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Abstract

This paper reports on the current approaches to the fostering of autonomous learning taken

in the English Workshop class at Komazawa Women's University. Firstly an explanation of the

theoretical and methodological principles central to the development of this class, such as self-

determination and motivation theory, is provided. This is followed by a review of previous

research on the class, highlighting the areas in which it has been subject to reflective teaching

methodology and ongoing improvement. The paper then surveys the teaching and learning

practices central to the class in its current instantiation, as implemented in the 2019 academic

year. Based on an analysis of data obtained through a 30-item questionnaire on students’

individual study methods and self-study environments, the paper concludes with reflections and

suggestions for ways in which autonomous learning practice may be better fostered and

improved via the English Workshop.
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1. AROE=

The Development of the English Workshop at
Komazawa Women’s University

Komazawa Women's University's English
Workshop class was developed from 2010
onward with the following aims: “to develop
students’ oral communication skills and also to

show them how they can use various

strategies and reflective practices to develop
their motivation and become more
autonomous in their learning” (Kitta et al
2014 p103). The format of the class has
changed from an elective class with numbers
varying from 10 to 20 highly motivated
students supported by two or three teaching

staff to a compulsory class for all those
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students majoring in English Communication,
with classes of around 50 students supported
by eight teachers.

The emphasis on oral communication
through small group conversation has
remained a constant throughout this course’s
period of implementation. Small group
conversations facilitated by native speakers of
English providing support and recasting are
recorded by students in order for them to
consolidate grammar and vocabulary points
later. This is the main opportunity to
encourage output and the active testing of
new language. Teachers encourage students
to use conversational strategies, such as
opening and closing, turn-taking, topic
changing, and ask-answer-add. The students
generate example sentences as part of taking
responsibility for their own input regimen.
Though in-group scaffolding is still very much
present in the follow-up to small group
conversations, the social networking service
Edmodo, used in previous years as an
opportunity for students to interact and
recycle language, has been discontinued due
to the impracticalities of its use in very large
groups.

Emphasis also remains on continuous
learning outside of the class, not only during
class time. For this reason, relatively little
class time is now allocated to aspects of self-
study such as extensive reading, or reflective
writing in the students’ learning diaries.
Along with extensive reading responsibilities,
students keep up with continuous learning
tasks for homework. Preparation tasks for

activities such as debate and “Introduce

Japan” are also set for homework. This
emphasis on increasing reflection outside of
class time was mainly intended to make way
for more conversation practice, particularly in
the first semester, and a turn toward task
based work in the second semester.

The first major task, “Debate”, is designed
to improve students’ abilities to interact,
respond to others and negotiate a sustained
L2 interaction in a group context. It is carried
out over a five-week period, using small group
conversation time to develop language
strategies for arguments. The second task,
“Introduce Japan” is also an inter-group
challenge. The quiz show and tour planning
formats used build on Japan-themed task-
based work most of the students will have
done in their first year of study at Komazawa
Women’s University, and as such offer a
chance to improve based on reflection. These
tasks call for research, teamwork and
unscripted interactions with listeners.
Reflective writing tasks are assigned for
learning diary work around these tasks,
creating a task-based program of study for
developing autonomous learners.

The choice of language learning activity
with regard to which students become
reflective and self-regulated is less important
in this class than the principle that students
are encouraged to develop their intrinsic
motivation (as opposed to the motivation to
achieve some short term, non-language
related goal) and develop self-regulated
strategies. Raising awareness in developing
these strategies plays an important role in

fostering autonomy amongst students. This



leads to a degree of detachment and objective
reflection on one’s learning and learning how
to learn. Through guidance and increasing
student familiarity with the process of
reflection, we can stimulate students’ cognitive
and metacognitive capacities which in turn
helps them identify with the process of
improvement and become more intrinsically
motivated and autonomous learners. With
most students being to varying degrees used
to passive learning patterns, however,
establishing these autonomous learning
patterns is often not easy. For this reason,
careful adjustment and improvement to this
class has been carried out based on previous
research papers.
Previous Research on the English Workshop
at Komazawa Women’s University

Little research has been carried out in
school environments with the aim of providing
data and analysis relating to the ways in
which learners actually obtain self-regulated
strategies and become autonomous learners.
For this reason, the English Workshop is an
important subject for research, especially
given the general absence of similar classes
elsewhere. Komazawa Women’s University
English teachers have published three
previous research reports on the class. The
first of these was Ota et al (2013) ‘English
Workshop Class Progress Report 2013, the
second was Kitta et al (2014) ‘Exploring How
Language Learning Strategies Effect Students’
Motivation in the English Workshop’ and the
third Kitta et al (2015) ‘A Case Study of
Students’ Motivation and Self-regulated

Learning’. Using a variety of methods, these

past papers establish the theoretical
background of the English Workshop,
measure its contribution to students’
motivation and autonomous learning habits
and document the process of reflective
teaching methodology that allows the class to
be adapted and improved.

Ota et al (2013) examines the progress of
the English Workshop class in 2012 and 2013.
It provides an overview of the structure of
the English Workshop class; and describes the
introduction of a social network for language
learning and debate on topical issues. The
early sections of the paper provide teaching
notes regarding debate topics used, student
numbers and responses in different year
groups.

The section titled Using Technology as a
Tool for Language Learning (p. 78-81)
describes the benefits of using closed social
media applications, only viewable by
members, as opposed to public social
networks. The disadvantage of students
potentially acquiring one another’s mistakes
was identified (p. 80) but monitoring by the
teacher generally prevents this. Other
interactive features, such as polling, quizzes
and assignments are all noted for their
potential value as consolidation, reflection and
recycling activities. A major drawback with
the university class format is that classes
meet once a week. Depending on when the
student decides to do their homework, they
may have already forgotten content before
they come to look at it again. Once the learner
has forgotten about something, they can no

longer engage with it. The social media input



received from peers keeps the class in
students’ minds and supports their self-
regulation.

The fifth section of the paper provides a
qualitative analysis of questionnaire feedback
received from students who had charted their
own development as autonomous learners
through the English Workshop. The student
responses demonstrate a greatly heightened
awareness of their own development and
study patterns, and though the questions are
necessarily prompts, also demonstrate goal
setting and awareness of the link between
effort, goals and performance. The
development of individualized study methods
that suit each learner is identified as a key
aim of study in the English Workshop (p. 82).

Kitta et al (2014) begins with a
thoroughgoing discussion of the educational
and psychological principles underlying
student-centered autonomous learning
methodologies (p. 97-103). The significance of
building confidence and maintaining
motivation is highlighted in this section, and
the need to avoid demotivating factors such
as level inappropriate content in the classroom
is emphasized. Meeting students’
psychological needs is described as
fundamental to sustained and effective
language teaching, but this comes with the
caveat that: “some of the students with high
motivation nevertheless have difficulty in
planning or continuing their studies.
Therefore, in order to encourage students to
develop their autonomous tendencies, it would
be beneficial to investigate what causes these

difficulties” (p. 98). This particular issue is

addressed to a certain extent by the structure
and ‘repeated approaches” from teachers
provided to students in the English Workshop
classes, but it is hard to make any
reproducible generalizations on the topic
given the state of the field at present.

Kitta et al (2014) continues with a
presentation of qualitative data taken from an
English Workshop group of 12 students. Data
from two students (A and B) was chosen
randomly and teacher analysis was provided
of data representing the outcomes of a range
of tasks carried out in class. In keeping with
the purposes of the class, none of the analysis
or assessment was based on L2 ability levels
per se, but on progress toward the
development of effective and, if possible,
autonomous learning strategies. The first of
these was a speaking activity based on the
International English Language Testing
System (IELTS) public online rubric for
speaking, though no actual score was given to
students. This identified student A as more
motivated and more capable than student B,
particularly with regard to the use of
conversation strategies introduced in class,
such as paraphrasing (p. 105). Analysis of
other reflective activities such as study
scheduling, learning diaries documenting self-
study and extensive reading, and written mid-
term and term-end reflections was provided.
The summary of teacher analysis was as
follows:

Student A has shown signs of becoming
more autonomous in her learning, because
she recognizes the importance of

reflection and she checks her learning



way and improves it. Student B has not
improved to such a great extent because
her way to learn is more passive.
However, she enjoys reading or talking
with her native teacher, which is one of
the keys to improve. She notices that she
will improve through taking the English
Workshop class. Hence, we recognize of
the necessity to show her more concrete
strategies frequently. (p. 109-110)

We may observe that both students made
positive steps, but the more capable and
motived student perhaps unsurprisingly took
to the self-regulation and effectiveness/
autonomy agenda more successfully. Students
lacking ability relative to their peers often
lack intrinsic motivation due to the
establishment of cycles of negativity, within
which they fail to see the relationship of goal
setting, performance and reflective evaluation
of one’s aims. Student B remained passive and
thought that she could make progress just by
coming to class. Student A reported that the
past semester in the class, including the class
activities, was effective in improving her
English skills and she felt that she had
become more effective and autonomous
(p. 108 ff).

With the results of this cross-sectional
study in mind, the teachers responsible for
adapting English Workshop to larger class
numbers and potentially a greater proportion
of students with learning patterns resembling
Student B chose to introduce a task based
element to the class; which has the effect of
removing some of the abstract thinking

inherent in envisioning oneself as a language

learner attempting to sustain motivation and
increase effectiveness when the language
tasks are traditional four skills based work.
Where the task provides a concrete focus as
opposed to a theoretical narrative, the
disadvantage experienced by Student B in
seeing the connections between states of mind
and actions in the longer term is less likely to
present a challenge.

Kitta et al (2015) picks up from the
discussion of student motivations in Kitta et al
(2014). It explores the nature of the
motivation students participating in the
English Workshop have had, and what type of
strategies they use in self-regulated learning.
The research results presented here are
based on a 50-item questionnaire designed
based on self-determination theory. It is
demonstrated that a large proportion of
students identified with self-regulation, which
indicates a high level of motivation and a
positive attitude toward learning. However, a
relatively low proportion of the students
demonstrated a high level of self-efficacy,
meaning that they had a low level of
confidence in achieving the goals they had
been able to set (p. 125). The paper goes on
to describe and to stress the need to raise
students’ self-efficacy in order for them to
make progress as self-regulated learners
(p. 131).

The challenge set by Kitta et al (2015),
then, was to associate in-class tasks with
autonomy and goal setting in a way which
boosted self-efficacy. The benefit of task based
learning in this regard is that the goals are

concrete and non-language based. As such,



tasks are very likely to provide the motivation
inherent in the experience of success to all
those students who make the necessary effort
so long as the task is level-appropriate and
support is provided. Students who, despite
effort, have not reached high levels in
objective tests or classwork set above their
ability level will often experience demotivation
which prevents them from realizing the
connection between their efforts and their
progress. They are therefore at a
disadvantage in the process of regulating
these efforts.

As this previous research has shown, the
principles behind autonomous language
learning are very valuable, but are more
readily taken up by some students than
others. That is to say, current awareness,
ability and motivation, along with the level of
capacity for critical and abstract thought, are
important factors in that uptake. Further
research is perhaps needed on the
effectiveness of task based elements in
rendering the process of developing self-
regulation and autonomy more accessible.
The revised syllabus provides more
opportunity for group-work and scaffolding as
motivating factors and a more tangible
experience of success on completion of tasks.
Ongoing analysis of student responses to task
based work in English Workshop is necessary.
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Autonomous Learning

Autonomous learning, or student-centered
learning, involves students becoming self-
reliant in their learning. Students take
responsibility for their progress and actively
engage in the choices of what they will study.
Kember (1997) outlined two general
categories of teaching orientations, teacher
centered and student centered. In teacher
centered approaches, the focus of a class is
upon the teacher giving knowledge to
students. The teacher functions as the expert
who provides the necessary information to
the students who serve in the roles of novices.
In student-centered learning, however,
students are responsible for obtaining
information on their own. The teacher takes
on the role of facilitator, helping and guiding
the students as necessary as they work to
obtain knowledge. Harden and Crosby (2000)
contrasted these two categories by stating
that the emphasis of student-centered
learning is on what students do, rather than
what the teacher does. O'Neil and McMahon
(2005) state that while these two categories
exist, there is often mixtures of the two
present in any particular lesson, suggesting
that it not always a case of one type of

learning at the exclusion of the other.



Brandes and Ginnis (1986) provide five

principles of student-centered learning:

1. Learners are fully responsible for their
learning

2. Active participation and engagement are
necessary for learning

3. Learners are equal to one another and
support each other’s development

4. The teacher’s role is that of a facilitator
and guide

5. The learner’s experience is both cognitive
and affective

6. Learners perceive themselves as changed

as the result of the learning experience

In developing the English Workshop, we
attempted to incorporate these principles into
our curriculum design. Presented here are
some of the main practices of the English
Workshop and how they adhere to tenets of

student-centered learning.

Small Group Conversations

In this part of the class, students are put into
groups of three or four and engage in English
conversation between themselves and a
teacher who is a native speaker of English.
Students are responsible for providing the
topics of conversation. The teacher
encourages the students to talk amongst
themselves, taking on the role of facilitator.
The students are also responsible for
maintaining the flow of the conversation.
They are encouraged to draw on recently
learned language (cognitive) to express their
feelings about topics that are meaningful to

them (affective).

Vocabulary Quizzes

Each class begins with a vocabulary review,
where students quiz each other on words
they are learning. This quiz is completely
directed by the students. They decide which
words are quizzed as well as keep track of
their progress with the material.

Extensive Reading

Students choose from a large collection of
extensive readers and read the books at their
own pace. They write short summaries and
are free to choose what they wish to include
in the summaries. They are encouraged to
write about new language (cognitive) as well
as what they thought about the book
(affective).

Learning Diaries

Students keep a diary where they record
everything they are learning in the English
Workshop. They also write how they feel
about the class and other aspects of their
language learning experience. They regularly
get feedback from teachers about their
entries. It is hoped that reading back over
their entries, students will perceive the
progress they have made and the changes
they have gone through over the span of the

course.

By fostering autonomy, we hope to instill
learning patterns in students that will
empower them to take control of their
learning process both in and out of the
classroom. Furthermore, it is hoped that
these patterns will stay with students long
after they graduate, enabling them to

continue learning in various contexts



throughout their lives.
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