourse of low transferability, that is, discourse inappropriate

to the contexts of use relevent to the lessons we sxamined, B:'th'l" in his
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contribution 4o the preasnt seminar makes a similer point im respect of the
taacher'es role. Our um;ulustnn wan that the uae of such naterialz increeses
the need for activities wnich create the conditions Tor tr:oaafer.

Whethear such activlities teke place derends largely usen the manner in
whioh the tsacher meaphullnls his task. It ia, I tihink, not unremasonable
%o suggest that in general teechers sre constreined to view their task -
irdeed, hewe been taught to wien it - ma followa: to zet the teachiny objective
in terme of what is femaible within, sey, s fifty minute session; to rench
that objective by structuring activitles inte a coherect patterm over the
pession; to sxtend such activities beyend the gonlines of the lesser . eriod
prisarily by reans of hozework whicn is directed at the mext les=scn., There
are thus savers constrainta on tihe nature of the setirities that can take
place and it 13 easy to see that teachers will normally verceive classwork and
even extru-ourrioular activities as am end in themselves and as sssertially
tesacher-directed.

For the student the cesult is that he is, in effect, limited Lo the
practice schieved mithin the lesson and to the kinds of practice this structur-
ing permits, Ae a corollary of the way teachers perceive lessons the student
naturslly comes to perceive classwork as sufficient in itself for language
learning and 1s happy to shift the respoasibility for learning onto the tescher,
The remlt is olearly to limit the possibility of the student acquiring
autonomous lsarning strategies. In short, suck a view of languape learning

creates disoourse of low transferability but fosters activiities ill-adapted

to sncoursglng transfer.

to by 3 of eontrol
The view of the language leerning process sharackterised above 2learly
bas 1ittles to do with "the ability independently to copas with muthentie
language use” which is our determining principle. Accepting it as such, it
becomes the student's response to the contaxts of authentic languege use which
determines the naturs of the activities which take place. This in tum

determines the recquirement for formel sdeguecy: we have niw, I hope, replaced
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the linguistic horse in fromt of the methodologiosl cart and have, in passing,
virtuslly provided a definitlion of & methodology for communioative competence.
This toplo has recently been discussed by Morrow and anmn’ who
argue stroogly the seas for developing fresh classroom technlmes to satch
recant lasights mained into syllabus design, Unlaass the laplications of
promising theoretical developments are translated into practice, classrooa
technique will continue uninfluenced and the effect of such new insights on
the student's learning will be minimal. One could say that a dArill 1s
alwaye boring. Nerrew and Johceon ere; of ocourse, concerned that this could
be the ease with notional eyllabuses but the polot is of perticulsr importance
when autonsmy beococes the overt goel of langusge lesrning., In accordanos
with our consaptualisaticm of the learning procass the teshnlme adopted moad
1. realise maturzl contsxts of langnage use iz a rvishile
fors i.e., taidog into aocount hnltutinnl and
material oconstrainta,

2. provide for the ldentification of the need for formal
ml!l.-ﬂIi

3. allow for the soguisition of foreal adequacy to the
axtent detercined undsr polnt two.

The furndamental deslgn problem ie thus to recomclls the conflicting
raquiremants of these three ariteris. In particular, and this is where
traditional approaches have shown themselves to be at their weskest possibly
because the problem ia most acute (certainly we found it to be so), 1t ig
neceasary to exerciase the oontrol over the atructure of the motivity demanded
by the concept of adequacy without allowing such ocontrel te prejudice the
naturslness of the context and hence the authenticity of the languaga.
Actiwitles appropriate to the letier naturally tale the form of an gn-going
process and the demands made by the desire to achleve adequacy are rarely
compatible with i%. This ‘paradox of control' we found to be the central
problem, It is to be hoped that at least some of the consideratlcns involved
in finding a solution {or resglution) will become mpparent im the following
deseription and disoussion of methods that bave been used at the Cemtre for
Frnglish Btudies.
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Steps to autonomy: a cass study

Although the descrlptlon that follows refers to princlples that are
implessnted on the malority of our specialist courses, it 1s based in
particular on cur sxperienge with & courss devized for a group of Venasusmlan
podtgraduates scholars, sinocs they posed the problem of achieving autonomons
langasgs learming in an sspecially acute form,

1. their eniry competence ranged from beginner to advanced;
hernce somm degres of individuslisation was necessary,

2. for those a% the lower end of the range the time aveilable
weuld ba barely adequate to snsure the possibility of
postgradunte study in Engliah; thus provision would have
to be made for encouraging an sutoncmous and hence on-going
approach to language learning,

3 postgreduate study is sssentially et autonomous process and
ke alsmant to orientates students in this directicn was
olearly desirable,

b the fact that they would be studylng in & diversity of
speginlized subjects meant that the abllity to handle
authentioc sx=mples of specialist discourae was an impportant
reqiresesnt, particularly sincs the time avallabls for prior
planning of ithe coorse wana seversaly limited.
The problems were thas considerable, though typical, and could perhaps
bs dezoribed as thoss of the unisachabla in purssit of the unreachable,
Nevertheless, there ware four actlvitiea through which we were able to intro-

ducs theze students to "netural contexts of languege wan'; thess wers

1. the expleltatlon of authentio materials drawn from tha
specialist flelds of discoursa.

2 the inztitutiom of guided study tuterial sessicns,

3. gimlelion activitias,

k. a programme of fieldwork projects.

Anthentio saterials

The use of suthentic resource materials (ARMS) is clearly centrsl to
ths problem of encouraging an putonomous approach to coplng with genuine
discourse on the student's part end has maveral advlntngea,s They motivete
students by providing exsmplss of relevant langusge. They permit the
treatment u:l'-linguiatic problens of genuine diffioulty to students snd not

thosa identified by anm inluitive a priori acheme. Thay obligs students to
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employ interpretative aillls which are crusial to sutonomous lesraing,

They can stimulate students to approach gemuine textbooks or lectures far
sarlisr than would normselly be ths case, In short, they gawve our atudents
ths opportunity to practise hasdling the tl.nl_nf material thay would havs on
to their postgraduate scurses, :

We saw two principal ways of using suthentic meterials. They can be
. uosd as & repository of matural language use and exploited for purposes of
q:;nplﬂiutim. Secondly, they can be used to genmerats practios im
relevant language skills acting as stimalus for note-taking, report-writing,
oral sumsariss eto.

The paradox of ocontrol ia illustrated guite slegantly by ANNS. It is
parhaps unressonable to expect lower level atudenta %o ocope with the um-
restricted nature of the language - although I feel we tend, in this ooyntry,
to overlook that the students appear to survive outaide the classrvom :
ressonably successfully, deaspite the fact that the world is mot composed
solely of applied linguista - yst the normal manner in shich ¢ontrel of dia-
eourse is achieved, namely by structurel and lexical simplification, 1a
unacceptable. It 1s possible, however, to devise a greading which does not
depond upon thess osual oriteria.

Firstly such materials cen be greded according to scomssibility, a
complex and a8 yet unformalised ecriterion having to do with length of the
passage, smount and complexity of elausal smbedding, sophistiocation of in-
formation content and presence of supportive slements such as diagraas and
graphs, Decondly, it is possible to m the complexity of the tasis
raquired of the student and for which the material 1s the stimulus, It can
range from the simple identification of a discrete grammatioal point to
providing an oral summary, Thirdly, the linguistic problems of the materials
can be handlsd im a nushar of ways depending upon the cobject of the leasen
and the level of the students. For some purposes it is prefarable simply

to ignore thea or, equivalently, to provide s tranalation. At other times
they can serve as the cocsalon for straight teaching, with the difference
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“that it is the students who ideatify the problems. Pipally they can be
exploited for practice in induotive techniques - mand here one value of the
rich context provided by suthentic saterials is seen - and in the refersntial
skills the students maturally have recourse to when confronted with gemuine
disgourss. 1% should also be remeabered that im the context of L3P the
- familiarity to the student of the conceptusl sonteat often renders the
Jaagusge pEroblams less danmting.

They do not, I:mlnr, provide any prineipled Mntiﬁ to lump |
preblens or miggeat partionlar activitiss. It was thus necessary to dewise
a framework for language leerning which would not become a limiting Factor

on the lt-l-'t‘l- independeat development. Consequectly, olassroom organisa-

tiom kad activity which, by virtue of thelr inherent structuring and the pre-
suppositiona with which both teachers and students approach them, tend teo

limit opportunities for the ssquisition of autonomy required significant re-
strusturing.
Quided Study Tutorials

Ons way ia which this was done was by means of guidsd study tutorisls
in which the student selecsted a tople of personal acedemic interest, ocon-
sulted relevant authentic sourcss and, at the end of the week, sxpounded his
topie to the group. The tutorial thus scted as a study skill simulation
sxerciss and & language olinis. The tutor was available to reset to student's
langusge problems rather than to predict them and as a final step in the
tutorial sequence, where formal adequacy proved to present a significant
cosmmnicetive or generalisable problem, he would collaborate with the group
to develop a resedial drill or guidestudemts in the selection of practice
saterial for independsnt study.

This was ons wey in which the problem of comtrol was faced., 1In addition
& gradation in the complsxity of the taaks expectad of the student could be
sstablished, [Paotors such &3 familiar versus unfamiliar topics, length of

exposition and the sxpliocltness of the steps leading to it were relewvant.
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A degres of coutrol oould slso be exercised, through the writtsm werk pro-
duoced ms & by-product of this sativity.

It may also prove possible to relate sueh astivity to the studant's 14
sxperisnce and overtly to treat the exsrcise as ome involving transfer in

appropriate cises. The degres of support provided by the native laagusge
habits would then become aa sdditiomal somtrol messure.

Simlations

A forther way in vhich language mctivitiss were structured to enoourage
autonomy was by introducing simalation techniques. The essential funotica
of & simlation sxarcise and its velus for developing autonomy is that it
places the student iz a situation makiug meturel demands upom his cenpstence
but where he will mot suffer any uaduly unfortunats comseguemces of hie
mistaiea, Thus the opportunity is glven for practics in & sontext whieh 1
both realistie and stimlating yet st the same time areas of linguistiec
diffioulty can be identified naturally., Finally, simlations provide highly
motivating activities and, assuming that the similation actuslly rums, whieh
fdeally ia entirely the responsibility of the students, lt. san imcreass con-
fidenmce in the ability to opermts in the target language.

If is thus clear that simniation sxsrcises can provide the conditions
for eutonomous practioce; it is less cbvious, howsver, how thay oam help to
sscure the conditioms for learmiag, st least witheut the impositiom of &
stultifying structure uponm the ;ﬂiﬂtr. It 1ie, of course, possible to
grade simulations by the levsl of somplexity of the commniocative demands
made vpon the student and in this respesct the problem was sased for us by the
aexercises we uasd which were talmn from a series pablished by ILEL Nedis
Rasources Centrs and renge from s very simple introdustiom to gaming teshmiques
to the abllity to pressnt a complex lrp;ni in pubrilie.

There remains the probles of balameing the need for formal adequesy
against the requirsments of the om-going sutonomous maturs of the sctivity,
The immediste solutiom was to record the seasion on video-tape which omild
forn the basis of intensive work at a later stage,
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Iislawork Frojecty

' As & realisation of the argunsnt developed sarlier, it scemed merely
h.ii.ul that in order to smooursges an autonmomous approash to lamguage learning
in the face of muthentle discourse, our students should be confronted in &
prinodpled way with geaulns examples of langunge uas with the option to draw
upon & varisty of supportive rescurces if required. A series of Interviewa
and visits was arranged with organisations involved in fields of direct
relevancs $0 the students' interssts., A framework for thess interviews was
provided ia the fora of an inforsation~gathering project which ashisved the
als of rationalising the langusge sctivity without dlstorting its suthenticity:
the kled and amount of informatiom to be sought ocould be freely sanipuleted,
he project oould then be momitored in & musber of ways; by msans of & writtsn
report as follow-up; on cocasion recordings were made in situ for intenaive
stady later; the brisfing and debrisfing sesalons oculd vary in scops and
foous.

Froa ooa point of view this activity was highly successful inscfar as
t.hnu atudents who apprediated that in this way the major reaponsibllity for
lsarning was now thelra responded to the challenge well and devised sutonomous
stratagies for coping with the situstioma., In 20me ceses students mads their
om recordings for private atudy; im othors the wisit stimslated s mini-
ressearch project which the student followed through in consultation with the
tator, ﬂuﬂ‘; students, howevar, were in a definite minority whioh 1s illustra-
tive of a m jor factor that has to be talen into comsideration when attempting
to implement techniquea designed to encourage suteneomy and which 1 shall

pomeent upon in the following diacussion,

Discussion

The problem comson to all these techniques is that of the paradox of
gontrol, If traditional olassrcom activity along the lines desoribved sarlier
encourages retention at the expanse of tranafer, the opposits tends to be the

case with the activities deacribed hers, Az a conssquénce of oreating
situations which stimulated realistio, highly transferable discourse, a
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cartain proportion of srror mrising out of the relatively unstructursd - in

the traditional semss - maturs of the sotivity would have to be mcceptsd unless
s form of struoturing could be devised which would allow s degree of control
over the linguistic content to be exercised without prejudicing the sutoncwcus
nature of the actiwity.

Innu;-far as this control was achisved it was done, as we have sesn, in
two ways. Firstly by resoving the focus on formsl adegquacy from the gontext
of the activity by means of recordimgs, tutor observation ard by using the
sotivity as input to langusge isprovemsnt sessions rather than as an sxtension
of them., Conséquently the sonditions for authentic discocurse and studemt-
directed activity etill obtained and overt language work becams a rupm-u to
& perosived ccommnicative need,

Secondly, & measure of control oam be vhtained by tuildimg into thess
sctivities elements which are amensble to control but consomant with the
naturs of the activity. Thie is often through the writtemn work that these
activities can stimnlate maturally; +the problem of schieving satiafactory
gontrol when dealing with spoken discourss was less amenable to an easy
solution. The work, for sxample, arising from the viewing of & video-taped
simulation could too often bacome 1ittle more than a rendom and fragmentary
running commentary by the tutoer.

Fimally, the forms of eontrol could be switched from the sabstance: of
the language to the degree of task complexity. This oriterion is, af oourse,
inherent to the contexts themsslves and thus provides s natural means of
grading which need mot prejudice the authenticity of the disoourss.

In addition to this fundamenial design problem there also exista a
practioal probles which has as yet only been mentioned im passing. Whilst
pur students had initially little conception of the mature and extent of the
problema involved in lsarning & langoage, they did have alsar precomoeptions
about what cometitutes a satisfactory language lsaraning process. They

tanded to sce it in terms of & unigue methodelogy, teacher-centrsd and based
upon traditional elassroom interaction; it would not be unfair to deseribe



thea s& happlest within the secure framewsrk of structural drills in the
language laborstory. This is not an uncommon reaction and illustrates
peatly the distinction between self-direction eud autonemy, Acceptance of
the former principle would in this case bave entailed rejection of the latter
which we did not consider feasible for the reasons given earlier in the dea-
oription of the course parameters. There ls, understandably, something
traumatio, if pot parsdoxical, about having autonomy thrust upon one.

These expariments .in technigue thus highlighted an ares of difficulty
which is the object of contimuing experimentation, namely the problem of

securing learning in natural lamguage sontexts without prejudicing the nature
of thoses contexts,
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