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Letter from the editors 
This issue of Independence comes at the beginning of 
our second year living, learning and educating in a 
variety of unusual circumstances as a result of Covid-
19. We are lucky to have reflective articles from Leni
Dam and Leena Karlsson, who have both been
influential in the development and application of learner
autonomy for many years. In the first of two articles, Leni
takes us on her journey with autonomy from its
beginnings in a Danish classroom in 1973. In her
contribution, Leena tells us of the power of storytelling to
help us explore and understand our learning, practice
and research.

Dean Webber illustrates how a research hypothesis can 
have unexpected outcomes. He investigated strategies 
used by students to improve their English through the 
almost limitless amounts of authentic English language 
resources on social media and other platforms. But are 
students using these resources to improve their English 
or are they using English to access these media? Faiza 
Bensemmane reports on a small-scale action research 
study to find out how students feel about learning in the 
time of Covid-19. She also explores how the impact of 
digital technologies in remote learning impacts the 
development of learner autonomy.  

Regular columnist Frank Lacey discusses motivation in 
the classroom from the students’ perspective. In the 
Reflection and Reviews section, members of the 
editorial committee, past and present, write their 
reflections on the very successful online Symposium 
titled Supporting Teacher and Learner Agency which 
was held on December 12, 2020. The presentations 

were wide ranging, from the importance of learning 
spaces and environments in the plenary with Phil 
Benson, to an interactive presentation on the benefits 
of written and spoken reflection by Bob Morrison. 
Kerstin Dofs asked us to join her on her personal and 
professional journey with autonomy, which included a 
number of catastrophes. Ulla Furstenberg inspired us 
to find small spaces in our teaching for student led tasks. 
Finally, Jirina Karasova reminded us of that teachers 
need to be aware of how they communicate with 
students as they have the power to create learning 
environments that are either supportive or hostile. Diane 
Malcolm, a member of our editorial committee reviews 
Fostering learner autonomy: Learners, teachers and 
researchers, an LASIG publication derived from a local 
area event in Antwerp focusing on the relationship 
between learner autonomy and action research. The 
scope of the book is wide and varied and will interest 
teachers who are considering action research or who 
find, on reflection, that they are already doing it. 

We hope you find something of interest and enjoyment 
in this issue. We would like to remind our readers that 
we all benefit from sharing experiences, and we 
encourage you to get in touch, whether through 
Facebook or in the form of a short article, review or 
reflection for an upcoming issue. We look forward to 
your feedback, your thoughts and, especially, your 
writing.  

Michelle Tamala, Diane Malcolm, Linda Khenoune, 
Gamze Sayram
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From the coordinators 
 
 
Dear Readers, 
 
New Year, New You. This somewhat trite saying seems to pop up every year at 
the beginning of January. The promise of a new beginning, a fresh start, and 
personal improvement is enticing every year; perhaps never as much as in 2021. 
People worldwide have high hopes for the new year – as do we. We hope to 
travel, to see old friends and new, and to once again attend international 
conferences.  
 
But in our rush to forget the dreadful year that was 2020, we also want to show 
appreciation of it. For many teachers, it was possibly the most educational year. 
We learned a lot: how to work under adversity, how to rise to challenges, and, 
above all, how to successfully connect with and coach our learners online. 2020 
was the year of collaboration, with educators around the world coming together 
and sharing ideas, attending numerous webinars, and proving once again that 
teachers are the glue that holds many communities together.  
 
As we make our way through 2021, we are sure that the 2020 spirit of connection 
will continue to thrive. Hats off to educators around the world.  
 
Best wishes, 
 
Lawrie and Christian 
LASIG Joint Coordinators 

Upcoming events 
 
Workshop with Leni Dam: March 27, 9am UK time (online). This interactive 
workshop, Language learner autonomy and inclusion at the secondary level, will 
focus on inclusion in the autonomous classroom, taking into consideration the 
limitations caused by the corona virus. 
 
Self-Directed Learning and Advising in Language Education: April 24 (online). This 
event, in cooperation with Ankara Yıldırım Beyazıt University School of Foreign 
Languages, will focus on how to support learners in being able to manage their own 
learning in a supportive and collaborative environment 
 
IATEFL annual conference 2021 Pre-Conference Event: June 2021 in Harrogate. 
We’re looking forward to the 2021 PCE and hope you can join us. 
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Dieter Wolff: an appreciation 
Lienhard Legenhausen, Leni Dam and David Little 

It is with profound sadness 
that we inform readers of the 
death of our colleague and 
friend Dieter Wolff. All who 
had the privilege of working 
with him and the pleasure of 
relaxing in his company will 
mourn his loss. 

Dieter studied English and 
German at the universities of 
Munich and Wűrzburg and 
Saarland University. He 
began his academic career 

as a professor of language pedagogy at the Pedagogical 
University of the Rhineland in Neuss, then moved to 
Heinrich Heine University, Dűsseldorf. From 1989 until 
he retired in 2004, he was professor of applied 
psycholinguistics at the University of Wuppertal. Prolific 
in research and publication, Dieter played a leading role 
in the administration of the university, serving as dean of 
the Faculty of Linguistic and Literary Studies and Vice 
Rector for Learning and Teaching. He was also active in 
promoting German-French relations in the community, 
serving as chair of the German-French Cultural Centre 
in Essen and honorary coordinator of the twinning 
partnership between Essen and Grenoble. The French 
government recognized the importance of this work by 
making Dieter an officer of the Ordre des Palmes 
académiques. 

Dieter’s principal research interests were second 
language processing and language teaching, with a 
particular emphasis on learner autonomy, CALL and 
CLIL. In the 1980s and 1990s he was especially active 
in learner autonomy networks, a familiar presence at 
conferences, seminars and workshops, and a frequent 
plenary speaker on autonomy-related topics. After his 
retirement he devoted most of his considerable energies 
to CLIL, though in 2010 he gave a talk on CLIL and 
learner autonomy at a local LASIG event in Essen. 

The three of us each have fond memories of Dieter. 

Lienhard writes: Dieter joined our English Department 
at the University of Düsseldorf in the early 80s, and we 
worked closely together till he left for Wuppertal and I for 
Münster at the beginning of the 90s. The two of us 
attended the legendary British Council Seminar on 
CALL run by Geoff Leech in Lancaster, which triggered 
our research projects on CALL. We reported on our 
results at so many conferences that we were referred to 
as “the double act from Germany”. I remember that at 
one stage we agreed that two years before we reached 
retirement age, we would slow down and only do the 
minimum our jobs required. Dieter retired in 2004 and 

his list of publications from 2004 to 2011 contains about 
40 entries. He continued to work tirelessly after that – 
only last summer he mentioned that he was thinking of 
withdrawing from his engagement with the Italian 
teacher training centre in Rovereto (IPRASE). In all our 
years of friendship I cannot remember any 
disagreement, far less conflict. One of Dieter’s character 
traits was to see the good in people. I will miss him 
terribly. 

Leni writes: I first met Dieter in September 1984 at the 
British Council seminar Lienhard referred to above. On 
arrival I was given a list of participants – Dr This, 
Professor That – and when I saw a car with German 
number plates enter the campus, I thought: “Here come 
those stuffy professors!” It was Dieter and Lienhard. I 
soon learned that they were not at all stuffy, and during 
those three weeks I established a close personal as well 
as professional relationship with Dieter that lasted more 
than three decades. He was an extremely nice man, 
very humble, perhaps a little shy. Over the years we had 
many good times together, whether walking and talking 
in the Lake District, in the Forest of Bowland, over a cup 
of coffee in a café in Vienna or Prague. We laughed a 
lot together – Dieter had a very special laugh! When it 
came to professional matters, there was no shyness, 
however. Dieter knew exactly what he wanted and 
where he was going. I was lucky to work with him in 
areas of shared interest. We were among the founders 
of EUROCALL in 1989 and we collaborated on projects 
– Dieter visited my classes in Denmark together with 
Lienhard in the early 90s to record my students. We also 
worked together on learner autonomy; like David and 
Lienhard, I contributed to Lernerautonomie, a special 
issue of the journal Die Neueren Sprachen that Dieter 
edited in 1994. Dieter will always have a big place in my 
heart. 

David writes: I first met Dieter in 1989 in Leni’s garden 
in Karlslunde; the occasion was a EUROCALL 
conference that Leni was hosting. I was standing on my 
own with a glass of wine in my hand. Deciding that I 
needed to socialize and knowing that I hadn’t yet met 
him, Leni said: “Let me introduce you to Dieter, he’s so 
good” and led me towards him. I’m sure she meant 
“good” in an academic sense, but the evening sun 
behind Dieter’s head gave him a pronounced halo. I 
already knew from his work that Dieter was a 
distinguished scholar; as I got to know him personally I 
came to appreciate his goodness as a human being. I 
have known few people to compare with him for 
kindness, moral concern and forbearing. When he 
began to concentrate on CLIL and I continued with 
autonomy, we inevitably lost the close contact we had 
enjoyed for fifteen years. But I shall always treasure my 
memories of Dieter as a scholar, colleague and friend.

Dieter in Essen at a LASIG 
event, 2010 
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Features 

Stepping stones in my life with autonomy: 
part one 
 
Leni Dam  
 
Karlslunde  
Denmark  
 
Ever since Leni started getting her learners actively involved in their own 
learning in 1979, she has pursued this goal in her own teaching, in research 
and in her work with others. She has written extensively on matters related to 
learner autonomy, In the 1990s she held office as the Co-Convenor of the 
Scientific Commission of Learner Autonomy in AILA together with Sara 
Cotterall. In the years 2008-2016 she was Joint Coordinator of LASIG together 
with Lienhard Legenhausen. Even though she is now pensioned, she 
continues to be actively involved in spreading the word about learner 
autonomy. Today she is freelance.  

Email: lenidam@hotmail.com 
 

 

 
Editors’ note: This article is a response to a request from the Independence editors for a retrospective article from 
Leni, describing her path with learner autonomy from the beginnings to the present. Unsurprisingly, this resulted in 
a long report, which we have divided into two sections. This one concentrates on her work with students and how it 
all started, while Part Two, to appear in the next issue, concerns how her ideas were further developed in her 
meetings with teachers, trainees and students at courses, workshops and conferences. The source for all photos in 
this text is Leni and permission to use them has been granted.  

How it all began 

Experiments in teaching and 
learning -- the first stepping 
stone 

The year is 1973. I am 32 years 
old and a teacher of English in a 
7th form with 20 very mixed-ability 
students. Among the students are 
two girls, Kirsten, a bright girl, and 

Birte, a weak one who receives 
remedial teaching in Danish and 
Mathematics even at this age. 
These two girls are best friends 

and for more than two years – in 
their English lessons - they have 
shown me that it is possible for 
weak and strong learners to work 
together and to learn from each 
other. 

In 1973 the normal procedure in 
Denmark would be to divide 
students in their 8th grade into A-
classes (weak learners) and B-
classes (strong learners). This 
would mean that Kirsten and Birte 
would be separated. How could 
this be avoided? I investigated all 
possibilities, and eventually, I 
came across a small paragraph 
launched the very same year 
(Spring 1973) in our Act of 
Education. The paragraph made it 
possible NOT to stream students 
after the 7th grade – as an 
experiment (§64). Just what was 
needed! After having obtained 

acceptance from my headmaster, 
the parents and the local 
authorities, I applied for 
permission from the Ministry of 
Education to keep the class un-
streamed in their 8th, 9th and 10th 
year of English. Together with 
four other schools in Denmark, I 
was granted permission to carry 
out the experiment. The interest 
of the Ministry was to see if it 
is/was possible to develop the 
individual learner’s potentials in a 
mixed-ability group at 
intermediate level where some of 
the learners would be heading for 
A-level College. Could we find the 
best ways of organizing 
teaching/learning? What would be 
the most suitable activity-types? 
How would we cater for official 
demands and curricular 
guidelines? How would we get all 
learners actively engaged in their 

Kirsten Birte 
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own learning? And last, but not 
least: What would be the role of 
the teacher? The Ministry was 
interested in solutions to 
differentiation in practice! Readers 
of this article will realize that these 
concerns – proposed in 
connection with differentiation – 
are exactly the same as the ones 
we are dealing with in the 
autonomous classroom. 

The Ministry permission implied a 
demand for detailed, yearly 
reports on the carrying out of the 
experiment i.e. on the challenges 
raised above. This demand to 
report made me reflect 
systematically on the following 
questions that would follow me 
ever since: What do I do? Why do 
I do it? How do I do it? With what 
results? Next step? The answers 
formed the reports to the Ministry 
– and my role as action 
researcher had begun.  

Up till then I think that I could be 
described as a ‘normal’ - young 
and enthusiastic - teacher who 
followed the ‘normal’ teaching 
orthodoxy: I used a course book 
in my English classes, and I told 
my students what to do and when 
to do it. I know for sure, though, 
that in those days I did not tell 
them why they should do it. And 
this was also the way I started 
teaching my first experimental 
class of 8th graders in Autumn 
1973. However, even though it 
was a very nice class, I was 
confronted with a group of 14-
year-old teenagers with the tired-
of-school attitude common for that 
age – especially the boys (see 
Dam 1995, p. 2). But even though 
I did my best – found new 
materials, initiated new activities, 
etc. – I had a strong feeling that 
more learning could and should 
take place and that I, the teacher, 
basically was to blame. This lack 
of conveying action knowledge 
(see Barnes 1986) to my learners 
had probably also been the case 
in previous years, but the demand 
to report, combined with my 
increased reflections regarding 
the on-going procedures in the 
classroom (cf. my questions 
above), made it clear to me that 
something had to be done. 

Something had to be changed. So 
this is what I did: After having 
finished one of the completely 
teacher-directed projects – where 
many of the learners had been 
bored and inactive as had 
happened before, I asked the 
class what they would like do 
next, of course, within the 
possibilities and constraints given, 
such as available materials and 
curricular demands. In other 
words, I forced them to be 
involved in the planning of the 
next project by requesting them to 
come up with suggestions for 
what to do and why. Based on 
their wishes and ideas a plan was 
made for the next weeks at the 
end of which the period was 
evaluated: What had been good? 
Why? Ideas for improvement?  

The result was a success. By 
having had a say in planning and 
by choosing what to do, they all 
took a more active part in the 
activities taking place. Rome was, 
of course, not built in one day, but 
this improved involvement 
provided a good foundation for 
my future work with the class. “A 
good circle” (Dam, 1994, p.507) 
had been established: 

Active involvement 
↓ 

Pre-requisite for evaluating one’s 
own outcome 

↓ 
Improved insight into the learning 

process 
↓ 

Motivation for further active 
involvement 

Even on a very small scale, this 
first attempt in 1973 of giving the 
learners a say in planning their 
own learning and, as such, made 
partly co-responsible for the 
outcome, was actually my first 
step – the first stepping-stone – 
towards dealing with ‘the 
development of learner 
autonomy’. A journey from a 
teacher-directed and - initiated 
teaching environment towards a 
learner-directed and – initiated 
learning environment had started. 

Getting outside my own 
classroom – the second 
stepping stone 
 
While we were concerned with 
differentiation at Karlslunde 
School and with spreading our 
results, an increasing number of 
initiatives in connection with 
language teaching and learning 
took place in Europe, the Council 
of Europe probably being the 
most important actor. One of the 
initiatives was the launching of a 
number of conferences and 
workshops on the theme Modern 
Languages. It was in connection 
with one of these events, that I 
met Henri Holec and came across 
the term ‘learner autonomy’ and 
his definition for an autonomous 
learner (Holec, 1981) for the first 
time; in 1980, I think it was.  

So far we had labelled the work 
done with un-streamed classes as 
‘Experiments in teaching and 
learning’, hence the name of the 
paragraph in the Act of Education. 
However, as Holec’s definition of 
learner autonomy to a large 
extent corresponded with my aims 
for my learners in the un-
streamed classes, I stopped 
talking about ’Experiments’ and 
started talking about ‘Developing 
Learner Autonomy’ for what I did 
in my classes.  

Once Lancaster, always 
Lancaster – the third stepping 
stone 

In 1978 and 1979, I was given the 
chance to attend two international 
summer courses on 
Communicative Language 
Teaching and Learning at 
Lancaster University arranged by 
Mike Breen and Chris Candlin. My 
meeting with these two men had 
an immense impact on my 
professional as well as personal 
life (Note: They had a huge 
influence on the stepping stones 
to be discussed in Part Two). An 
essential and immediate impact 
on my own work with involving 
learners in their own learning, 
was, however, Mike’s remark in 
1979 when we talked about my 
un-streamed classes: Why wait till 
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they are 14? Why not start with 
beginners? Yes, why not? 

Developing learner autonomy 
with beginners of English – the 
fourth stepping stone 

No sooner said, than done. In 
Autumn, 1980, I started the first 
class with beginners of English 
aiming at making the learners 
willing to take an active part in 
their own learning and making 
them capable of doing so (the 
definition I use for an autonomous 
learner). This was to be a six-year 
experiment from the learners’ first 
year of English in their fifth grade 
to their school-leaving exams in 
their 10th grade. 

 

In addition to the many reports 
that were written in connection 
with the project (in Danish), a 
black and white video was 
produced, showing classroom 
work and the various learner-
initiated activities taking place in 
the 5th grade. I remember clearly 
how the video was received when 
shown at one of the previously 
mentioned international 
workshops –one taking place in 
Copenhagen in 1984. Christoph 
Edelhoff, Germany, and Viljo 
Kohonen, Finland, were among 
the participants. Christoph: This 
can’t be of wider interest! It just 
shows the work of one teacher in 
a village school in Denmark! Viljo, 
however, was more positive: I am 
of a completely different opinion! I 
think that It might be of interest. 

It turned out that Viljo was right. 
Similar to the experiment with un-
streamed classes, this experiment 
was also followed with interest 
among language teachers and 

researchers. Together with eleven 
other projects, it was included in 
the Council of Europe publication 
Autonomy and self-directed 
Learning: present fields of 
application edited by Henri Holec 
and with a preface by John Trim 
(1988). It is this preface to which I 
have referred ever since as one 
of the main reasons for 
developing learner autonomy – 
this view on education together 
with knowing John Trim in person 
are two important stepping-stones 
in my life:  

“No school, or even university, 
can provide its pupils with all the 
knowledge and the skills they will 
need in their adult lives. …. It’s 
more important for a young 
person to have an understanding 
of himself or herself, an 
awareness of the environment 
and its workings, and to have 
learned how to think and how to 
learn” (Trim 1988, p. 3, cited in 
Dam 1995, p.3).  

Further stepping stones in 
developing learner autonomy 

The following years offered many 
stepping-stones. They can 
roughly be divided into two main 
groups: those deriving from my 
own classes; and those deriving 
from my work with others. For 
nearly half a century my work with 
these two groups has been 
closely interrelated and 
interdependent. Here is just one 
example: When I introduced the 
use of a logbook in my classes 

in 1984, it was because I had 
seen a beautiful example of one 
presented by a Dutch teacher at a 
conference.  

The main stepping stones, 
however, derive from my work 
with my own students. Every 
single lesson has left me with new 

insights and new challenges. Just 
to give you a few examples: 

• A group of beginners has 
practised outside the class for 
nearly a month on a self-
produced play. They present it 
for the class at the end of a 
lesson. One of the actors says 
ONE word in the play – and I 
can’t keep my mouth shut and 
say: “It can’t be true, Tine, that 
you only have ONE word to 
say after having practised for a 
month!” Her answer: “But Leni, 
this is the first word I have 
ever said in class when 
everybody was listening!” 

• Soren, in the same class, can’t 
decide on what to do and he 
says: “Leni, my Mum tells me 
what to do; my football coach 
tells me what to do. Why can’t 
you tell me what to do? My 
answer: “I can help you find 
something from this list, but I 
won’t tell you what to do, 
Soren.” 

• One more example from a 
class of 7th graders: Michelle 
has for homework decided to 
write a story in her logbook 
and she shows it to me. It is 
messy and at a glance I can 
see that it is full of spelling-
mistakes and I can’t help 
expressing my not very 
satisfied feelings about the 
product to which Michelle 
says: “Leni, do you honestly 
think that I have spent most of 
my evening on doing 
something - on purpose - to 
upset you?” 

And I could go on and on! 
However, looking back at the 
many years, I would mention the 
following milestones as highlights 
on the way: 

• Introducing and making use 
of logbooks for documenting 
learning for learners and 
teacher alike (see Dam, 
2009). 

• The Language Acquisition in 
an Autonomous Learning 
Environment (LAALE) project 
(Little, Dam & Legenhausen, 
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2017, pp.121 -125) which 
showed that my learners were 
not doing too badly. The peer-
to-peer talks especially were 
in many respects eye-
openers. The talk between 
Dennis (my menace) and 
Lasse – my two weakest 
learners – showed e.g. 
Dennis’ excellent 
communicative competence 
(see Dam 1999, p. 24 and 
Little, Dam, & Legenhausen 
2017, pp. 56-57). 

• The production of the video 
‘It’s up to yourself if you want 
to learn’, not least the 
interview with Nanna and 
Karsten – that was conducted 
by my colleague without my 
knowledge – where Nanna 
explains why she loves her 
logbook and Karsten says:” It 
is not Leni who decides! It is 
us – and Leni!” (see Dam & 
Lentz, 1998) 

•  The many publications and 
reports that I have written in 
Danish and in English about 
my classroom work. 
Documenting my classroom 
work is – and has always 
been – a rewarding and 
enriching undertaking where I 
repeatedly ask myself the 
questions: what, why, and 
how and where I gained new 
insights, especially in my 
article in Lienhard 
Legenhausen’s Festschrift: 
‘Developing learner autonomy 
- Looking into learners’ 
logbooks’ (Dam, 2006) 

Editor’s notes: In the second 
part, Leni will talk about the 
stepping stones deriving from 

her work with others: teacher 
trainees, in-service teachers, 
participants at the Nordic 
workshops. She will conclude 
with her hopes for the future, 
based on her belief and hope 
that the next generation of 
young students will be the ones 
to keep things moving! 
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Upcoming workshop with Leni: LASIG is excited to announce that Leni will be holding an interactive workshop on 
March 27. The workshop, titled Language learner autonomy and inclusion at the secondary level, will focus on 
inclusion in the autonomous classroom, taking into consideration the limitations caused by the corona virus. For more 
information, visit https://lasig.iatefl.org/events/inclusion/.   
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Human beings have a desire to 
share their experiences, memories 
and dreams. In other words, we all, 
even university students and 
teachers, have a need to go down 
memory lane and (then) imagine 
and dream. Here I tell an 
autoethnographical story about a 
pedagogy for autonomy and share 
a memory of a meeting in a peer-
to-peer group, Down Memory 
Lane.  

Autonomy you ask1  

“A beginner’s mind” is what Natalie 
Goldberg suggests we should 
come back to every time when we 
start writing. We should try to recall 
what we first thought and felt about 
writing as each time the process 
will be “a new journey without 
maps” (Goldberg,1986/2005, p. 6). 
Goldberg’s words resonate with 
my firm belief in writing as inquiry, 
but also as a thinking and feeling 
process. Even academic writing is 
not merely reporting on a piece of 
research, but a process of 
exploring and understanding the 

 

1 Borrowed from the title of a 
collection of autonomy stories 
(Barfield & Nix, 2003). 

Self, even for a third-age 
practitioner such as myself.   

Flavia Vieira (2010, p. 25) writes 
about pedagogical writing, a 
process and practice that 
presupposes “an intimate 
relationship between experience, 
writer and text”. Auto-
ethnographical storytelling, my 
chosen approach for a number of 
years, comes close to this: it is 
personal, reflective, self-reflexive, 
experimental, questioning and, at 
its best, it can be creative, 
imaginative, and mindful. It is not 
one single form of writing; instead, 
many creative writing practices 
can emerge from experience. 
These practices put the writer in a 
dialogue with her Self, thus helping 
her to explore and better 
understand her practice and her 
research. Vieira (2010, 25) further 
argues for creative use of 
language in narrative inquiry as a 
way to “counteract the 
disempowering effects of neutral 
academic discourses that say 
nothing about the uniqueness of 
pedagogical experience and its 
actors”. Recently, Badley (2019, p. 

182) boldly called for “warm, 
inviting and intensely personal 
(academic) texts” in which 
academic writers tell about their 
experiences, experiments and 
understandings in research texts.  

For the past 26 years I worked as 
a language counsellor in the 
Autonomous Learning ModuleS 
Programme (ALMS), an English 
course offered to undergraduates 
at the Language Centre at the 
University of Helsinki (for more 
specific descriptions of the 
programme see Karlsson, Kjisik & 
Nordlund, 1997; Karlsson, Suojala 
& von Boehm, 2020). Before that I 
had taught ESP and EAP courses 
at the Language Centre for ten 
years, but there was an important 
turn in the professional road for me 
with the setting up of the 
autonomy-driven ALMS 
programme in 1994: from then on 
I lived and worked “entangled” in 
the stories of my professional 
landscape. 

From the very beginning ALMS 
was, and continues to be, a 
collaborative attempt to promote 
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language learner autonomy in a 
formal learning context in higher 
education through recognizing and 
respecting students’ lifewide 
learning experiences and the 
interwoven realities of their 
academic, personal and affective 
lives. As a language counsellor, 
one had the privilege to hear about 
and share stories of the totality of 
students’ life experiences, the 
changes, challenges and 
successes in their lives before and 
during the course and how these 
shape their language work. The 
social dimension of language 
learner autonomy, acting 
independently and “in cooperation 
with others, as a socially 
responsible person” (Bergen, 
1990, cited in Dam, 1995 p.2.) is 
another important principle 
adhered to in ALMS. 

The commitment to work 
autonomously changes students 
as learners; for many, it is a truly 
transformative life and learning 
experience. Autonomy helps them 
shift away from a narrow view of 
learning as pre-determined 
outcomes, grades and external 
feedback. The focus in their 
thinking and language work moves 
to exploring the Self amidst the 
learning process. Students 
understand how holistic this 
process is, how it means being 
both analytical and creative, and 
how the cognitive and the 
emotional are entangled in the 
process. At its best, it is a process 
of becoming conscious and in 
control as a learner, being 
empowered, re-thinking their 
learner Selves, which involves 
remembering previous learning, 
starting to dream and to imagine 
and visualize what could happen.  

It is these life stories and English 
as a fragment in them that were of 
special interest to me for all my 
years as a counsellor and also 
offered me a rationale for a peer-
to-peer memory group as an 

 

2 See Clandinin & Connelly (2000) 
on secret, sacred and cover 
stories. 

offering for students as part of their 
ALMS programme.  

Secrets 

When I wrote my first autonomy 
stories, I strongly felt that they 
were secret stories, the ones that 
teachers and practitioner-
researchers only tell in safe 
places, an idea of Clandinin and 
Connelly’s2. According to Naoko 
Aoki, they are the “cream of a 
teacher’s professional knowledge” 
(2003, p. 193) and have common 
features: dilemma, uncertainty, 
honesty, personal feelings, moral, 
care, trust, hopes for the future, all 
related to our context of work and 
our academic and affective life 
situations. In fact, developing 
ALMS was a collective secret story 
to start with (Karlsson, Kjisik & 
Nordlund, 1997). My 
autoethnographical work also 
started as such a secret story: a 
hesitant experimentation with 
academic writing that gave hope 
and became a tool in professional 
development. 

Here I take the opportunity to tell 
about another early professional 
secret, a skills support group in 
ALMS I called Down Memory Lane 
(DML).  I retain precious memories 
from this group that was offered in 
ALMS every term. The telling 
name was suggested by my 
colleague Flis Kjisik, with whom I 
first shared the secret. Now I am 
making the effort to come to it, not 
so much with mind, concerns and 
ideas, but with my whole body – 
my “heart and gut and arms” 
(Goldberg, 1986/2005, p. 47). 

It all started with Frigga Haug more 
than 20 years ago, when ALMS 
was young. I remember this as a 
time when I had started exploring 
language learning histories, or 
memoirs, which became a 
significant narrative tool for 
reflection in ALMS. I was much 
inspired by the idea of Memory-
work as it had been presented in 
the 1980s by Frigga Haug. For 

Haug and her colleagues, this was 
an alternative research practice in 
social sciences, a collaborative 
strategy emerging from their own 
experiences and memories as girls 
and women.  The work with stories 
was collective and 
autobiographical; memories were 
evoked, recalled, shared, written 
and analysed. A crucial point in 
these experiments was that they 
started with the researchers’ own, 
often bodily, experiences (on 
Haug’s work, see Davies & 
Gannon, 2006). I brought into my 
DML groups Haug’s idea of 
collaboration as doing a kind of 
experience-based collective 
language biography.  We 
discussed various 
autobiographical materials 
(memoirs, diaries, letters, video 
clips, movies). Students recalled 
and shared memories, interviewed 
each other, wrote their own 
histories and then co-wrote their 
collective learner stories. They 
illustrated the stories with photos 
and drawings and, in their 
discussions, often had vivid 
flashbacks that opened up 
windows into their past, with 
personal and academic stories 
interwoven.  

DML was a way for them to listen 
to each other’s stories, to be 
heard, to reminisce together and to 
(co-)write personally meaningful, 
empowering texts with peers, to 
experiment with both their spoken, 
written and inner voices in English. 
The practice of attentively re-
reading their own texts aloud or 
silently was an especially 
empowering experience, a true 
inquiry into their own learning, 
feelings, beliefs and motivation. 
DML meant a language learner 
autonomy gained through self-
reflexivity.  

A teacher’s professional 
knowledge emerges from her 
previous, present and, most 
importantly, hopeful personal and 
academic dreams. During the 
years, I kept bringing my new 
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understandings from my inquiries 
into the DML groups. For example, 
when autoethnography became 
my inquiry approach, in my 
interpretation, students became 
explorers of their own writing and 
ethnographers of a time and 
space, that of their whole ALMS 
course (Karlsson, 2017). My last 
ever DML happened just on the 
eve of COVID-19, in January-
February 2020. We opened up our 
meetings by telling about our 
recent Talking to myself episodes 
and how these had led us to write 
stories or to go to the attic to find 
souvenirs from our earlier lives. To 
evoke and get the memories 
rolling the students brought in 
‘gifts’, in material or story-form, for 
one another. In one memorable 
meeting on a dark afternoon we 
sat around one student’s 
grandma’s button jar and listened 
to a story about how the memory 
of that jar had opened up the 
winding road to university. There 
we sat with tears in our eyes and 
visualized how an unsent letter to 
a former teacher was written and 
then burnt in the sauna stove, and 
we indeed smelt burning wood and 
human relief. We tasted chocolate 
and held toys in our hands, 
watched photos and listened to 
stories in and around them, 
personal, professional, life stories.  

 

The snowballs of memories of 
events lived in Finnish kept rolling 
in English.   We were gathered 
together as bodily human beings, 
who smile, laugh, cry, blush, bite 
their nails, touch each other.  Our 
group of silent Finns was trying to 

make the social distance slightly 
less through sharing and caring. A 
precious memory from a different 
time and place.  

An afterthought 

David Little (2010) writes about the 
phenomenon of inner speech, that 
is, language we produce in our 
heads without vocalization, as an 
element in L2 users’ 
communicative proficiency. He 
argues that inner speech has an 
important role in our conscious 
lives in L1 and expresses the need 
to have “the learner’s capacity for 
L2 inner speech, that is, an ability 
to think in the target language, as 
an explicit goal in L2 pedagogy” 
(Little, 2010, p. 2). Memory groups 
such as DML, I believe, could be 
seen as a way of activating and 
feeding inner speech,  as 
‘scaffolding’ learners’ use of 
English, their L2, and as a way of 
“drawing them into the language in 
order to draw the language out of 
them” (Little, 2010, p.32).  
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Setting the scene 

Fascinated as I have been by the 
inexorable growth of audio-visual 
(AV) media technologies over the 
last few decades and spurred by 
my own anecdotal observations 
and experiences as a second 
language teacher and learner, I 
decided to focus my MA 
dissertation project on 
investigating the way learners 
utilise these media for their own 
autonomous learning, The 
immeasurable volume of authentic 
English language materials 
available to modern learners via 
AV media platforms such as 
YouTube, Netflix, smartphones, 
computer games, Spotify and 
more is fast-becoming 
overwhelming. Furthermore, 
YouTube boasts over 2 billion 
users as of 2020, (YouTube for 
Press, 2020), while the computer 
gaming industry is now worth more 
than the film and music industries 
combined. (BBC, 2019), It stands 
to reason that with such ready 
availability to this plethora of 
language learning tools, self-
motivated learners will and most 
likely already are  taking 

advantage and guiding their own 
autonomous learning. And it was 
precisely this area that I wished to 
investigate: Exactly what 
strategies do learners use when 
teaching themselves English from 
such media?  

Yet despite originally setting out to 
discover what these strategies 
were, following in the footsteps of 
Oxford University’s Robert 
Vanderplank (2019), with the 
idealistic intention of assembling a 
store of ‘tips and tricks’ which other 
learners could potentially apply to 
their own learning, what I actually 
discovered led me to a ‘chicken or 
t egg’ conundrum related to 
learner motivation: Did these 
learners set out to use media to 
improve their English? Or was 
acquiring English just a means to 
an end to access the media? In 
this article I would like to very 
briefly introduce my research 
project and findings, before 
discussing their application and 
my predictions for the future of 
autonomous second language 
learning.  

 

Method and results 

Conducting a longitudinal study 
through face-to-face data 
collection was obviously 
hampered significantly by the 
length of time available on my MA 
course, and of course the COVID 
pandemic. Therefore, my finalised 
research study took the form of a 
qualitative multiple case study 
which recruited 13 highly proficient 
non-native speakers of English 
who had explicitly acknowledged 
the use of AV media as a 
significant part of their 
autonomous language learning 
journey. The participants 
represented a convenience 
sample recruited from within my 
university’s post-graduate 
community, my network of ex-
colleagues and acquaintances 
from my time teaching abroad, and 
externally recommended 
individuals who matched the 
English proficiency criteria. All 
participants were aged between 
23 and 39, and came from a 
variety of first language 
backgrounds, specifically Spanish, 
Croatian, French, German, 
Japanese, Arabic, Italian, 
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Romanian, and Korean. Due to a 
combination of ethical restrictions 
and time-restraints I was unable to 
conduct assessments of 
participants’ L2 English ability. In 
its place, I set the following 
experience-based professional or 
academic criteria. Participants 
were expected to meet at least one 
of the following criteria for the 
assumption of L2 English 
proficiency: 1. A minimum of one-
year experience in a fully 
immersive English professional or 
post-graduate level academic 
environment as an adult. 2. An 
English language certification 
equivalent to C1 or above on the 
CEFR scale 

I collected retrospective data 
through online interviews and 
questionnaires, delving into the 
learners’ pasts to try to find what 
strategies they had implemented. 
My exploratory semi-structured 
interviews were full of guiding 
questions, encouraging my 
participants to narrate their English 
language learning journey, with 
elaboration and further depth 
elicited through follow-up 
questions. Each interview was 
divided into three sections: (1) 
English background – where 
participants explained their history 
with English as a second 
language; (2) Popular English 
media – Guided by questions like 
“What types of popular English-
language media did you use while 
learning English?”, participants 
discussed the role English AV 
media had in their learning; (3) 
Opinions – participants were 
asked their opinions of AV media 
as a language tool, and reflected 
on how this may have changed 
over time. 

For the purposes of triangulation, 
and to allow the participants an 
opportunity to recall and review 
their comments in the interview, a 
follow-up questionnaire was 
distributed in the days following 
the interview. A variety of question 
formats were used for the 
collection of different data: Likert-
scale questions for the collection 
of attitudinal statements, multiple 
choice for strategy use and 

personal details, and open 
questions for elaboration of points 
covered in the interview.  

What quickly became apparent as 
I progressed through the study 
was the fascinating divulgence of 
why these learners had begun 
using English language AV media. 
Of the 13 participants, only two 
explicitly expressed that the 
original decision to use English AV 
media was for the purpose of 
improving their English. The 
remaining 11 explained how the 
main motivation to make use of 
English AV media stemmed from 
their desire to access the media 
itself, and therefore any 
acquisition of English was 
seemingly incidental.  

For most, first language 
alternatives were simply not an 
option, explained by one 
participant from South America: 
“there were plenty of shops that 
sell video games, but there weren’t 
Spanish versions of the video 
games. Most of the games I ended 
up buying were all in English.”. 
Many participants actively sought 
to access something very specific, 
such as Cartoon Network, the TV 
show Friends, the movie Titanic, or 
music by the Backstreet Boys. The 
English language then became a 
tool they had to figure out how to 
use in order to fully appreciate 
their sought-after media.  

As these learners exposed 
themselves to more and more 
media, they started to become 
aware of their incidental learning.  
As one participant reported: “I 
realised that I learnt a lot of 
vocabulary through [watching 
movies]…And after that I was like, 
God…what movie do I know 
already well enough that I can 
instead of watching it in French I 
can switch to English and still 
enjoy it, understand what’s going 
on but maybe learn new words.” 
This, as well as the desire to 
accelerate their learning (or ability 
to access the media) encouraged 
some learners to begin developing 
their own strategies, not dissimilar 
those that have already been 
presented in the literature (Danan, 

2004; Vanderplank, 2019). Some 
strategies were seemingly 
unconscious and incidental, such 
as the deduction of meaning from 
context, or the act of seeking out 
progressively more challenging 
content (congruous with Krashen’s 
input hypothesis, 1985). Other 
strategies fell into Danan’s (2004) 
cognitive and metacognitive 
categories, such as the act of 
notetaking and utilising L2 
subtitles, respectively.  

As their English ability grew, the 
learners simultaneously grew in 
confidence, and despite not 
originally having any desire to 
learn English, self-awareness of 
their learning and the 
effectiveness of the strategies they 
implemented inspired their 
motivation to continue, as 
expressed by one participant: 
“Honestly, I kind of hated [English] 
the moment I started to learn 
it…Then when you’re watching 
TV, I found out that I’m picking up 
this language a lot faster…it went 
from loathing and disgust and hate 
into holy crap, I love it.”  

The chicken or the egg: 
a cyclical relationship 

My findings, then, offer new 
insights into the relationship 
between learners’ implemented 
strategies and their motivations to 
use the media. Coming back to the 
‘chicken or egg’ analogy, for the 
majority of cases in this study the 
motivation to access the media 
seemed to precede the motivation 
to learn English. From my 
observations I therefore proposed 
a cyclical relationship (Figure 1) in 
which MOTIVATION to access the 
media acts as the prerequisite for 
the implementation of 
STRATEGIES, which itself is a 
prerequisite for improved 
ATTITUDE and CONFIDENCE, 
which then cycles back into 
increased MOTIVATION, 
continuing the cycle. As the cycle 
repeated for these learners, their 
driving motivation changed too, 
from the desire to simply access 
the media to the desire to improve 
their English. 
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Figure 1: Schematic representation of the relationship between AV media Strategies, Attitudes and Confidence, and 
Motivations to use AV media 
 

Applications and 
Predictions 

So, what does this mean? I think it 
is safe to say that considering the 
nature of this research and its 
small sample size the findings are 
not generalizable. However, it 
does offer hope to teachers and 
learners who have a passion for 
AV media in that they may be able 
to transfer some of that inherent 
motivation into student-centred 
autonomous learning. Teachers 
could make students aware of the 
various media platforms and 
strategies they could use to 
improve their English; while 
learners could continue using the 
media they love, albeit challenging 
themselves by accessing it in 
English.  

Considering the unprecedented 
growth in availability of authentic 
English AV media worldwide, and 
the continuing reliance and 
entrenchment of younger 
generations in digital technologies 
(a generation which Prensky, 
2001, aptly termed Digital 

Natives), utilising these passions 
and media for autonomous 
learning purposes seems like an 
intuitive and logical progression. 
Plus, as the online world further 
expands, platforms like YouTube, 
Udemy, and Duolingo have 
become these Digital Natives’ first 
port of call for learning new things. 
In one survey by the Pew 
Research Center, 2018, 51% of 
American YouTube users reported 
that the platform is very important 
for learning new things. This is a 
paradigm shift which the global 
COVID-19 pandemic has no doubt 
contributed to. Are these the 
beginnings of a revolution in 
education? I’ll let you decide. But 
perhaps before we get ahead of 
ourselves, we should ask – how 
can we encourage our learners to 
make the most of this shift and the 
new resources available to them?  
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Introduction 

New ways of dealing with learning 
and teaching a foreign language 
have had to be found lately due to 
the interference of Covid-19. This 
pandemic has drastically changed 
our lives and somehow hastened 
the need to reflect on our 
practices. Many teachers and 
students around the world still find 
themselves in lockdown situations, 
with no access to onsite classes 
because of closed universities. 
The only course of action for them 
is to use digital technologies and 
engage in online teaching and 
learning. This implies different 
forms and new developments in 
learner autonomy. 

In Algeria, this world crisis has 
compelled authorities to close 
universities and schools for a long 
time, and to opt for digital learning. 
English language teachers and 
students alike have had therefore 
to adapt to teaching and learning 
outside the classroom. This type of 
language instruction obviously 
implies stepping into the world of 
information and communication 
technologies, which is, for many of 

them, terra incognita. With the 
pandemic, students were 
suddenly faced with a great but 
also unprecedented opportunity to 
develop independent learning and 
agency. As Reinders & White 
(2016) rightly remark, affordances 
of educational technologies in a 
self-initiated way can facilitate 
language learning, as students 
can choose their own pace and 
time to learn.  

This crisis situation has raised a 
number of questions and concerns 
with respect to student online 
learning and their autonomy. I 
conducted an online survey with 
two Master’s students to explore 
this issue. The first full time 
student is in her twenties, and 
bears the pseudonym of Maya. 
The second full time student, in her 
forties, has the pseudonym of 
Salima. She also works part-time 
for a company. I contacted these 
two participants through emails, 
and elicited their views on five 
themes, also posited as questions 
related to autonomous learning 
and the Covid-19 pandemic: 1. 
How do you study at home? How 
do you regulate your self-study? 2. 
Do you study collectively online? 

How? 3. Do teachers help you with 
your self-study? How? 4. How do 
you deal with your learning 
difficulties? 5. What do you miss 
most during this pandemic? 

Content analysis of the data 
generated from their narratives 
has enabled me to understand 
their behaviour in their particular 
contexts, and classify their 
responses into the five categories 
described below. 

Strategies for studying 
alone at home and 
regulating self-study 

Both participants state that they 
set themselves realistic goals and 
adjust them to the Covid-19 
situation as much as possible. 
Maya encourages herself 
continually by thinking positive, 
even when she has low motivation 
and negative feelings, and 
keeping her goals clear; she also 
tries to manage her time efficiently 
for course study and exam 
preparation, and avoids wasting 
time or letting laziness get into her 
daily routine. She says she 
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constantly reminds herself of her 
personal and academic goals to 
stay focused, and tries to have a 
positive attitude and to enjoy 
learning “no matter how 
challenging it gets, not giving up”. 

 Each student has her own way of 
self-studying and dealing with 
course material. Maya says she 
rewrites the content of the lesson 
in her own words to simplify it and 
thus remember a large amount of 
information. She also integrates 
her own readings into the 
teacher’s lecture/handout, then 
writes her own essay questions to 
predict possible exam questions, 
and answers them. For every 
single lecture, she would write one 
essay. She also memorizes key 
words and concepts as a helpful 
strategy to write an essay. She 
adds that when she has fun and 
enjoys a topic, she reads more on 
it (e.g. ‘Language and Gender’ in 
the Discourse Analysis Course). 
Salima, on the other hand, 
confesses the pandemic lockdown 
leaves her more time to manage 
her self-study at home, and 
therefore boosts her autonomy: 
“....studying alone pushes me to 
find solutions by myself and be 
self-reliant.” She is even saving 
time because she is no longer 
constrained to move between work 
and university. She mentions 
being less stressed, and enjoys 
contacting her teachers through 
the university Moodle platform and 
Facebook.  

Concerning the use of multiple 
sources online, both participants 
try hard to exercise their criticality 
when reading outside sources. 
Maya double-checks information 
by comparing online sources on 
the same subject, and only trusts 
reliable websites, but Salima uses 
few online sources and prefers 
teachers’ lectures. She adds that 
staying at home helps her save a 
great deal of time, not having to 
get up early, catch the bus, go to 
university every day, etc. 

 

Strategies for studying 
collectively online  

The two students questioned state 
that they rely on the Internet for 
online collaboration and 
communication with their peers 
whenever they can. Maya 
summarizes her readings to share 
ideas and views with her peers. 
She also has Google meet 
sessions to revise the lectures and 
prepare exams with her friends, 
because, as she states, “passive 
reading of a course is ineffective 
and a waste of time”. Salima states 
that her professional experience of 
using more developed platforms 
helps her to work better on the 
university Moodle and interact with 
her classmates more efficiently. 
She regularly uploads documents 
(articles, chapters, critical reviews, 
etc.) which she shares through 
Facebook. However, she faces 
difficulties working online with 
students on presentations, as 
some of them have poor digital 
skills or no skills at all, or they “see 
the pandemic lockdown as a 
vacation”. She would use the 
telephone as a solution, when 
other plans do not work. Both 
participants confess that this 
collective experience of managing 
online study and collaborating on a 
task is not easy, and often quite 
tiring and unrewarding when 
others do not react positively. It is 
clear that dialogue and negotiation 
are more difficult to establish when 
there is no face-to-face exchange 
between people, and for these two 
participants, social interaction 
seems essential for finding 
solutions to their daily problems. 

Teachers’ empathy 
towards student self-
study 

When questioned on the role of 
teachers during the pandemic, 
both participants said teachers are 
quite empathetic with the students 
generally. Some teachers are 
sensitive to their loneliness and 
lack of motivation and confidence 
to study at home, and send emails 
to comfort them, get news of their 

health and their families, and keep 
them going through their 
guidance. Others use Facebook to 
advise students or dialogue with 
them. These “interpersonal 
dynamics” (LaGanza 2008), which 
are missing with online learning, 
as cognitive psychologists claim, 
seem to be re-created between 
teachers and students online and 
to have a positive effect on their 
capacity to be resilient and 
mentally strong. 

Dealing with learning 
difficulties  

Both participants try to adapt their 
study habits to the pandemic 
situation by working independently 
or collaboratively whenever 
needed. They point to the large 
amount of readings handed out by 
teachers, as well as their difficulty 
exercising their autonomy by 
making their own choices. They 
find it challenging to be selective 
when the course is overloaded 
with new information and every 
detail seems important (e.g. the 
course on ‘Learning an Additional 
Language’). Salima also stresses 
her difficulty convincing 
classmates to share knowledge 
and collaborate on the same task, 
some peers being less 
cooperative and/or less available 
than others. Nevertheless, both 
participants state that at times of 
low spirits due to their learning 
problems, they try not to think of 
the pandemic and keep a healthy 
mindset by focusing on their goals.  

What students miss most 

The anxiety-provoking environ-
ment of the Covid-19 pandemic 
has added uneasiness to the 
psychological constraints of being 
off-campus and rather isolated. 
Both students state that what they 
miss most is high motivation and 
willingness to study 
independently. They miss live 
class sessions and the opportunity 
to ask teachers questions directly 
and engage in debate with 
classmates when dealing with 
challenging course subjects. 
Salima misses “normal conditions” 
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of face-to-face teaching, contact 
with teachers, peers and 
administrative staff, and 
participating in live presentations 
done by classmates, listening to 
teacher’s comments, remarks and 
discussion of their work. In sum, 
she misses the whole university 
environment (lunch breaks, coffee 
breaks, free time, light 
conversations, etc.) that she was 
eager to find again after many 
years of working in an office and 
staying away from university and 
academic life. Although she 
considers herself an autonomous 
student, capable of making 
decisions whenever needed, she 
would love to get explanations and 
feedback for some questions or 
issues that remained enigmatic 
and that only a real classroom 
context could provide. Maya also 
misses the real classroom 
atmosphere which makes her 
reactive and arouses her curiosity 
and interest. 

Conclusion  

It is a fact that the Covid-19 
pandemic has challenged our 
comfort zone in many ways, and 
compelled both teachers and 
students to find ‘alternative ways 
of teaching and learning L2’ 
(Macaro 2008). Distance learning 
/teaching is different from 
classroom learning / teaching, and 
in this respect, learner autonomy 
needs to be reshaped and 
redefined with the advent of digital 
technologies. Relying on the 
analysis of the narratives of the 
two participants in this study, I 
would tend to define autonomous 
learning as a bundle of self-
regulated study, group-regulated 
study and teacher-regulated 
study. These narratives are 
reflecting the changes currently 
undergoing in Algerian society, 
and no doubt, in many human 
societies. They reveal both that 
students have clear and explicit 
goals to attain, and are striving to 
meet them by all means. They are 
adjusting their effort to the difficulty 
of the tasks, encouraged by their 
teachers whose cognitive and 
affective roles cannot be denied. 
Maya believes that her positive 

mindset and self-regulated attitude 
are helping self-efficacy, while 
Salima, a more mature student, is 
using her professional experience 
with digital technologies to deal 
with her learning difficulties online 
and achieve her goals. She is able 
to make strategic decisions such 
as asking for teachers’ help 
directly through Facebook or 
emails, which indicates her self-
determination to solve her 
problems. 

In both narratives I could find the 
same idea of the teacher as 
facilitator that no technologies can 
replace. Salima states it explicitly: 
“I believe nothing can replace the 
teacher. She is a real learning 
facilitator”. If teachers often 
complain about students being 
passive recipients of knowledge, 
or not having acquired the 
technological skills to become 
critical users of multiple sources 
obtained online, this study would 
imply that coexisting with the 
Covid-19 pandemic has made 
some students more autonomous 
and empowered them to engage 
(inter-)actively in their learning 
process, either alone or with their 
classmates or teachers. They 
seem to have developed their 
personal theories of autonomous 
learning in this specific context of 
crisis. 

As a matter of fact, both 
participants share the view that the 
pandemic bears some advantages 
with respect to learning and 
studying, and could bring some 
useful changes to the world. The 
Algerian university has started this 
experience modestly and as 
Salima remarks, “it is a great 
opportunity for us to learn from our 
errors and identify gaps in our 
competences. This pandemic has 
pushed us to become autonomous 
learners”.  

References  
La Ganza, W. (2008). ‘Learner 

autonomy-teacher 
autonomy: interrelating and 
the will to power’. In T. Lamb 
& H. Reinders (Eds), Learner 
and Teacher Autonomy. 
Concepts, Realities and 

Responses (pp. 63-79). 
Amsterdam: John 
Benjamins.  

Macaro, E. (2008). ‘The shifting 
dimensions of language 
learner autonomy’. In T. 
Lamb, & H. Reinders (Eds.), 
Learner and Teacher 
Autonomy. Concepts, 
Realities and Responses 
(pp. 47 -62). Amsterdam: 
John Benjamins. 

Reinders, H. & White, C.J. (2016). 
20 years of autonomy and 
technology: How far have we 
come and where to next? 
Language, Learning and 
Technology, 20(2), 143-154. 

THE NEWSLETTER OF THE LEARNER AUTONOMY SPECIAL INTEREST GROUP ISSUE 81   |   16



 

Features 

Motivation 
 

Frank Lacey 
Ådalens Privatskole 
Denmark 
 
Frank has been teaching languages for eons. About 15 years ago his 
teaching practice was seriously disturbed by Leni Dam. Since then his 
lessons have been scenes of chaos, which he calls autonomy. Frank 
tends to be rather passionate about a lot of things, such as autonomy. 

Email: frank@jernsokkerne.org 

 
 

Many years ago I attended a 
workshop/seminar at the IATEFL 
conference in Exeter (2009), 
where Ema Ushioda said that it 
was time to hear the voices of the 
students in autonomous 
classrooms. Since then I have 
seen it as my role to give a place 
to the students' voices in the 
academic discussion of learner 
autonomy. Recently, our 
colleague Christian Ludwig asked 
me to contribute with a chapter to 
a new book about learner 
autonomy1. Like many times 
before, I saw an opportunity to 
involve students and bring their 
voices to the debate. So, I asked 
four students to write their views, 
using a short list of guideline 
questions posed by David Little in 
his introduction to the same book. 
These are the questions that the 
authors of the book are required to 
answer: 

• How do they (the teachers) 
bring their learners to accept 
responsibility for their own 
learning? 

• What procedures do they adopt 
to help their learners reflect on 
what, why and how they are 
learning? 

• What tools do their learners 
use to manage and document 
their learning? 

• What role is played by self- and 
peer assessment, and how are 
they related to (i) teacher-
designed tests and (ii) external 
exams? 

• To what extent and how do 
their learners develop skills of 
self-management and 
reflection in collaboration with 
other members of their class or 
learner group? 

• What role does target language 
use play in their version of 
language learner autonomy? 

My goal was to hear my students' 
"raw" opinions on learner 
autonomy. So, they received the 
same questions and no guidance 
on how to answer them. 

All of the four students agreed that 
the freedom afforded to them to 
choose in my lessons, i.e. ‘what 
they want to work with’ and ‘how 
they want to work’, were factors 
that had a huge motivational 
influence on their English learning. 
(FYI, they must also evaluate and 
document their work and their 
learning in their logbooks). 
However, all four students pointed 
at something else which they felt 
was very motivationally significant: 
the teacher's level of personal 
commitment. 

One of the four students wrote 
recently in his logbook (and yes, 
logbooks are, of course, written in 
English): 

... "So, in a nutshell, I absolutely 
despise school, and I think it's one 
of the most time wasting things in 
the world, it causes stress which 
could essentially end up causing 
depression because you HAVE to 
get certain grades, but you aren't 
necessarily academically good 
enough." 

The same student wrote the 
following comment in his 
contribution for the chapter in the 
book (and this I have had to 
translate as I encouraged the 
students to write in Danish at 
times, so as to get their "unfiltered" 
answers to the questions (i.e. lest 
they would be restricted by syntax 
or vocabulary): 

"Frank usually starts the lessons 
by saying something like, "Today 
is the 22nd of May 2019…" and 
everybody knows that they have to 
have their logbooks open and 
begin writing. In my opinion the 
most important part of learning 
English is having motivation. We 
ourselves choose the topics that 
we want to work with, and that 
helps a lot, but that Frank is also 
interested and supports us in our 
choices is really cool. Frank 
agrees with nearly any topic that 
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we choose to work with. But what 
is even more important is, when 
we present our projects, he 
doesn't ask questions about 
factual things to check up on what 
we have done, but rather asks 
because he personally wants to 
know more about the topic, which 
can be anything from a nerdy 
computer game to a hard core 
RAP artist." 

The teacher's personal 
commitment to the students as 
individuals and to their linguistic 
development was something that 
all four students emphasized, 
independently of each other. In 
other words, the teacher must care 
about them individually and be 
personally interested in their work 
and learning. 

When I hold in-service courses for 
teachers, I rather provocatively 
say: "Remember in every 
classroom there is only one person 
who is there 100% of his/her own 
free will" (the teacher). All the 
greater, therefore, is the obligation 
on the teacher to make sure that 
what is happening in that 
classroom is relevant, interesting, 
and motivating for the learners. 
The teacher must always monitor 
the students' intrinsic motivation. 
The teacher must arrive in the 
classroom with a positive attitude 
and belief in the fact that each and 

every student really wants to learn. 
Don't disqualify students before 
the lesson even starts with 
negative expectations towards 
them. 

I have just read a book by Frans 
Ørsted Andersen (2017) called 
‘Motivational teaching’ (original 
title: "Motiverende undervisning"). 
He points out that students' 
intrinsic motivation is directly 
influenced by the teacher's mood! 
Perhaps surprisingly, it is a 
teacher's sense of humour, 
charisma, and energy that 
students value, no matter who they 
are. In contrast, students say that 
if they feel that the teacher is any 
of the following—in a bad mood, 
introverted, without energy, 
stressed, or uninterested in them 
individually—then the same 
students say that they just do not 
want to be in that lesson.  

On page 22, Frans Ørsted 
Andersen refers to American 
psychologists Edward Deci and 
Richard Ryan, who say that the 
three basic requirements for 
intrinsic motivation are the 
following: 
1. Autonomy. 
2.The sense of competency (this 
means that teachers must provide 
100% differentiation for each and 
every student, so that he/she can 

achieve this feeling of 
competency). 
3. Good relationships to the people 
around them (a teacher who cares 
and creates a safe learning 
environment).  

Frans Ørsted Andersen concludes 
his small book by saying: "Thanks 
to Deci and Ryan's theory of self-
determination, our understanding 
of motivation as being a choice 
between either the stick or the 
carrot has changed to nowadays 
seeing motivation as originating in 
autonomy, competency, and good 
relationships (p.23).” 
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Reflections & Reviews 

2020 Online Symposium: Supporting 
teacher and learner agency  

On December 12, 2020, the Learner Autonomy Special Interest Group hosted an online symposium investigating the 
role of agency in language learning and learner autonomy. A number of speakers gave presentations which are 
summarized and commented on below by current (and a former) members of the Independence editorial team. A 
recording of the event and slides and references from some presenters can be found through the LASIG website 
https://lasig.iatefl.org/symposium/. We also urge you to use the link provided there to complete a short questionnaire to 
give your feedback. Reflections are by: 

 

  

 

  

Linda Ghout Khenoune 
Bejaia, Algeria 

Michelle Tamala 
Melbourne, Australia 

 Carol J. Everhard 
 Thessaloniki, Greece 

 Gamze Sayram  
 Sydney, Australia 

Linda Ghout Khenoune comments on the introductory 
plenary given by Phil Benson: Language learning and 
space: agency and the mapping out of learning 
environments. Benson’s plenary talk was devoted to 
the multifaceted concept of agency and its role in 
constructing language learning environments. In the first 
part of the presentation, the speaker clarified the 
complex interconnection between agency, space and 
second language learning. After a short definition of 
agency, based on that of Anthony Giddens (1979), as 
being free to ‘act otherwise’, meaning that humans are 
able to act in a different way to that planned or intended, 
Benson referred to the growing importance of agency in 
learning languages at a local level / specific context. He 
also emphasized the spatial dimension of agency, as 
language learning often happens within the constraints 
of the space where we are living. For him, the concept 
of space is of particular importance in the 21st century 
and in the hard times we are currently experiencing 
because of the COVID 19 pandemic. There is an 
unprecedented proliferation of language learning 
spaces in and out of class which provide varied 
individual, contextual and geographical learning 
environments. Benson explained that language learning 
is always part of a space and being members of these 
spaces, learners always engage in their learning within 
these spaces. Thus, agency is about learners’ 

resourcefulness; about their capacity to shape their 
learning environments and transform things to 
affordances that serve their language learning in their 
particular learning environments. This is because, as 
Benson has pointed out, different learning environments 
may provide access to different opportunities for 
language learning. Furthermore, he explained that the 
language learning environment, by its nature, is a 
discontinuous and dynamic space that evolves over 
local and biographical time.  
 
In the second part of the presentation, the speaker 
shared with his audience summaries from interviews 
held with some international students who had moved to 
Australia (Sydney) to start a new life. It was thought- 
provoking to find out how important the use of spaces is 
for those students in their English language learning. 
The speaker highlighted how the learning of English 
fitted in the everyday life spatial routines of the students. 
It was clear from the examples that the students created 
their learning environments through shopping, dating, 
making friends, reading books and interacting with 
children and parents at school. in their specific spaces. 
One interesting point that emerged from Benson’s 
analysis of the students’ narratives was their different 
capacities to use the spaces where their learning took 
place. The students have shown varied degrees of 
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agency in exploiting the opportunities provided in their 
own spaces. 

Benson ended his plenary with some recommendations 
for teachers about the importance of being aware of their 
students’ spatial routines in language learning. He also 
stressed the importance of raising second language 
learners’ awareness about the physical and digital 
resources available in their learning spaces and how 
they can transform them into opportunities.  

The next presentation by Bob Morrison, and reflected on 
by Carol J. Everhard, was Considering reflection and 
learners’ perception of written reflection. Bob 
Morrison’s presentation focused on using reflection in 
his work as a senior teacher in the Language Centre at 
the University of Glasgow, Scotland, UK, (GU) which is 
very much influenced by his time as a Language Advisor 
at Kanda International University in Chiba, Japan. 

Avoiding pat explanations of reflection and its value, Bob 
preferred to conduct 2 mini-polls among attendees to 
establish what they believe and do in their own teaching 
practice. Participants viewed the concept of reflection as 
one or more of: Plan/ Identify/ Evaluate/ Learn from the 
past/ Make sense/ Act effectively and were asked how 
they used it. They indicated they encouraged reflection, 
as much alone as in groups, with written reflection 
surpassing spoken, but only slightly, and one reflection 
was generally connected to previous reflections. 

From among experts’ views, Bob highlighted Tracey 
Smith’s view of reflection as helping make sense of 
making meaning and through the process of trying to 
learn, becoming better-equipped to face the future. He 
worries whether written reflection has a place on a 
speaking course, but likes its ability to shine a light, be 
guided and seek details which identify strengths and 
weaknesses, allowing formulation of action plans. 

Bob created a credit-bearing (10 credits) course for the 
Adam Smith Business School at GU to encourage 
greater participation of students in large groups, which 
lasted 2 X 5 weeks (100 hours). Classes met for 2 X 50 
mins per week, with remaining hours covered out-of-
class. For the 2nd hour each week, students prepared an 
academic text, which they discussed in class, with the 
teacher as observer only. Students completed a 
reflection form on Moodle each week which was 
followed by teacher and student responses. 

A poll conducted at the end of 5 weeks revealed 71% of 
students (n=47) had no previous experience of written 
reflection. 52% believed reflective writing would help 
them from the outset. 83% considered reflective writing 
helpful for their speaking. Students (n=74) deemed 
progress after 5 weeks of reflection OK or Good, with 
greater understanding of their strengths and 
weaknesses. The majority were positive and valued 
reflection.  

Bob Morrison’s presentation was followed by 
Autonomous language learning support: A life-long 

process. Michelle Tamala offers her comments: The 
presentation by Kerstin Dofs (ARA, New Zealand) was 
an inspirational reflection on both a personal and 
institutional journey with learner autonomy. Kerstin’s 
journey started in the Montessori system where the 
educational philosophy supported the development of 
student agency through individual learning. Her journey 
has continued through the setting up and developing of 
a vibrant, well supported and integrated self-access 
centre at ARA where the development of learner 
autonomy has been the centre of learning. Kerstin’s 
personal journey will continue with an enrolment in the 
learning advisor program with Jo Mynard at Kanda 
University, and institutionally with the inclusion of learner 
autonomy across ARA. 

Kerstin described the development of ELSAC (English 
language self-access centre) at ARA in the 1990’s, from 
its beginning as resources in a suitcase to a large, 
vibrant learning centre where, teachers, classes, and 
resources are linked and complementary. Starting in 
2006, Kerstin included ‘raising awareness about learner 
autonomy’ programs for both students and teachers, 
and between 2006 and 2012 she ran three action 
research projects to identify student and teacher needs. 
Out of this, classes in ELSAC became compulsory and 
advisor handbooks for both students and teachers were 
developed. The teacher handbooks were to help 
teachers to effectively support their students in ELSAC. 
Handbooks were supported by resources on a share 
drive. Learning facilitators work with each class and they 
develop their skills through peer observation and 
ongoing professional development. 

Kerstin pointed out that along with the “normal” issues of 
running a SAC, there have been additional challenges 
in Christchurch: the destructive earthquake in 2011, 
where ironically important resources were once again 
carried out in a suitcase, the horrific mosque attack in 
2019 and in 2020 the pandemic. As with most 
institutions, ELSAC went online and although Kerstin 
founds some immediate advantages, in the long run, 
use of some online processes could in fact lessen 
student autonomy. 

Kerstin’s presentation showed how the journey with and 
to learner autonomy is a lifelong process of reflection, 
innovation and adjustment. 

After a break, the symposium continued with a workshop 
given by Ulla Fürstenberg: We make the path by 
walking: Creating spaces for small-scale student-
led tasks reported by Gamze Sayram. 

In her interesting and engaging workshop, Ulla 
Fürstenberg shared small-scale learner-initiated 
vocabulary and speaking activities that can be 
incorporated into foreign language classes, especially 
those that are suitable for online learning and teaching 
environments. In her view, sharing responsibilities with 
learners and handing over the control of the tasks, leads 
to more engaging, meaningful lessons and greater 
autonomy. After mentioning her students’ lack of clear 
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learning goals due to the prescribed course design, she 
went on to describe the language environment in her 
city, Graz, Austria, where the main language is German. 
She asked advanced level students to take photos of the 
English language environments they came across to 
become aware of the availability and accessibility of 
English language sources. She also wanted her 
students to understand that language learning is a 
continuous process, and they need to focus on 
spontaneous authentic learning. To illustrate her point of 
view, she showed a BBC program directed by Stephen 
Fry: “What makes us human?” In it, he shared his 
opinion that it is language that makes us human. This 
video was an eye-opener for students to understand the 
importance of languages in human existence and 
survival. Another activity involved a Padlet page that she 
created in which she asked her student to post their 
favourite English words to the Padlet website, after 
sharing her favourite (serendipity), as an example to 
help them better understand the deep connection 
between humans and languages. Using the analogy of 
the magpie’s behaviour, she encouraged students to 
instinctively hang on to new words, as the magpie does 
objects, using them actively in their own vocabulary 
composition and expression. 

In an activity called ‘Deep dives’ she asked students to 
write a list of interesting words, then go deeper into the 
word roots and etymology. This activity delved into 
students’ attitudes, and their approach: finding 
information, choosing vocabulary and reflecting on their 
own vocabulary learning.  

In ‘Call my bluff’, Ulla used the Socrative website to 
create an activity allowing students to work and respond 
collaboratively. She chose a group of words, mainly 
colloquial expressions, made up different definitions and 
asked students to guess the correct meanings. The 
students were interested and engaged in language 
learning and at the same time, they had a lot of fun.  

In ‘Filling in the gap’, students guessed missing words 
from the context using multiple choices. Using their 
dictionaries and resources they wrote the multiple 
choice statements themselves, while the teacher acted 
as coach. Ulla advised us to imagine ourselves as 
students and give them more chances to take the 
initiative, lead and be more active. Finally, she described 
a book project based on How to survive in your first-year 
of teaching, about the difficulties a teacher faced when 
her students were not paying attention. Acting 
autonomously, students came up with challenging and 
eye-opening comprehension questions. 
 
The final presentation by Jirina Karasova, Teacher’s 
effective communication skills: supporting learner 
autonomy, is reported here by Michelle Tamala. Jirina’s 
presentation explained that how teachers communicate 
with students is a critical part of the learning environment 
in a classroom. She gave very clear examples of how 
teacher responses in class can have either a negative 
or positive impact on how students feel about learning. 
Teacher communication can create safe, supportive 

learning spaces or negative, hostile places and it is this 
atmosphere that can have either a negative or positive 
effect on both the development of learner autonomy and 
an increase in target language proficiency, or exactly the 
opposite. 

An interesting point that Jirina mentioned was that in 
teacher-centred education, controlling, judgemental 
language was common, with most teachers unaware of 
the effect their communication was having on their 
students and their approach to learning and that a more 
supportive and less judgemental way of communicating 
could have a positive effect on their students. Jirina 
maintains that there is a strong link between how 
teachers communicate with students and their 
willingness and ability to develop learner autonomy 

Reference: 
 
Giddens, A. (1979) Central Problems in Social 

Theory. London: Macmillan. 
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Fostering Learner Autonomy: Learners, 
Teachers and Researchers in Action 
ISBN: 978-1980327912 
Ludwig, C., Pinter, A., Van de Poel, K., Smits, T., Tassinari, MG, & 
Ruelens, E. (Eds.) 
Candlin & Mynard epublishing, 2018 
 
Reviewed by Diane Malcolm 
(Formerly) Arabian Gulf University 
Bahrain 
 
 

This title is another in the series 
produced by the Learner 
Autonomy SIG sourced from a 
sponsored local event, this one in 
Antwerp in 2016. The focus for this 
meeting was on the relationship 
between learner autonomy (LA) 
and action research.  Thus, the 
presentations explored these two 
concepts and the possibility for 
future collaboration. 

The Introduction, by the editors, 
defines both LA and action 
research and links the notions of 
reflection and collaboration in the 
autonomous classroom with the 
continuous evaluation and 
exploration through problem 
solving that is a feature of action 
research.  Brief summaries of each 
of the chapters follow. 

Chapter Two, Ten Golden Rules 
for Successful Language 
Acquisition in an Autonomous 
Learning Environment by Leni 
Dam and Lienhard Legenhausen, 
recaps their findings and practices 
based on their long collaboration  
of observation and involvement in 
autonomous classrooms.  These 
rules summarize the precepts of 
the autonomous classroom 
including respect & inclusion, the 
need for differentiation, peer 
support, active learner 
involvement, authenticity and 

making the content the focus of the 
process of learning.  This 
distillation of decades of practice 
and research offers, in a nutshell, 
the advice that teachers new to the 
concept seek. 

Chapter Three by Christian 
Ludwig, Action Research and 
Language Learner Autonomy: 
An Exploratory Journey delves 
further into the shared relationship 
between the two concepts.  The 
key features include reflection and 
collaboration: between teacher 
and learners; among learners and 
teachers and even at the level of 
individuals reflecting on and 
researching their own learning.  
These processes can then feed 
back into improving learning and 
teaching practices, where all 
participants take an active role in 
their development. The following 
contribution, by Kris Van de Poel 
describes his workshop Action 
Research for Learner Autonomy 
in situ: From Idea to 
Dissemination,  which 
summarizes his approach to and 
justification for action research, 
starting from differing orientations 
according to American or British 
practitioners, continuing with a 
discussion of the reasons to 
undertake action research and 
ending up with practical steps to 

undertake an action research LA 
project. 

The remaining chapters describe 
action research projects carried 
out in a variety of settings, 
commencing with Annamaria 
Pinter’s chapter Teachers  
Exploring Classrooms with 
Children as Co-Researchers.  
After discussing the benefits of 
involving children as co-
reseachers in developing their 
own autonomy and collaboration 
in learning, Pinter describes the 
benefits derived from the 
extensive and well-documented 
project she conducted in India, 
with over 800 children and 25 
teachers. These benefits include a 
better understanding of action 
research, from the teachers’ 
perspective, greater dialogue 
between teachers and learners 
and greater realisation that these 
children were quite capable of 
acting as autonomous learners. 
Another perspective on co-
research is given in the chapter by 
Hideo Kojima Fostering EFL 
Teacher Trainees’ Autonomy 
Through Collaboration with 
Students as Co-Researchers.  
This study involved  trainee 
teachers  in Japan working with 
secondary level students to 
develop a picture story in English 
through group work intended to 

THE NEWSLETTER OF THE LEARNER AUTONOMY SPECIAL INTEREST GROUP ISSUE 81   |   22



 

foster collaboration, autonomy and 
reflective learning. Participants 
kept track of their activities in 
portfolios. Over five sessions, the 
student co-researchers carried out 
different stages of the project 
keeping in mind the key elements 
of collaborative learning. Trainee 
teachers carried out their work 
through planning, action, 
observation and reflection.  The 
project was assessed through a 
variety of measures, for both 
student co-researchers and 
teacher trainees. The findings 
supported the notion that such 
collaborative efforts can help 
enhance understanding of both 
learners’ LA progress and teacher 
autonomy through growing 
awareness and reflection.  

The following article by John 
Linnegar describes how masters’ 
level students develop awareness 
of writing errors to acquire self-
editing skills. In Teaching (Self-) 
Editing Skills to Improve 
Writing: An Exercise in Self-
Directed, Constructivist 
Learning  Using Consistency-
Correctness (CCC) Model to 
Evaluate the Quality of Writing, 
the researcher describes how 
students identified errors in texts in 
order to improve their writing.  
Participants were introduced to a  
Correspondence,  Consistency 
and Correctness (CCC) model and 
15 types of errors ranged along the 
three headings.   After a series of 
iterations and interventions in the 
form of exercises, reading of a 
relevant chapter, and 
presentations to fellow students, 
participants significantly improved 
their awareness of errors in all 
three categories. 

The chapter by Marlize Pretorius 
What I Never Knew I Always 
Needed: Raising Nurses’ 
Awareness about Language and 
Communication Learning 
Needs focuses on raising nurses’ 
awareness of their learning needs.  
Nurses in Belgium were studied 
before and after taking a blended 
language and communication 
course with respect to their 
awareness of their actual learning 
needs.  Results showed that there 
were changes in the nurses’ 

awareness of their learning needs 
over time, and it is suggested that 
these changes can be useful in 
setting goals for later monitoring 
and evaluation. ‘Fashioning 
Ourselves into our Texts’: 
Exploring Learner/Teacher 
Identity in an Academic Writing 
Course by Fergal Bradley, 
describes a project in which 
master’s level students in Finland, 
as well as the instructor, kept 
learning diaries documenting their 
academic writing selves and, in the 
case of the  instructor, reactions to 
the diaries,. The author based his 
experience on principles of 
Exploratory Practice in order to 
relate his discoveries to those of 
his students’ writing identities. 
Extracts from the diaries provide 
interesting and relevant 
illustrations of the process of 
developing writer identity, 
especially from the perspective of 
the researcher/teacher. 

The next study, Supporting 
English Majors’ Autonomous 
Learning Through Self-
Reflection and Self-Regulation 
Training by Elke Ruelens and 
Marina Vulovic describes an effort 
to make Belgian first-and second 
year  university  English  majors  
more autonomous using writing-
through-reading assignments 
embedded in their academic 
course material. The study 
comprises a two-tier approach in 
which raising self-awareness of 
skills along with skills development 
was focussed on in first year 
courses, while self-regulation  
through strategy awareness 
development and training was the 
aim of the second year course. 
Interestingly, peer review was 
found to be very useful for 
students in developing awareness 
of task requirements, particularly 
in first year students. Overall, the 
students embraced   the 
metacognitive strategies of 
reflecting on, identifying and 
evaluating tasks and the social 
strategies  of cooperating and 
acting on peer review. 

The chapter by Mizuka Tsukamoto 
Encouraging Learner Autonomy 
in an EFL Classroom: Action 
Research describes Japanese 

university students enrolled in a 
mandatory English course in which 
they were required to conduct an 
‘autonomous’ study as part of their 
coursework. Students were 
expected to come up with a self-
study plan based on self-
assessment of their needs, 
discuss this plan with the 
instructor, carry it out and show 
some evidence of this through 
reflection papers. Worksheets 
were provided to help students 
develop their plan.  Evidence of 
self-study and reflection papers 
were required elements and the 
data were supported by comments 
and notes taken during student- 
instructor consultations.  A  high 
percent of students found the self-
study component useful and 
became more responsible through 
it.  Most also had a positive attitude 
to including the self-study project 
as  a component of their 
assessment.  However,  in general 
students had difficulties  coming 
up with a plan for studies and  
expressed a need for more 
teacher feedback, contradicting 
the aim of developing greater 
autonomy. 

Elena Gallo’s chapter, ‘Totally 
Awesome’. Exploring Teachers’ 
Scope of Action to Enable and 
Support Autonomous Learning 
concerned the meaning and 
development of the concept of 
‘empowerment’ in a group of 
German-speaking university 
students taking an optional Italian 
language course.   The degree of 
empowerment gained by the 
researchers conducting the action 
research was also investigated.  
The 14 participants recorded 
various aspects of their learning, 
including their emotional 
responses, in portfolios.  While 
most experienced positive feelings 
about the course and showed 
some progress towards becoming 
empowered, a few felt the 
methodology did not fit well with 
their expectations and beliefs 
about language learning 
pedagogy.  The study is well 
illustrated with examples from the 
students’ assessment portfolios. 

Two Heads are Better than One: 
Collaborative Learning Under 
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Scrutiny is Anja Burkert’s 
contribution, investigating the 
benefits to learners through a 
student collaboration approach.  
Her study included first- and 
second-semester students in her 
grammar and writing classes.  The  
questionnaire-based study  
included data from semi-
structured interviews and learner 
diaries.  Results point to a greatly 
enhanced learning experience for 
students through collaboration 
with their peers, while seated in 
groups and sharing knowledge, 
even when some members of the 
group are at a lower proficiency 
level in the language.  Both 
instructor and learners thoroughly 
endorsed the benefits of 
collaborative learning to improve 
language skills within a relaxed 
and friendly environment.  
The chapter by Kathleen M. 
O’Connor, Goals and Goal-
Setting in Tandem Language 
Learning describes a quite 
different context, in which two 
language learners were paired to 
interact in the languages they 
study (French and English).  They 
had a degree of freedom in the 
type of activities and management 
of  the tandem encounters, but had   
to complete a journal detailing their 
encounters and  evaluating their 
progress towards their goals.  
Guidelines were provided for the 
journals, participants met regularly 
with the course managers and 
were required to provide three 
goals they hoped to achieve.  Data 
from 19 participants focused on 
the types of goals mentioned in 
both learning journals and an end 
of course questionnaire.  
Statements on goals were sub-
classified into various kinds, such 
as academic, cultural, linguistic, 
but in general, the goals 
articulated were found to be non-
specific or even non-existent.  The 
questionnarire revealed most 
students agreed that it was useful 
to have goals, but also that they 
had difficulty understanding how to 
set their own goals. To follow up 
the initial research, the author 
decided to guide students to 
improve their goal setting using the 
CEFR ‘can-do’ statements.  While 
this helped many students to focus 

on their strengths and 
weaknesses, others still felt unable 
to self-evaluate their skill level. 

The Value of Autonomy in One-
to-One Tutoring in Foreign 
Language Learning by Aida 
Montenegro explores conceptual 
models in tutoring sessions. The 
mental mechanisms  that make up 
these models include construction, 
differentiation, reorganization and 
refinement. Aida’s study 
attempted to discover how the 
conceptual model of a German-
speaking   high school  learner of 
Spanish she tutored contributed to 
her autonomous behaviour. An 
initial diagnosis using an ‘agentic 
engagement’ scale found the tutee 
able to articulate specific 
objectives for learning, which set 
the stage for the tutoring sessions 
over the course of a year.  The 
mechanisms in the conceptual 
models were the basis for 
situational tasks designed to elicit 
the tutee’s conceptualization of 
autonomy, including responses to 
comments by a ‘fictional student’.  
The results showed some changes 
in the mental mechanisms, 
including a change of belief and 
the relevance of self-reflection. 
Other findings relate to the 
learner’s ability to make academic 
choices,  self-diagnosis reflected 
in self-study strategies and quality 
of the relationship between the 
tutor and tutee.  
An Autoethnographic Approach 
to Doing Autonomy (Action) 
Research by Carol Everhard, is 
the final chapter of this lengthy 
book.  In a different approach to 
most of the preceding chapters, 
Carol employs a narrative, 
retrospectively examining her  
autonomy journey  over the course 
of many years involvement in 
teaching, administration and 
research.  She employs vignettes 
ranging from her introduction to 
autonomy through a course given 
by Leslie Dickinson, to the 
development of a  self-access 
centre in the British Council (BC)  
in Thessaloniki  where her   
training as a librarian was  of great 
assistance,  through challenges of 
management changes, staffing, 
budgetary constraints, etc.  

Continuing through a number of 
teaching experiences  leading to 
the development of methods to 
involve her students in self- and 
peer-assessment, the narrative 
ends up with a return assignment 
at the BC as resource centre 
manager  until that came to an end 
due to an unfortunate turn of 
events.  She concludes by 
stressing the importance of a 
many-faceted approach to  
autonomy research,  narrative 
enquiry and autoethnogaphy 
among them. 

This volume contains an 
impressive collection of studies 
from a number of settings, 
featuring a variety of participants 
and focussing on many different  
approaches to and aspects of 
action research and LA.  Each 
chapter in its own way addresses 
and answers the initial question of  
the complementarity of the two 
concepts. The studies are well 
grounded in previous research, 
making this book an invaluable 
source of information for aspiring 
researchers.  The authors and 
editors are to be congratulated for 
making available to a wider 
audience these fascinating studies 
that must have made for a 
memorable conference.   

Notes on the Editors: 
Christian Ludwig is currently a 
visiting professor at Freie 
Universität, Berlin. Annamaria 
Pinter is an Associate Professor  
at the Centre for Applied 
Linguistics, Warwick, UK. Kris 
Van de Poel is Professor of 
Linguistics at the University of 
Antwerp. Tom Smits is a Senior 
Lecturer at the Antwerp School of 
Education, Antwerp University. 
Maria Giovanna Tassinari is 
Director of the Centre for 
Independent Language Learning, 
Freie Universität, Berlin. Elke 
Ruelens is a PhD researcher and 
academic assistant, Antwerp 
University. 
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LASIG 
Learner Autonomy 

Special Interest Group 

LASIG is the Learner Autonomy 
Special Interest Group, one of 16 
IATEFL Special Interest Groups. 
Originally formed in 1986 by a small 
group of educators devoted to 
promoting learner autonomy, LASIG 
now has members from over 50 
countries. 
 
LASIG’s main goals are: 
 
 to address the interests and 

needs of students, teachers, 
learning advisers, teacher 
educators and researchers who 
are interested in autonomy in 
language learning and all that it 
implies, 
 

 to raise awareness of issues 
related to autonomy in 
language learning, 
 

 to explore, investigate and 
develop practices and 
strategies for the 
implementation of language 
learner autonomy, 
 

 to provide a forum for 
discussion through publications 
and events, 
 

 to offer opportunities for 
networking globally and cross-
culturally. 
 

LASIG is organised by a group of 
unpaid volunteers. We invite all 
members to help out in determining 
the direction of the SIG. 
 

Contact us: 

lasig.iatefl.org 

Contribute to Independence 

Independence comes out three times a year and includes practical and 
theoretical articles, materials reviews, technology updates, details of events and 
self-access advice. Its defining style is one of exploratory talk.  

We are looking for contributions, in a variety of formats and genres, long and 
short articles, interviews, readers’ letters, learner (autonomy) stories, teacher-
learner narratives, reflections, in short anything helping the readers of 
Independence to better understand developing autonomy in second language 
education.   

Contributions in the form of learner/teacher (autonomy) stories, articles, 
interviews, reports, letters, poems, book reviews, conference reports and 
reflections, or short notices on forthcoming events are always welcome, as are 
responses to articles appearing in the newsletter. Learners’ voices and 
reflections are also very much welcome.  

To submit a contribution, contact our editorial team at 
lasig.iatefl.org/independence 

  

Advertising 

Looking to reach an international audience of educators? Consider advertising 
in Independence.  We offer affordable advertising options for every budget. For 
more information about advertising, email lasig@iatefl.org.  
 

Reprinting 

Note that copyright for individual contributions remains vested in the authors to 
whom applications for rights to reproduce should be made. While copyright of 
their material remains with contributors, LASIG, the JALT Learner Development 
SIG and HASALD (Hong Kong Association for Self-Access Learning and 
Development) have reciprocal agreements to reproduce articles from each 
other’s newsletters (with permission of the author/-s). This makes articles 
available to a wider audience.  

 

Join us on social media 
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