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Abstract

The foundation for this paper emerged from discussions on language learner
narratives held at the 2007 Independent Learning Association (ILA) Conference in
Chiba, Japan. Several issues raised by participants in an unscheduled workshop
facilitated by Phil Benson and Naoko Aoki (2007) prompted the author to suggest that a
learner engaged in supported, independent study write up a personal recount of her
language learning experience. Reflections on the student narrative of the 8-year period
of study shared together, with the author as instructor, highlight a range of longitudinal
learning experiences and investigate some of the outcomes achieved through the
process. In conjunction with comments from the workshop, this paper draws on four
themes: (a) self-efficacy, (b) motivation and goals, (¢) autonomy, and (d) life-long
learning. A summary from this case study suggests that even a single learner history
may provide a valuable perspective for instructors and learners alike.

Introduction

To fill an open timeslot at the Independent Learning Association 2007 Japan
Conference, Phil Benson and Naoko Aoki (2007) were invited to facilitate an impromptu
workshop on the theme of language learner histories. Aoki opened with an explanation
of learner histories as an ‘autobiographical study of language learning’ (workshop
comment).! These records of ‘language-learning careers’ (Benson, 2001) provide
researchers and learners an opportunity to reflect upon autonomous learning
processes. Kohonen (1992) argues that an understanding of the process of language
learning is needed for autonomy and that ‘conscious reflection on learning experiences
... makes it possible to increase one’s awareness of learning’ (p. 24). Participation in
this workshop introduced the author/researcher to the value and rich potential of
learner reflections through narratives for students in ongoing independent study.
Following the conference, the initial phase of a longitudinal case study was launched
with a student invited to recall and write her first learner history.

Background Context

Following 6 years of English study in junior and senior high school in Japan, as
a university student, SK (name withheld) studied music in the education faculty. Later,
she tutored junior and senior high students for over 10 years where she became
familiar with ‘English grammar/reading for entrance exams but had very little idea how
to write in English’ (SK learner history). In February 2000, the student and author met
for the first time in a private lesson at a language school in Kansai. At the time, the
learner was working for a small machine design company doing primarily Computer
Aided Design (CAD) work, some general administration duties, and a limited amount of

! Note: Contributions relevant to this post-conference reflection paper are cited as
workshop comments from Naoko Aoki, Phil Benson, Steve Brown, Marie-José Gremmo, Felicity
Kjisik, Martin Lamb, Tim Murphey, and Mike Nix.



translation. The company’s clients needed Japanese to English translations for the
notes accompanying confidential drawings to be used in countries outside of Japan.
When some assignments targeted for native speaking executives came up, SK
became worried about the clarity and quality of her work and whether her translations
into English were natural or not. An opportunity to work together on these initial
instrumental needs was forged and has continued through several work- and study-
related learning targets over the past 8 years. As such, compared to typically short term
exposure to learners in context, this paper looks into the learner history from a
longitudinal framework.

Rationale

Lor (1998, cited in Benson, 2001) examined learner narratives to identify a set of
descriptive categories to better understand the process of reflection. From her student
reports, Lor condensed, the ‘objects of reflection’ (p. 206) into the domains of context,
affect, cognition, and intention. In the ‘Kaleidoscope’ project (Kjisik, 2007), an
interactive online tool for learner reflections was designed to help learners focus their
comments on the critical factors for language learning: needs, skills, motivation,
personality, and learning background. Contributions made by participants in the open
forum on learner histories at the ILA Conference (essentially recorded as minutes by
the author) touched on many points similar to Lor and Kjisik. This paper includes
observations from interactions with the student and highlights relevant comments from
the learner history under four headings: (a) self-efficacy, (b) motivation and goals, (c)
autonomy, and (d) life-long learning.

The Case Study

Self-efficacy

Creating a positive affective environment for language learners to try new things
is critical so that students may take on the challenge and even struggle through an
inevitable process of errors and hardships. Too often in initial meetings with students or
in level check interviews a shroud of negativity seems to have captured the learners.
Whether from general human nature to be self-deprecating, a nationalistic cultural
norm for greater self-effacement, the identity of one single learner, or actual honest or
accurate assessment, such negativity can wage a heavy impact on the self-concept as
a learner. Adding a focus of striving to do solid, earnest work, with a high premium on
accuracy, if not perfection, this sets the bar quite high in the case of SK.

In terms of self-efficacy, the learner history of SK provides some rich data including:

a. statements from the initial encounters revealing a degree of reflectivity and a
‘transformation’ (Lor, 1998 cited in Benson, 2001, p. 206) to a new perception of
communicative competence:

To my surprise, | found that | could understand almost all what Greg
said to me and that he seemed to understand what | said. ... So |
thought the English | had learned at high school for exams works-
although many people say it doesn’t (SK, learner history)

b. a measure of progress from one level of ability to another in beginning to
read paperbacks:

...it seemed difficult to read [The Rainmaker] even though | had the
Japanese translation... So | thought it's beyond my reading skill. (SK,
learner history)



Another good thing about this book is that | found the book is not so
difficult to read as | expected... | read some pages of The Rainmaker
again, and | found that is not so difficult as | thought when | read it for
the first time, | don’t know why... Thanks to the ‘Chicken Soup’ book, |
(suddenly) became confident in reading books in English. (SK, learner
history)

(c) a growing awareness of transferable skills drawing on past experiences and
lateral thinking when etymological word origin was introduced to resolve ‘l and r’
awareness for spelling and sounds:

‘Please tell me ... is it 'louver’ or ‘rouver’... He suggested that | should
check the ‘Etymology site’... Fr. l'ouvert,... from le, definite article, + pp.
of ouvrir ‘to open.’ Ah, | see! ‘The opened’! | didn’t retain the complicated
inflections of French verbs but | still knew-or remembered the words, e
and ouvrir. If the L in louver is /e, it should not be R... | had never
thought my singing training would help me with English learning!... |
found more... It was an exciting game for me-things from my past
singing trainings emerged one after another and like small pieces of
jigsaw puzzle, they were placed and showed me different pictures.
Some pieces were ltalian, others were Latin, French...” (SK, learner
history).

Such observations would seem to point to the positive value of writing up learning
narrative reflections even well past the time of study for an improved sense of self-
efficacy.

Motivation and Goals

After a period of time and with some of the initial successes above, SK appeared
to become more insightful or attentive to both her broader needs and more specific
goals or interests. Relevant certification was considered to be an important step for
employment or contract work opportunities in Japan. Regarding the plan to take the
technical writing test in English for the Japan Society for Technical Communication and
having to complete a writing test:

The biggest problem for me was a question where we have to give ‘a
conclusion in English’... Even in Japanese, | had never done such ‘writing’. | did
survive the harsh ‘exam wars’ in Japan, but such skills were not required (SK,
learner history).

In identifying areas to focus on in preparing for the first attempt at securing a score on
the well known TOEIC test, in 2001 SK quite clearly observed:

| found that...

1) Grammatical things were not very difficult for me.

2) There were many words | didn’t know-so now, ‘vocabulary’ was a problem.

3) The biggest problem was the listening part. (SK, learner history)



The recount later presents reflections on goals and purposes that may have differed or
changed over time. Once additional work in translating was secured through the
positive performance on the standardized tests SK found

... at that point, ‘vocabulary building’ was not a big issue for me-I think my focus
was on how to write in English, more accurately, how to be confident in writing
in English (SK, learner history).

As the relationship developed, the danger of ‘power relationships limit[ing] what
people say’ (Mike Nix, workshop comment) never really seemed to surface in the
student-teacher exchanges, from the perspective of the author. However, an interesting
dynamic was played out leading up to the second time the student decided to take the
TOEIC test. After scoring Listening 435 and reading 455, total 890 in 2001, SK writes, ‘|
thought | should continue to study fir [sic] the test and try again next year or so’
presumably to break the 900 threshold. SK did follow through with this intention of
taking the TOEIC test again, although not until 5 years later and interestingly kept it a
secret, suggesting quite likely some issues of power and trust at hand:

There were several reasons... One of them was what Greg said (predicted) ... he
said that | could take a higher score (than 890 in 2001) now [in 2002] without any
special preparation... | became curious... | was worried... if | take a lower (or not
so much improved score, he would be disappointed... So in July [2006], |
decided to take the next test but not to tell that to him... | got 960 ... | felt relieved
because now | got higher score, so | could finally tell Greg that | took the test.
(SK, learner history).

Autonomy

In defining language learner histories, Marie-José Gremmo (workshop
comment) saw them as a ‘life story of language learning’ where ‘depth helps promote
understanding’ of ‘why people want to learn a language’ and the ways they have gone
about it. The author first met SK when there was a high degree of instrumental
motivation for language learning for work related purposes. Since that time, outside of
specific courses and certification, the balance has noticeably shifted to a drive more
intrinsically motivated. Although in this case, someone doing what they enjoy doing and
are good at makes the separation of work related learning for professional
development and personal enjoyment quite blurry. After becoming a much busier
freelance translator, in February 2005, SK made a resolution to refocus with an hour
per day of English grammar study with materials from Leech (2004) (SK, personal
communication). In April 2006, the author suggested an initiative to concentrate on
vocabulary study in context with an 1100 word vocabulary workbook from Barron’s
(Bromberg & Gordon, 2000). These study activities were diligently followed through
weekly in a self-directed format and were completed within the time target SK set, with
allowances for additional work commitments.

SK has also taken the initiative to introduce several points of both historical and
lifestyle culture to the author. Often these are in written form at first and followed by
discussion later on. ‘When talking with Greg, | often wanted to explain things about
Japan or Japanese language... | wrote about the topic at home, using dictionaries and
the Net (in many cases, | needed to confirm my knowledge about the facts-it was not
because | was writing in English)’ (SK, learner history). Such an observation suggests
some critical reflection through the narrative genre with the student making sense of
the autonomous learning experiences (Brown, workshop comment).



Life-long Learning

Teachers and learners typically find themselves crossing paths as a matter of
happenstance somewhere along the continuum of their learning as learners and
learning as teachers. As Brown and Murphey (workshop comments) pointed out, a
need exists for both teachers and learners to share their histories. Through this effort,
especially in a cross-cultural setting, perceptions and gaps can be identified and better
addressed. Although beyond the scope of this paper, the learner history of SK does go
back as far as she can recall into her school days and has introduced many such gaps
between the language acquisition and academic study experience of a school only-
based learner of English in Japan and a native speaking EFL teacher. This has
prompted the author to explore how to draw from this awareness to improve upon
teaching in other contexts as well this one-on-one setting. One attempt has been to
feed the learner’s curiosity and facilitate life-long learning opportunities, a process SK
has described as ‘enabling’ (personal communication). The Appendix shows a set of
learning links regularly expanded upon by the instructor and labeled by SK as
Curriculum G. It is metaphorically described as ‘a big building that has a large library,
laboratory, and lecture room... I'm sorry that no one can see the building’ (SK, learner
history)

In addition, the memories prompted by the learner history and recalled by SK
have provided a further opportunity to both validate and challenge some of her past
learning experiences. Observations from class work show that she has been able to
look at some of the prescriptive approaches taken by teachers in her youth and is now
better able to both parse the grammatical structures and look beyond the micro-level of
the word to more discourse significant elements. Future research opportunities exist in
reconstructing this history into another form of media or narration such as an extended
oral interview or recording. Another opportunity would be to reexamine the current
recount in subsequent learner histories ‘2 years later’ as suggested by Tim Murphey
(workshop comment) or even in ‘another 10 years’ as suggested by Martin Lamb
(workshop comment), providing that access to the learner can be maintained.

Summary

The current learner history, written 8 years hence from when the teacher-
student encounters first began, provides a recount of learning experiences from middle
school to the present. Ongoing interactions with the case study student continue to
focus on language learning points, future goals, and a better understanding of the
knowledge and experience gaps that exist between a proficient learner of English as a
foreign language and a native speaking instructor. In addition, approaches are
suggested for self-assessment to better identify self-efficacy through actual
performance and ideas are shared to promote and continue to regenerate a life-long
autonomous learning cycle.

In closing, while self-reports may not define the structure of a rigorous research
study or pin down the results, the first hand experience narrated in the language
learning history has been of great value. The entries have clearly provided ‘direct
evidence of the learner(‘s] ability to reflect on [her] learning experiences (Lor, 1998,
cited in Benson, 2001, p. 205). Aoki and Brown (workshop comments) both indicated
that the fields of psychology and sociology are ripe with life history narratives. Although
any interpretations taken must be principled, it was noted that psychology and
sociology seem to get away without apologising for the lack of triangulation often
attempted in linguistics through surveys, interviews, and some quantitative methods.
The highly subjective nature of the analysis of learner histories does present some
concerns on the ‘validity of the researcher’s interpretation’ (Kjisik, workshop comment).
It is however, specifically this research interpretation and the experience of exploring a
single learner history that have proven to be personally and professionally enlightening
across the learning/teaching/research continuum for the learner and instructor. The
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value of exploring qualitative data and deeper reflections externalised through learner
narratives should not be overlooked.
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