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The Learner-Teacher Autonomy conference in Mumbai was a truly unique event in a number of ways.  The conference, which grew out of a collaboration between Fred Dervin of the University of Turku, Finland, and Vasumathi Badrinathan, head of the French Department at the host university, Ramnarain Ruia College, broke new ground by its novel and mutually beneficial juxtaposition of cultures and languages. Bringing together the leading figures of the French-speaking and English-speaking fields of Learner Autonomy, the conference provided an opportunity to explore convergences and divergences of interest and emphasis. In addition, the location of the conference in Mumbai, a remarkable city of myriad languages and cultures and stark contrasts of affluence and poverty, brought to the fore some of the different influences, both local and global, that impact on learner and teacher autonomy in different contexts. 
For the host institution, the conference was significant as a symbol of Mumbai’s growing relevance as a site of international importance. Accordingly, the conference inauguration was honored with the presence of the Governor of Maharashtra and the French Consul-General, who both came to deliver their good wishes to the participants and to join the conference conveners in a ceremonial lighting of the lamp. Participants at the conference hailed from countries across the globe, and the plenary speeches and presentations were delivered in either English or French, or in a couple of cases, both.  I had the pleasure of attending a number of fascinating presentations, ranging from the treatment of errors in writing to the integration of community-based service, academic and English skills, and reflection. For lack of space, however, this report focuses only on the plenary addresses.

The first plenary speaker was Phil Benson from the Institute of Education in Hong Kong. Setting a tone of philosophical inquiry that was to permeate the conference, he posed three questions: 

1) Is it the foreign language teacher’s responsibility to foster personal autonomy? 

2) Can the teacher legitimately restrain autonomy?  

3) Does autonomy in language learning imply that learner should decide what they learn?

Highlighting a number of moral philosophers’ voices, from Kant to Joseph Raz, Benson argued that personal autonomy, though maybe not a natural state and thus something that must be developed, constitutes a basic human right. As such, it would seem undeniable that teachers have a duty to foster their learners’ autonomy. But things are not always so straightforward. Benson drew attention to differing views on paternalism in education, contrasting “occurrent” autonomy which is exercised as a matter of course in the educational situation and “dispositional” autonomy in which the learner may be constrained at times in order to develop the ability or disposition to be autonomous in the future. He also drew attention to the differences between language education and the teaching of other school subjects, such as mathematics or geography. Much of school practice, including language education, is about socialization, rather than allowing the individual to develop their own interests and skills. But, quoting Ochs (2002), Benson argued that “language socialization is rooted in the notion that the process of acquiring a language is part of a much larger process of becoming a person in society”. If autonomy is thus seen as self-expression, then the question for language educators of content becomes less important than that of helping learners to develop their own thinking and to express that in ways that are meaningful and beneficial to them.

More questions were raised in the second plenary address, delivered by Marie-José Barbot of the Université Lille 3 and Marie-José Gremmo of Université Nancy 2. Tracing the history of learner autonomy as a research field, in the development of technology, and in training for work, they noted that the new paradigm reflects changing needs of language learners, particularly in the European situation. The new migration and work possibilities in the European Union makes it more incumbent on learners to be self-directed, particularly in the area of acquiring new knowledge and skills. Like Benson, Barbot and Gremmo raised a number of perennial issues that need to be acknowledged. Should learner autonomy be an end in itself, where learners take control of their own learning, or should institutions seek to develop autonomy as a longer-term goal? Do learners always have the capacity to exercise autonomy, or is this something that needs to be taught or developed? How much and what kind of support is necessary for learners? 
One of the key problems that concern Barbot and Gremmo is the concept of interculturality. Learning a language means (re)constructing oneself in relation to the Other. To naively ignore this is to the detriment of learners; yet at the same time, accepting the fact that learning a language demands this kind of self reconstruction requires confidence and trust that learners may be unwilling or unable to extend. Bringing the session to a close, Fred Dervin suggested that there is a fuzzy dividing line between autonomy and interculturality. In retrospect, I wonder whether autonomy and interculturality are not two quite different--though related--concepts, whereby autonomy may be a necessary condition for language learners to be able to experience and accept interculturality?
A different perspective of autonomy was offered by David Palfreyman from Zayed University in Dubai. Using the metaphor of ecology to encapsulate the learning situation allowed him to focus on diversity and interrelationships within learning environments. Drawing on interview data with young Arabic learners, he showed us how different learning environments shape, and are shaped by, interactions involving the learner. This is a perspective that encourages us to try and see the learning situation in its entirety and to examine what resources are already present and what can be built upon to improve learning. In order to foster autonomy, learning environments have to be supportive: learners can support each other through mutual interdependence. They also need to receive a kind of scaffolding that acknowledges and validates what they already know and challenges them to go further to deepen their thinking and their understanding. However, in order to provide this kind of scaffolding, teachers have to be familiar with students, not only as they appear in the classroom, but as they live their lives.
Palfreyman’s call to “know your learners” echoed a similar injunction made by the Governor in his opening address and was also taken up by two plenary speeches that were given by two leading educationalists in India. Rohit Dhankar of Digantar, an NGO that provides and supports autonomy-based elementary education in Jaipur, began his talk by invoking Ghandi’s reminder to think of the poorest person and how one’s action affects them. Individual autonomy of action cannot be selfish or self-interested; we need to think always of the common good and make decisions free from personal fancies and instincts. Conscious action is action based on grounds which we have analysed and accept. Learning is change through experience, and it is through experience that we learn to be more intentional, responsible and discerning in our actions. In Dhankar’s view, students may not benefit from “unfettered” autonomy, since without the experience and knowledge, they can hardly be discerning in their choices. This means that teachers have a duty to look for areas, especially the development of theoretical knowledge, where their students need the guidance of others. At the same time, students have the right to understand things in their own ways and to be certain. This, he concluded, automatically gives students the right to challenge and question their teacher, who must in turn strive to bridge the conceptual gap and negotiate a position of mutual understanding.

Following Dhankar’s argument for a view of learner autonomy in which the teacher plays a key guiding role, John Kurrien, Director of the Centre of Learning Resources in Pune, gave a clear and insightful description of the situation of English teaching in Regional Medium Government Elementary Schools in India. In a country where attitudes toward English have swung from ambivalence in the years following colonialism to a keen and ubiquitous desire for English, which is now seen as the key to success by all sectors of Indian society, the public school system nevertheless has very low levels of achievement. The main problem is that the teachers themselves are unable to speak English, and, until recently, have been given little incentive or opportunity to develop their own competence, a situation that resonated particularly with conference participants from Japan, where elementary school teachers will soon find themselves in a similar situation. The problem in India, in Kurrien’s view, is that the question of learner autonomy cannot be broached unless and until the issue of teacher autonomy is addressed. Currently, in-service training tends to focus on supporting teachers to cover the prescribed textbook, page by page. What is needed instead, Kurrien argued, is a move to place teachers’ concerns, not the official curriculum, at the center of teacher development. The most pressing concern is obviously the need to teach teachers English, but beyond that, teachers need to understand classroom materials and processes so that they can exercise some control over them, and they need supplementary and bilingual materials that would enable both teachers and students to follow the curriculum and learn English more effectively.

The final plenary speaker was Christine Develotte of the Institut Nationale de la Recherche Pédagogique. Addressing the issue of autonomy and technology, she proposed a framework for exploring new learning contexts based on three lines of inquiry that are suggested by Lankshear & Knobel (2003). These focus on ‘changes in the world to be known’, ‘changes in the conception of knowledge and processes of coming to know things’, and ‘changes in the relative significance of different modes of knowing’. Against this backdrop, she presented a study of online language instruction to examine how the technological media employed affected the development of autonomy. Although the study was inconclusive with regard to the question she raised about autonomy, it brought the focus of the conference back to language learners and learning and to the opportunities and challenges that face all of us in a changing world. Returning to Japan, the experience of meeting people with so many different perspectives and concerns but with a shared ideal of learner autonomy has given me fresh insights and the energy to meet the opportunities and challenges in my own work anew.
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