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How do we Navigate Foreign Language Learner Autonomy?  
 
Christian Ludwig, Freie Universität Berlin, Berlin, Germany 
Jo Mynard, Kanda University of International Studies, Chiba, Japan  
Maria Giovanna Tassinari, Freie Universität Berlin, Berlin, Germany 
 
 

A large body of work on foreign language learner autonomy 
has been published since the approach entered the arena of foreign 
language teaching and learning towards the end of the 1970s. 
Navigating Foreign Language Learner Autonomy, however, differs from 
existing publications in three key ways. Firstly, it provides novel 
insights into the status quo regarding the theory and practice of learner 
autonomy in foreign language education in different countries. 
Secondly, it does so in multiple languages. Finally, all of the 
contributions have been written by multiple authors, who were 
encouraged to explore the concept of learner autonomy through 
dialogue in the native or dominant language of the contexts in which 
they work. In this way, we have been able to put together a fascinating 
compilation of multiple voices from a wide range of linguistic and 
geographical backgrounds. 

The idea for this book first came about in September 2018 
right after the Independent Learning Association (ILA) conference at 
Konan Women’s University in Kobe, Japan, and was further discussed 
during our stay at a remote temple lodge in Takachiho on the island 
of Kyushu. It quickly became clear that we wanted the volume to 
combine theoretical issues with a practical orientation, showcasing 
effective practice and new directions in research at institutions around 
the world. The more we thought about this project, the more we got 
hooked on the idea of putting together an edited volume in multiple 
languages which would give authors the opportunity to write about 
their experiences with implementing foreign language learner 
autonomy in their home or dominant language(s). Interestingly, 
though not surprisingly, quite a number of the contributors found it 
‘unnatural’ to write about learner autonomy in their own, native 
language(s). As Eva Rudolfová from Czechia states: “the only thing 
that felt unnatural was writing in a language different to the one I do 
all the work and therefore all the reflections in, even though it is my 
native language.” 
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It is one of the major tenets of linguistic relativity, the Sapir-
Whorf hypothesis, that our view of the world is influenced by the 
language we use to describe it. What would happen if German, 
Turkish, or Japanese and not English were used to conceptualise 
learner autonomy and report on autonomous learning and teaching 
practice? In other words, do l'autonomia dell’apprendente or autonomía en 
el aprendizaje describe exactly the same thing as learner autonomy? 
Furthermore, is the concept of learner autonomy interpreted in the 
same way in the different linguistic, cultural, political, and educational 
contexts in which it is developed? Here is a list of the countries 
represented in this volume: Austria, Brazil, Czechia, Denmark, Finland, 
Germany, Hungary, Italy, the Republic of Ireland, Japan, New 
Zealand, Taiwan, Thailand, Trinidad and Tobago, and Turkey, with an 
even higher number of languages (and individual experiences) 
included in this volume. Across these cultural contexts, the practice of 
and research on autonomy differ in significant ways. This is partly due 
to the different cultural and educational traditions which often impact 
the way we teach and learn today. Some of the contributors explored 
these traditions when writing their chapters as the following statement 
by the authors from Taiwan succinctly put it:  
 

During the course of the writing experience, studying and interpreting the 
ancient Chinese text in relation to the concept of learner autonomy has 
helped us gain a deeper understanding of how traditional educational 
thoughts affect the promotion of learner autonomy, both positively and 
negatively, in the teaching context in Taiwan. Besides, the reflective 
dialogue among colleagues using dissimilar approaches to foster 
autonomous learning have helped to facilitate professional development in 
expanding our teaching repertoire. (Shu-Hua Vivien Kao, Fang-
Fang Joy Kuan, and Yi-Chien Wang, Taiwan) 

   
Furthermore, as Palfreyman (2003, p. 2) argues, “[…] in an era 

of increasing globalization, cultural context cannot be defined only by 
location” as learning and teaching in any location can involve 
educators from different cultural backgrounds. In some locations, 
learner autonomy is explicitly promoted through the curriculum 
and/or cultures of organizations and professions which are conducive 
to the development of learner autonomy. Novice language teachers in 
these locations also often benefit from decades of experience in 
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fostering learner autonomy. Here, the ALMS (Autonomous Learning 
Modules) programme at the University of Helsinki Language Centre 
may serve as an example. In other locations, however, learner 
autonomy in practice continues to remain an isolated phenomenon. 
Often, in these locations fostering learner autonomy is about 
overcoming institutional, curricular constraints, or educational 
traditions. 

In addition to its multilingual approach, the volume at hand 
also differs considerably from other publications in that the 
contributions are not only written by multiple authors but narrative 
and dialogic in nature. The use of reflective dialogue is increasingly 
being adopted in learning, professional development, and research as 
it helps to illuminate our individual perceptions of the world, 
ultimately encouraging us to question our own perspectives and adopt 
new ones. Each of the dialogues collected in this volume is in many 
ways unique. They take place between colleagues with similar or 
different cultural, educational and linguistic backgrounds, the same or 
different educational contexts, or across generations of researchers as 
these reflective statements by two authors show: 
 

Writing this article together with different Brazilian autonomy researchers’ 
generations brought us to exercise our autonomy by taking initiative, 
sharing our reflections, negotiating, learning from each other, and 
collaborating in order to achieve a common goal. (Larissa Dantas 
Rodrigues Borges, Brazil) 

 
I have enjoyed this first time experience and I was lucky enough to have 
been invited by my prestigious colleagues to join in the collaboration. It has 
been a very fruitful journey of shared teaching practice and reflective 
strategies. The new insights that have been shared have allowed us all to 
share how we teach and what we have learnt, e.g. looking at different 
strategies that we have either used or from our shared discussions and 
writings. (Charmaine Tukua, New Zealand) 

 
In the case of Italy, a dialogue was established between a 

teacher trainer and a university lecturer, helping them both to explore 
the challenges they face on a daily basis. In contrast to this, the Danish 
chapter provides an example of a dialogue among secondary students 
of English as a foreign language, providing the lead author of the 
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chapter with unique insights into the students’ perceptions of their 
learning environment: 
 

Being a busy teacher means writing a chapter like this is one more task 
to fit into a busy schedule, but maybe it was worth the effort. The way my 
students view my interaction with them was very interesting for me, giving 
me an insight into their perceptions of my teaching practice. The fact that, 
although each student produced his/her section independently, they 
corroborated each other, meant that their testimony carried even more 
weight. And I am grateful for that insight. (Frank Lacey, Denmark) 

 
However, the dialogic nature of the volume itself as well as of 

the contributions also proved to be a challenge for all of us involved 
in this project. The written dialogues collected in this volume are the 
results of many (personal) conversations among the contributors as 
well as between the authors and us as editors. As Joe Lennon from 
Czechia writes:  
 

It’s one thing to have a face-to-face conversation, with all its vibrant and 
organic immediacy. […] But it’s another thing to try to recreate that on 
paper. As we worked on this article, I kept thinking about how difficult 
it was to piece together various bits of discourse and research assembled by 
six different people over several months and create the illusion of a 
continuous dialogue. (Joe Lennon, Czechia) 

 
For us as editors, however, the main challenge was to 

orchestrate chapters in so many different languages, many of which 
we do not speak ourselves and turn everything into a coherent volume 
which, at the same time, reflects its diverse nature.  

Although the contributions to this volume are very different 
in scope, they share many common elements. They all discuss how 
foreign language learner autonomy is theorised in the authors’ cultural, 
linguistic, political, and educational context. Moreover, the authors 
explain how the idea of supporting students in becoming more actively 
involved in their own learning is being implemented and promoted in 
their institutional environments. This is due to the fact that, together 
with the invitation to contribute to this volume, the introductory 
chapter by David Little was sent to the authors, to provide them with 
the underlying theoretical underpinnings of learner autonomy of this 
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volume to refer to as well as with some questions to guide them 
through their reflection and writing processes. Furthermore, all 
authors were asked to explicitly respond to Little’s text. As Little 
writes:  
 

Contributors to this book have been asked to respond to this 
introduction in three ways: first, by telling us something of the 
conceptual networks associated with autonomy in their 
language; secondly, by describing the educational culture in 
which they work and the extent to which it welcomes and 
facilitates, alternatively repels and obstructs, the development 
of learner autonomy; and thirdly, by offering us a detailed 
account of the procedures they have adopted to harness and 
develop their learners’ capacity for autonomy in language 
learning (p. 15). 

 
In addition to this, all chapters include some reflective 

questions/tasks for the readers which will hopefully encourage them 
to reflect on their own practice, take first or further steps towards 
more autonomy, and engage themselves in exploratory practice.  

Last but not least, all contributors were invited to send us their 
reflective statements, expressing their perceptions of the writing 
process in their native languages. Some of these statements have 
found their way into this introduction, illustrating how demanding and, 
at the same time, rewarding it can be to collaboratively write a multi-
authored paper. We have collated all of the statements at the very end 
of this volume as an appendix. This is an accompniament to final 
chapter by the editors which presents a narrative analysis of these 
statements. 

Putting together an edited collection in 13 different languages 
proved to be a more challenging endeavour than initially anticipated. 
While for many of the contributors it was not the first time that they 
wrote a co-authored paper, it was a pioneering experience to do so in 
their own language(s). Furthermore, writing their chapters not only 
encouraged many of the authors to engage in a dynamic process of 
collaboration and negotiation, but also in shared reflective practice. It 
may ordinarily be difficult to find time and opportunities to engage in 
this kind of reflective practice due to our busy work schedules. 
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Reflective practice is one of the foundations of professional 
development and is defined as “ […] a process associated with 
professional learning, which includes effective reflection and the 
development of metacognition, and leads to decisions for action, 
learning, achievement of goals and changes to immediate and future 
practice” (Hegarty, 2011, p. 20). The following comment on co-
authoring the chapter by Yuri Imamura from Japan demonstrates how 
vital reflective dialogue was during the writing process: 
 

Reflective dialogue with my colleague while writing this chapter has given 
me a precious opportunity to rethink learner autonomy in Japanese 
contexts and the significance of social dimensions in a learning 
environment in order for learners to thrive. Sharing our beliefs as learning 
advisors also helped me imagine future directions we would like to go in to 
support our learners. (Yuri Imamura, Japan) 

 
This edited volume is divided into three major sections: the 

two introductory chapters, the 13 individual chapters including 
reflective questions and a glossary containing key learner autonomy-
related terms in the authors’ languages with English translations, a 
narrative analysis of the author reflections by the editors, and data in 
the form of intact reflections by many of the contributors as an 
appendix. Readers will also find many of the authors’ contact details. 
This will provide opportunities for readers to get in touch with authors 
as we sincerely hope that this volume will also be exploited as a way 
of sharing ideas and forming local networks in which the dialogue of 
this book will be continued and expanded.  

We firmly believe that the present edited volume offers an 
important and innovative contribution to the field of foreign language 
learner autonomy as it not only brings together different voices but 
also hopefully encourages others to add their voices, in English, their 
own language(s), or any other language they feel comfortable writing 
in. Furthermore, it moves away from a diachronic perspective on how 
learner autonomy as an educational approach has evolved and focuses 
on how it has spread geographically. The volume at hand is hopefully 
not the end of this project but the beginning. As Kie Yamamoto, one 
of the authors from Japan, puts it:  
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The opportunity of writing this book chapter reminded me that promoting 
learner autonomy is about being part of learners’ journeys to their growth. 
I hope it encourages readers to pause for a moment to reflect on who they 
want to be in working with their students in their own educational context. 
(Kie Yamamoto, Japan) 

 
We would like to conclude by expressing our extreme gratitude 

to David Little for his continuous encouragement and support of this 
project. It was at the local Learner Autonomy Special Interest Group 
(LASIG) event in Brno, Czechia, in September 2018, only a few weeks 
after the ILA conference, that he agreed to write the introductory 
chapter for a multilingual volume on learner autonomy and 
encouraged us to develop the idea further. If it had not been for him, 
this edited volume would never have been realised. A big thank you 
also to our authors for their enthusiasm and professionalism in writing 
their chapters and going the review process. Last but by no means 
least, our thanks also go to all the reviewers who put tremendous 
effort into reviewing the chapters. 
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Introduction 
 
David Little 
Trinity College Dublin, Ireland 
 

 
Learner autonomy is one of the most widely discussed 

concepts in second language education, and there is apparently no end 
to the publication of collections of papers that report on its 
implementation in diverse educational and cultural contexts. The 
present volume differs from its predecessors, however, in two respects. 
First, it comprises papers written in the authors’ own languages, 
accompanied by a summary or full chapter in English. This has 
allowed authors to write out of their own linguistic and cultural 
identities as they report on the implementation of learner autonomy 
in their particular language learning environment. The editors hope 
that readers will rise to the challenge of grappling with texts they 
cannot read without difficulty, and that their struggle to understand 
will lead them into new paths of semantic, cultural and pedagogical 
reflection. Secondly, each paper has been written by multiple authors, 
so that its argument has necessarily developed out of interaction and 
negotiation. In this way it is intended that each text will contribute its 
own polyphony to the more complex polyphony of the collection as a 
whole. Of course, an enterprise of this kind runs the risk that the 
papers will be so various that they generate cacophony rather than 
harmony. That is why the editors have asked me to write an 
introduction that seeks to restate a non-culture-specific understanding 
of learner autonomy, and have asked the authors to take explicit 
account of my introduction in their contributions.  
 

Learner Autonomy: A Working Definition 
 

 In response to the question: What do we mean by “learner 
autonomy”? I cannot improve on the definition with which I began 
an article published twenty years ago: 
 

In formal educational contexts, the basis of learner autonomy 
is acceptance of responsibility for one’s own learning; the 
development of learner autonomy depends on the exercise of that 
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responsibility in a never-ending effort to understand what one 
is learning, why one is learning, how one is learning, and with 
what degree of success; and the effect of learner autonomy is to 
remove the barriers that so easily erect themselves between 
formal learning and the wider environment in which the 
learner lives. (Little, 1999, p. 11) 

 
 This definition rests on a simple argument: learning can only 

be done by learners themselves; this being the case, learning will be 
more efficient when learners reflect critically on the goals, methods, 
processes and outcomes of their learning; and it is through such critical 
reflection that learners empower themselves to transcend the 
limitations of their immediate learning environment. In practical terms, 
acceptance of responsibility and reflective engagement translate into 
learner self-management. A version of this argument underlies 
curricula that seek to develop the capacity for critical thinking on 
which effective lifelong learning depends; and learner autonomy in the 
sense I have defined is a precondition of success in scholarship and 
research. Of course, many (perhaps most) successful scholars and 
researchers do not owe their autonomy to the pedagogical traditions 
in which they have been educated. Rather, their skills of reflective self-
management have grown quasi-spontaneously as their interest has 
drawn them ever deeper into their area of academic specialisation. 
That learner autonomy so often arises in this way, without benefit of 
pedagogical intervention, is due to the fact that it is a special case of a 
more general human capacity. 
 

Autonomy as a Universal Human Capacity 
 
 Autonomous behaviour is the goal of all developmental 
learning. Whether we focus on first language acquisition or more 
generally on primary socialization and enculturation, it is clear that 
development equips the child to behave as an autonomous member 
of the family or community of which he or she is a member. Clearly, 
“autonomous” in this context carries an infinity of possible 
implications, all determined by local cultural conditions and 
constraints, but this does not affect the general point I am making. 
Autonomy is not only the outcome of developmental learning, 
however; it is also fundamental to its process. Toddlers do not wait to 
be taught their mother tongue. They are born with an interactive 
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