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“Learner development” : what might it be?

What is “learner development”? And what's the point of devoting a special interest
group to it within JALT? 1)) try to address, if not fully answer these two questions in
the suggestions which follow.

First, a rather zen-like response to the problem of definition :the term ‘learner
development” hasn't been widely used before (in fact, we fondly supposed we'd
coined it until we came across g mention of it recently in Sheerin (1989:34)), and
this lack of “semantic baggage” might actually be quite liberating. In other words,
defined negatively, “learner development” jsnt g prepackaged formula of any kind,

and instead seems to allow for a certain flexibility of interpretation.

Strategy Training N-SIG”, we might have wound up drawing exclusive inspiration

directed” learning, independently of strategy research, as represented by, among
others, the work of CRAPEL in France (cf. Riley, 1985) or Dickinson (1987).

learning (learner ‘autonomy” in Holec's (1985) sense of the term or “self-direction"

in Dickinson (ibid.)) have developed or are developing their own separate

Learning and other humanistic approaches, task-based teaching (including project
work), syllabus negotiation, development of self-access arrangements and self-
nstructiona| materials in general language awareness training or “consciousness-

learner autonomy as an aim; instead, we may find value in seeking out and
SYnthesizing insights from a wide variety of sources.

What, then, if we raised the aim of learner autonomy to the status of an N-SIG title,
and called ourselves the “Learner Independence” N-SIG after our sister group in
IATEFL 7 Problems arise here too, though, in that the North American tradition




As a forum for the discussion and practice-orienteg synthesis of such resources, the
Learner Development N-SIG finds one justification for its existence - partly, it will
tend to be what's called in Japanese a "benkyoukai”, or “study group”, since, after
all, there’s g ot to study, and some of the background research, in particular, isn't
easy to interpret for practical purposes The proof of the learner development
pudding, though, is ultimately in the eating, and - as g group of teachers - we
should perhaps be particularly wary of allowing talk to become g replacement for
action. Instead, we might be encouraged by Ellis's recent (1993.9) Suggestion that
‘one of the ways in which knowledge and eXpertise can be byijt up is not through
research byt through teachers ... trying to develop coherent programmes of learner
training”. We need to start thinking of ways to actually implement an enhanced
degree of learner development for the benefit of oyr own students, and then, if we
can extensively share both our practical successeg and failures, in terms of
syllabus, materials and methodology, the N-SIG will be playing a usefy| role as g
kind of ongoing “touronkaj” (or “teachers’ forum”) of benefit not only to ourselves
and our own students, but to others elsewhere (since relatively little seems to have
been done so far in the areg of providing “materig|” - as opposed to theoretica] -
support for potentia| ‘learner developers”). The best source for practical ideas, then,
may turn out to be the experience of other N-SIG members, though manuals or texts
which do exist, such as those by Dickinson (1987), Ellis and Sinclair (1989), Willing
(1989), Oxford (1990) or Wenden (1991) are likely to be of help in starting us off on
one of the “right tracks”. And finally, once we've gone g certain way in implementing
and evolving g variety of practical approaches, the N-SIG may come into its own as
a "kenkyuukaj” (“research group”), with a particular emphasis, perhaps, on objective



evaluation of the effectiveness of learner development in practice.

Finally, as a kind of appendix, I'd like to conclude with suggestions for two
additional, perhaps less obvious sources of practical inspiration for the contents and
methodology of learner development, one concerned with the teacher’s own

language as our L1 which we are teaching as L2, in other words if we have very
little conscious recollection of ever having actually learned it (analogy : wouldn't
you feel suspicious about being trained as a teacher (of a particular language) by
someone who'd never taught (that language) before?). On the other hand, all

teachers - in their guise as human beings - obviously do have g consciousness of

research”, and we hope members will feel €ncouraged to publish some of their own
introspections about language learning in the N-SIG newsletter, as well as applying

methodology of learner development, here are two suggestions : one is that
learners themselves may have good ideas if given chances to share them, the
second is that if learner development isn't ‘learner-centred’ and ‘negotiated” in
other ways, too, we may risk alienation, not to say abject failure. Sheerin’s
(1989:34) view is that “learner development .. . should aim to offer alternatives and

beliefs of Japanese students, or of learners of Japanese, and seeing whether the
results of such studies replicate those in other contexts.



In conclusion, | think I've defined what “learner development” might be, and some

ways in which the N-SIG could find a reason for its existence, but after all these are
just ideas, and learner development in practice, as well as the mission of the N-SIG,
will ultimately be defined by what we do, from now!

Note - This article originally appeared in a slightly different version under the title “Some thoughts on
the formation of the Learner Development N-SIG”, in the first issue of the Learner Development N-SIG
newsletter, Learning Learning (1/1).
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