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Autonomy 2000 ( an international conference on the
development of learning independence in language
learning) was held at King Mongkut's Institute of
Technology Thonburi in Thailand from Nov.20 to 22,
1996. Here is a conference report writlen by Richard

Smith.

From Asian views of autonomy to revised
views of Asfa: Beyond Autonomy 2000

Richard C. Smith

Tokyo University of Foreign Studies
Background : The "autenomy in Asia" debate
Recently there has been a lively debate regarding the
appropriacy of autonomous learning as an educational
goal in non-western, and, specifically, Asian contexts
(cf. Farmer, 1994, Aaki, 1994; Jones,1995; Ho &
Crookall, 1995; Pierson, 1996; Aoki and Smiith, 1996;
and Liftle, 1996b, also, a number of papers af the
November, 1996 Autoriomy 2000 Conference at King
Mongkut's Institute of Technology, Thonburi, Thailand,
discussed further below).

Here are same of the doubts which have been raised
-(emphases added) :

1) “....concepts of autonomy and individual
responsibility and freedom, as they figure in social as
well as educational contexts, come laden with Western
values." (Jones, 1995: 229).

2} "To make autonomy an undiluted educational
objective in a culture where it has no traditional place is
to be guilty at least of cultural insensitivity." (ibid.:
229). "(Hong Kong Chinese students are) froma
cultural background that is almost diametrically
opposed to autonomy.” (Ho & Crookall, 1995: 240).

3) "This characterization of the Cambodian learner as

dependent and authority-oriented does not seem to be

a promising basis for development of self-access and
autonomy” (Jones, 1995: 229); "ltis .... easy to see

why Chinese students would not find autonomy very

comfortable.” (Ho & Crookall, 1995: 237).

4) “....no matter what guise autonomy may take, it
remains a Western idea, and may come upon the
traditions and conventions of Cambodian education
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with the force of ideological imposition, promoting a

type of behaviour that conflicts with the national
cultire at a deep level " (Jones, 1995; 230).

At the same time a number of counter-arguments
supporting the view that development of learner
autonomy can be appropriate in Asian contexts have
also been made, and might be summarized as follows
(emphases added) :

5} There are forms_of autonomy within "raditional
Asian cultures (Aoki, 1994; P:erson 1996).
6} "if ,t_tlgpotentigzjgr aytonomy is a human universal
and the purpose of education is 10 help learners to
deVeiﬁp tools for critical reflection, it follows as a
matter of principle that learner autonomy is an
appropriate pedagogical goal in all cultural settings.
.. {But) it must grow, quasi-organically, out of the
ongoing encounter between the critical goals of the
educational enterprise and the particularities of

cultural context.” (Little, 1996b).

7} There may be a prevalent misconception that
autonomy is equivalent to individualism. Autonomy
entails interdependence as well as independence,
indeed group-orientedness may be a strength in
developing autonomy, no tess than individualism may
be. (Aoki and Smith, 1996; cf. also Aoki, 1994, and

Benson, 1995).

8) It has been reported that learners readily engage in

collaborative group work arrangements intended to

foster learner autonomy. In various Asian contexts (cf.
Farmer, 1994. Ho & Crookall, 1995, Aoi(i; 1995). .

9) Arguments against the aspirations of people can

easily be hidden within arguments against cultural
imperialism (cf. the discourse on "human rights"). (Aoki

and Smith, 1996).

10) Cultures are not necessarily co-equal with

‘nations.” nor are cultures static; we should be careful
not to limit students' potential through cultural
stereotyping. (Aoki and Smith, 1996).

11) Educational arrangements rather than "national

culture" may play the determining role in {re}producing

passive attitudes towards classroom learning.
(Pierson, 1996: 55; Aoki & Smith, 1996).




Autonomy 2000 : Asian views of autonomy
Several papers at the Autonomy 2000 conference lent
further weight to the above arguments in favour of the
validity of autonomy as an educational goal in various
Asian contexts. Thus, Krissanapong (1996), on the
first day of the conference, argued that - ironically,
perhaps - it was the introduction of "western-style
(formal} learning” which caused a deciine in traditional
forms of autonomous learning in Thailand. However,
“formatl learning has become oppressive,” with
students being "spoon-fed, to regurgitate at exam time
from texts," and Krissanapong suggested that it is now
important to “rediscover"” autonomy in the traditions of
Thai rural contexts.

At the same time, two Hong Kong-based presenters,
Benson and Littlewood, emphasized (in separate
papers) that autonomy dees not need o be conceived
of as excluding values such as collaboration and
interdependence, and that social conceptions of
autonomy may be particularly required in Asian
contexts. In this connection, both Benson and
Littlewood fent weight to the view that autonomy -
appropriately defined - does have the potential to be
seen as a universal educational goal, and they both
referred with sorne approval to Little's (e.g. 1996a)
universalist position which emphasizes the inevitably
social nature of autonomy in language learning. As
Benson argued perceptively, "the possibility of cross-
cultural dialogue is opened up by the rupture of the link
between universalism and individualism ...... offered in

a version of autonomy that is simultaneously universal”

and collectivist." As my own paper was aiso intended
to suggest, Asia-derived emphases on more social,
fess individualistic versions of autonomy might thus be
seen as catalysts in an ongoing revision of over-
individualistic, "universal" conceptions of

autonomy. This would include those presented - with
undue pessimism, it may now appear - as involving
“limits on independence" (Farmer 1994), a “retreat"
from autonomy (Jones 1995) or a possible "break” with
local traditions (Ho & Crookall 1995).

Benson showed additionally in his paper how the
debate over the cross-cultural appropriacy of
autonomy as an educational goal parallels - and can
draw inspiration from - the debate at a more self-
evidently political level over the universal validity of
Western-inspired notions of human rights, and
touched in this context on argument 9 above. Al the

saime time, a number of contributors (e.g. Littlewood
1996; Robbins 1996; and Smith 1996) added their
support to the claim that learners in different Asian
contexts may - in practice, not only in theory - respond
well to coflaborative, group-based arrangements for
the fostering of learner autonomy.

Beyond Autonomy 2000 : towards revised
views of “Asia”

At Autonomy 2000, then, there was a large degree of
support for the position that appropriately revised
conceptions of autonomy can be valid in Asian
contexts. However, with attention focused on the need
for "Asian" {or, in more universal terms, "social") views
of autonomy, the notion of "Asia" itself came In for
relatively little critical scrutiny, and some important
questions remain o be investigated in this area. For
example, when we talk about "Asian" contributions to
the revision of universal notions, or propensities of

- "Asian" learners, what do we mean exactly? How can

we ("outsider” or "insider” teachers/researchers) say
with confidence that students in particular Asian
contexts are, for example, relatively group-oriented,
and therefore, perhaps, tend to respond well to
coltaborative, interdependent arrangements for
development of autonomous learning, as is being
suggested more and more frequently? Is there not a
danger here of replacing negative stereotypes relating
to learners in ‘Asian countries (e.qg. that they are.
"dependent and authority-oriented” (Jones, 1995 :
225)) with positive, but no less stereotypical
characterizations of their supposed interdependence
and ability to work independently of teachers, in
groups?

Similarly, in generalizing about propensities towards
autonomy in students' culturat backgrounds, are we
not at risk of replacing one polemical position (that
these backgrounds may be "diametrically opposed to
autonomy" (cf. Ho & Crookall, 1995: 240)) with another
(that they are unproblematically supportive of -
{revised conceptions of) autonomy)? As Benson
suggested in his paper, it may be necessary not only
to problematize the notion of autonomy itself but also
that of "culture” if we are to move beyond over-
simplistic, rhetorical distinctions such as that belween
“the West" and "Asia" (viewed as monolithic entities),
and closer {o appropriate characterizations of and
arrangements for our own students in various Asian
contexts.
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in this connection, relevant sources of empirical data
might appear to include cross-cultural learning style
surveys such as those summarized by Oxford and
Anderson (1995), or more wide-ranging investigations
of "cultural propens;tres" such as those by Hofstede
(e g. 1983}, the latter having been frequently referred
to at the Autonomy 2000 conference in the service of
generalizations about "Asian learners." Such surveys
potentially have the merit of differentiating to some
extent between particular Asian contexts, but - even if
used to this purpose - they may tend to be based on
over-simplified and over-generalized views of learners’

“cultures.” In other words, they tend to equate
cultures with nations, ignoring the various other forms
of culture (e.g. class, religious, gender-related,
generational-or institutional) in which individual
learners participate (cf. arguments 10 and 11 above
and Hofiiday, 1994:21); in addition, such surveys may
tend to present cultures as static determinants of
learner behaviour rather than as “dynamic systems
subject to change through internal and external
dialogue” (Benson, 1996; cf., also, Pennycook, 1997).

Acknowledging these kinds of concern, Littlewood
sugaested at the Autonomy 2000 conference that,
rather than taking survey research results at face
value, we use them as a basis for hypotheses, or
"predictions” about Asian learners, but that we then
need to test these hypotheses against the realities of
individual students in particular contexts and their
reactions to particular arrangements for autonomous
learning. Given the limitations of survey research
indicated above, | would like to suggest here that an

alternative, though complementary approach to
development of theories of autonomy in cultural
context might be more battom-up, ethnographic and
generative of hypotheses, with theory deriving in the
first instance from reports of self-directed language
learning as engaged in by particular (groups of) Asian
learners, as opposed to more generalized stereotypes
or survey results. The complementary nature of these
approaches to theory (rejconstruction is illustrated in
the following diagram, with a hypothesis-testing
approach taking up the right hand side of the diagram,
and a more ethnographic, hypothesis-generating
approach pictured on the left :
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Approaches {o the development of theory of autonomv
in cultural context

Theory (rejconstruction
(re. autonomy/ies; re. culture(s))

A Y
{hypothesis- (hypothesis-
generating} testing)
N 4
Practice (of self-directed learning
in specitic contexis)

it seems to me after attending the Autonomy 2000
conference that by engaging in and thoroughly
describing / evaluating particular approaches to
development of autonomous learning with their own
students, teacher-researchers with experience in
Asian contexts have an important contribution to
make, from the bottom up, to theorizing about
autonomyfies and learners' culture(s) in Asia. With
revised, more social and apparently

appropriate conceptions of autonomy provisionaily
“under our belts™, it may now be time to move the
debate about, generalization and into the empirical--for
example, thelethnographic investigation of learners
and their cap%cntxes for autonomy, in various Asian
contexts. ;
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