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Introduction: Starting Points for Reforming the Foreign Language Classroom
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Katja Heim, Annika Albrecht, Leni Dam, and Carmen Becker 

––––––––
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This volume is both a call for reforming the foreign language classroom and an exemplary illustration of innovations that have already taken place in the educational sector. The idea for the book was ‘born’ in connection with a series of conferences organized by the editors together with IATEFL, the International Association of Teachers of English as a Foreign Language. It includes chapters based on the three plenaries of the conferences, as well as further selected contributions related to the title of the book. 

Promoting a shift in school-based English language teaching towards a stronger support of students’ agency had been an integral part of the editors’ professional work way before this book came about. Leni Dam, with her courage and stamina to fundamentally change her approach to teaching at a Danish comprehensive school in the 1970s, has always been the role model for the rest of us editors. If she were able to bang the table one day and say that she has seen enough disengaged learners who are, at best, pretending to learn those language structures that have been chosen to be THE essence of English learning, then we should all be able to do the same. Or at least this is what she has kept saying for the last five decades in many different contexts and to thousands of educators. Her ideas have been discussed, embraced and supported by a huge number of educators and researchers, by Legenhausen in his research on learners’ linguistic progression and their interaction in Dam’s autonomous classes (e.g., Legenhausen, 2010, Little et al., 2017 or the chapter in this volume) as well as by educators and researchers around the world (e.g., Dam et al., 1999). 

At a larger and systemic scale, changes towards autonomy support in school-based language teaching do seem to be happening only slowly and sometimes as an add-on to existing practices, as the following short passage on how the concept of ‘learner autonomy’ found its way into mainstream frameworks for language teaching and how it was received will illustrate. It was Holec who first drew attention to the concept of learner autonomy, via a report on concepts for adult education that he wrote for the Council of Europe in 1979 (Holec, 1981). The Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) (Council of Europe, 2000) took up the perspective and stated that language teaching needed to be changed fundamentally. The CEFR called for supporting learners’ autonomy and for prioritizing the teaching of language competences over the rote learning of grammatical structures. That an international language policy made such far-reaching demands is an achievement. In some ways, the CEFR (2000) was very successful, in that many of the suggestions made there were integrated into national and federal curricula for language teaching worldwide. The changes that were sparked by the document were not always the ones the makers had envisaged however: “Unfortunately, the CEFR is often ‘applied’ by superimposing the CEFR levels on a traditional curriculum organized around the four skills and a grammatical progression” (Piccardo & North, 2019, p. 15). So, when it became clear that those resulting modifications in teaching practice did, in many cases, not mean a move away from a mostly grammar-led focus on language forms, and that the new focus on language competences often resulted in isolated skills trainings, a new compendium of the CEFR (Council of Europe, 2020) was published in order to set the record straight and to explain that this tendency is not what had been intended in the first place (see Piccardo & North, 2019). Little, who has also contributed to this volume, has had a part in developing this new version of the CEFR in his role as an advisor to the Council of Europe. While learners have already been seen as social agents, also in the ‘old’ version of the CEFR, the important message of the new compendium is that learners should be enabled to develop their plurilinguistic resources and their autonomy in holistic ways, for example via project- or task-based learning (COE, 2020; Piccardo & North, 2019). This is an approach that is also supported in many contributions of this volume (see, e.g., the respective chapters by Albrecht and Becker, Heim, Schildhauer, and Rogge). 

The sociocultural view that language in general mediates thought is put at the centre of the CEFR’s line of argument. The CEFR (Council of Europe, 2020) stresses the importance of authentic communication, communication that creates bridges – between one’s own thoughts and the world, between people, between interesting contents and what it takes to mediate those contents to a chosen audience. This consequent move towards a focus on meaningful communication is the core of the 2017 volume on learner autonomy by Little, Dam, and Legenhausen, and also of newer publications (see their respective chapters in this volume). It is certainly a success story that their thoughts have been taken up in the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages and that they have also partly been integrated into curricular guidelines.

Having said this, those guidelines are unfortunately still often fairly crowded and might lead to compartmentalization of learning or surface learning, as Hattie also argues. 


The overemphasis on content and coverage is the death of depth and enjoyment in learning. “The greatest enemy of understanding is coverage – I can’t repeat that often enough” (Gardner, 1993, p. 24). Near the start of a series of lessons, there may be more attention to content, but over the lesson series, there needs to be a balance of surface and depth. Some countries have minimal curricula specifications (New Zealand had 69 pages for all years, all subjects), allowing for more optimal proportions of surface and depth. Other countries are the opposite (the Australian curriculum is over 2,500 pages), and when high-stakes assessment is implemented, then depth is close to dead, and the experiences for too many students are deadly. (Hattie, 2023, p. 65)



Teaching practice seems to be even more resistant to change than the curricular guidelines – old habits and mindsets of teachers tend to stick (see, e.g., Gerlach, 2023). In textbooks for secondary English teaching, we observe the tendency that has already been indicated above: They do integrate target tasks, but at the same time keep their grammar-heavy focus and skills-based training. What results are textbooks with a fairly crowded programme, which, if teachers use them with a focus on coverage, has been shown to be detrimental to the depth of learning (see Hattie, 2023). 

With the new compendium of the Common European Framework of Reference having been out there for ‘only’ five years, it is still slightly too early to judge at the time of writing whether the latest version of the CEFR is as influential as the first one and whether the interpretations of it will result in more holistic approaches to teaching. However, also independent from the publication of the new framework of reference (2020), there are perceivable movements towards more learner-centredness. Those are illustrated in the contributions of this volume, as are reflections on the still long way to go towards achieving autonomy-supportive language teaching in mainstream language teaching. Both tendencies are taken up and discussed in this volume by drawing attention to potential starting points for reforms in foreign language learning in an exemplary fashion. We have structured the book along three main viewpoints: 


	the learner as a starting point, 

	the teachers’ responsibilities and 

	emerging classroom practices. 



The learner is arguably the most essential starting point for a book which calls for empowering learners to take ownership. Thus, this is also the first section in our volume. For this empowerment to happen, we do need teachers who are willing and able to do so, however. What is included in such an empowerment, in how far teachers already are empowering learners, and how we need to shape teacher development to make this happen, is all part of our second section. In the third section, we share two samples of teaching practice with different approaches and steps taken in order to support learners’ autonomy. These examples illustrate that empowerment does already take place in school-based language teaching and also show that in some contexts, little steps can already be regarded as an achievement. We round off the book by sharing interview data, taken from conversations with Leni on what teachers frequently ask her when it comes to her approach to supporting learner autonomy in English language teaching.

The first part of the volume, Starting From the Learner, consists of two chapters with slightly different foci: Little’s text highlights the relevance of learners’ plurilingualism and diverse cultures, and Albrecht and Becker’s text makes a case for considering learners’ interests and personal learning environments. The two different approaches shared in these chapters illustrate that learners are complex beings with cultural bonds and, at the same time, very individual interests and needs. 

Little’s contribution with the title Developing Language Learner Autonomy: From Identity and Dialogue to Empowerment and Proficiency offers a hopeful exploration of autonomous language learning (Dam, 1995) as both a deeply personal and inherently social process in linguistically inclusive learning environments. Little introduces the reader to a highly inclusive plurilingual education environment at the Irish primary school for girls, Scoil Bhríde (Cailíní), and to the Romani-Plurilingual Policy Experimentation (RPPE, 2022-2025) - a Council of Europe project aimed at including Roma pupils by incorporating the Romani language into everyday classroom use.

In both settings, immigrant pupils are encouraged to use their home language, which Little identifies as the central source of subjective identity and sense of self, as well as the medium through which “action knowledge” (Barnes, 1976) is acquired and through which discursive thinking happens. By providing the readers with many illustrative practical examples from classrooms with linguistic superdiversity, the chapter shows that it is possible not only to include many different languages in learning but also to gain educational capital from it.

Considering the plurilingual realities as they can be seen in many countries, often with a lack of sufficient pedagogical resources, the chapter offers both encouragement to immigrant learners, who risk losing cultural and personal identity, and practical guidance to educators navigating unfamiliar languages and increasingly diverse classrooms. Aligned with the Council of Europe’s long-standing commitment to plurilingual and intercultural education, it promotes an inclusive vision that values linguistic diversity, embraces minority languages, and recognizes all levels of language proficiency as meaningful.

Albrecht and Becker’s chapter on Agency in the EFL Classroom: The Motivational Role of Extracurricular Skills explores the role of intrinsic motivation in language learning, drawing on Deci and Ryan’s Self-Determination Theory (SDT), Little’s, Dam’s, and Legenhausen’s Autonomous Language Learning (ALL), and personal learning environments (PLEs). By addressing how personal interests and extracurricular competencies enhance learner agency, the chapter provides practical insights for designing more engaging, learner-centred EFL classrooms. It combines both a theoretical foundation and practical strategies to support autonomous learning, making it a valuable resource for those seeking to enhance sustainable motivation in EFL classrooms.

In their chapter, the authors analyze data from which they suggest that English is often learned within PLEs, where learners pursue interest-driven activities, such as practicing drawing, tinkering, or learning how to make good films with the use of online platforms. In these contexts, learners set their own pace and focus; they consume and produce content in English. Language acquisition becomes a natural by-product of their engagement.

Central to the authors’ argument is the concept of an internal locus of causality, drawn from SDT, where learners see themselves as the originators of their actions. Moreover, it is highlighted how these skills offer learners a secure foundation by drawing on their pre-existing knowledge and competencies. These abilities can then be transferred to build language skills with greater confidence within familiar domains.

The second part of the book, on Developing Learner Autonomy: The Teacher’s Responsibility, features a variety of takes on promoting the necessary teacher development towards empowering learners, ranging from sharing practices from an innovative inset programme for in-service teachers to research-based considerations on how inclusive practices and learner autonomy are intertwined. In this section, we thus have two layers of considerations, one that showcases what in-service teacher development towards learner autonomy can look like and one that reflects on the responsibilities and qualities of language teachers. 

The section starts out with Berger and Dam’s contribution: An INSET Model for Innovation: Combining Montessori Principles and Language Learner Autonomy. The model itself was first developed by Breen, Candlin, Dam, and Gabrielsen as far back as 1979 in workshops for language teachers in Copenhagen and surroundings, aiming at innovation in the foreign language classroom (Breen et al., 1979). The chapter, which is based on the authors’ own successful experiences with the model, takes the reader through the different phases of this longitudinal model for teacher development and innovation. In addition, it shares concrete outcomes. The chapter thus provides insights at different levels: In connection with teacher training and development, it demonstrates that if we want teachers to implement innovations in their classes, we need to design courses that provide them with the chance to experience the innovations themselves. Only in this way can we expect them to develop action knowledge (Barnes, 1976) for the use of those approaches. 

At a conceptual level, the contribution shares insights into how language education at Montessori schools can be adapted, so that it becomes more autonomy-supportive. This might sound surprising, with the Montessori reform movement having a long tradition of creating autonomy-supportive environments according to the well-known principle: “Help me do it myself.” Since Montessori herself never designed a specific pedagogy for language education, however, the approaches to language teaching found in Montessori schools are fairly diverse, also in their extent to which they adhere to the autonomy-supportive Montessori principles. Thus, teacher development courses, which combine the Montessori principles with the ones of autonomous language teaching (Little et al., 2017), actually facilitate a movement of language education at Montessori schools into a Montessori-compatible direction. At the same time, the established Montessori structures can serve as a model for regular classroom teaching. This chapter is a documentation of this two-fold movement. Finally, at a practical level, readers find concrete samples of practice in the chapter, including images of materials created during the courses. 

Legenhausen’s chapter Issues in Inclusive Education and Some Answers from Autonomous Language Learning addresses challenges in inclusive education and suggests some answers from the field of language learner autonomy. Legenhausen discusses ‘thorny issues,’ such as the dilemma that labelling learners in connection with special educational needs can lead to self-fulfilling prophecies and stigmatization. He argues that the very idea of including groups of learners into an existing, competence-oriented system is the wrong approach altogether. He criticizes the streamed system and proposes to prioritize wellbeing over performance. In the second part of the chapter, he highlights features of the autonomous classroom that are highly accommodating for diversity and also for catering for special educational needs. These are, for example, the very clear structure of the autonomous classroom as well as the various linguistic levels at which communicative intentions can be formulated. With the historical considerations around the UN resolution for inclusion and the focus on the specifics of language education in connection with inclusion, the chapter provides a sound basis for systemic considerations with regard to education in general as well as in connection with English language teaching.

In the same vein, Heim’s chapter An Inclusive Spirit in School-Based English Language Teaching: The Role of Supporting Learners’ Growth and Autonomy raises questions about how inclusion should be approached in English language teaching. She shares insights into a study that aims to trace an ‘inclusive spirit’ in existing teaching practice. She particularly refers to the way that Germany tends to reproduce social inequalities, also via its educational system. In teachers’ utterances and in existing teaching practice, she tries to detect strategies that aim to break that cycle. She draws on an interview study with expert teachers, aiming to find out what these teachers regard as particularly inclusive in their English classes. She finds that those who report on long-term successes with potentially disadvantaged learners use strategies which are in line with what Dweck (2017) would call growth-minded. This part of the chapter can serve as a source for teacher development towards growth-minded teaching. In the last part of her chapter, Heim shares data from a follow-up study – a case study in the school of one of the experts. In this context, she explores, via ethnographic practices, how the inclusive spirit communicated in the interview with this one expert teacher can be traced in English language teaching at the school. She looks at different levels – at how general structures within the school influence the teaching and learning of English there, at the methods chosen by teachers and at tendencies in interactions with learners. This part of the chapter is particularly useful for discussing how school development impacts English language teaching.

In the last chapter of this section, titled (Dis-)Empowering Learners in Inclusive ELT: Critical L2 Classroom Discourse Competence and Implications for Teaching Practice, Schildhauer stresses the importance of a coherence of chosen methods and communicative styles. In order to achieve this, teachers need to develop critical classroom discourse competence, which include knowledge about the multi-layered classroom and discourse practices, skills to discover, deconstruct, and reshape existing discourses, and also the awareness of one’s own roles and discourse practices within a given group. Schildhauer shares findings from a study that involves multimodal analysis of the discourse in English classrooms at the secondary level. He demonstrates how teachers are either ‘doing’ or ‘un-doing autonomy on the micro-level,’ with the latter option meaning that activities, which are meant to be fairly open, are frequently closed at an interactive level. Schildhauer’s multimodal analysis also includes nonverbal communication, such as body posture, gaze, gestures or position in the room. The data and the analysis of the data shared in this chapter are an excellent source of reflection and inspiration for practitioner research, teacher education, and teacher development.

The section on Empowering Learners: Examples of Classroom Practice showcases two endeavours to open English lessons in traditional classroom settings, with one sample focusing on first steps in an environment that is perceived as challenging via its low contact and also its perceived low engagement characteristics and one that highlights movements towards learner autonomy in a fairly achievement-oriented context. 

In their article First Steps to Getting Learners Actively Involved in Vocational English Classrooms Spindler and Janzen Ulbricht engage with a question that preoccupies every EFL teacher: Which factors truly encourage learners to take an active part in their language learning? The reader gains insight into and is richly immersed in various classroom interactions at Spindler’s vocational high school, where she is faced with challenges such as low motivation, frequent disruptions, and high turnover. In response, Spindler takes deliberate steps to incorporate elements of the autonomous language classroom into her teaching.

This chapter is valuable as it draws on and reflects the authors’ action research. Building on Janzen Ulbricht’s observations, the authors evaluate Spindler’s classroom practices, i.e., her implemented and adapted changes, creating opportunities for students to take greater ownership of their learning.

The authors conclude that although full learner autonomy is a long-term goal, taking initial steps can already spark engagement and have a positive impact on vocational learners. This chapter offers valuable insights for practitioners seeking to nurture learner participation and autonomy in complex, heterogeneous classroom settings.

Rogge’s contribution Agile Methodologies for Fostering Self-Directed Learning and Learner Autonomy in the EFL Classroom introduces the reader to agile methodologies and outlines their potential for fostering learner autonomy in EFL (English as a Foreign Language) classrooms. He provides a theoretical foundation as well as practical guidance based on his own experience in implementing these methods to support self-directed learning.

Like Albrecht’s and Becker’s, and Little’s contributions to this volume, Rogge stresses the importance of learner agency in today’s EFL classrooms. Starting with the pandemic’s impact on learner agency, Rogge argues that autonomy has been significantly diminished. In response, he presents agile methodologies – such as Scrum, Liberating Structures, and Design Thinking – as frameworks with fixed routines to reintroduce autonomous learning.

These methods emphasize collaborative learning, iterative work cycles e.g., the PDCA-cycle (Plan-Do-Check-Act), and constant evaluation. Just as in autonomous language learning, the core idea is to give learners responsibility for their own learning. By setting their own goals and selecting activities based on their interests, skills, and knowledge, learners become active agents in the process. Mistakes are welcomed as opportunities for growth, aligning with Carol Dweck’s concept of a growth mindset (Dweck, 2006).

Rogge links these agile strategies to 21st-century skills, highlighting six core competencies: communication, collaboration, creativity, critical thinking, character, and citizenship. He enriches the theoretical discussion with vivid classroom examples, demonstrating how these methods effectively cultivate the ‘6 Cs’ and promote long-term learner autonomy.

The last part of the book, Achieving Reform: Answers From Interviews With Leni Dam, has been motivated by the many interviews that Leni Dam has so willingly done with students in our university-based courses. It’s not only our students who learn from these interviews. While we all have read texts by Dam and have engaged in conversations with her during conferences, we feel that we always learn something new during these interviews. Often, it is the little things that provide us with new perspectives. However, there are also questions that are asked by students during these interviews fairly frequently, also after introductory texts have been read and the recording of Leni’s video has been watched in class. Those are the sample answers by Leni that we share in this last chapter. They might not answer all your questions, but we hope they help inspire movement to change or further exploration.
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1. Developing Language Learner Autonomy: From Identity and Dialogue to Empowerment and Proficiency
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Introduction: Autonomy in Foreign Language Teaching and Learning

To be autonomous is to be the author of one’s own life, developing and exercising a capacity to make choices, take decisions, act on those decisions, and evaluate the outcomes. To be an autonomous learner is to be the author of one’s own learning, developing and exercising the same capacity in relation to one’s learning; that is how Henri Holec defined the autonomous learner in his foundational 1979 definition (cited here as Holec, 1981, p. 3). And to be an autonomous language learner is to be the author of one’s own language learning, developing and exercising the same capacity in and through the target language, so that one’s emergent proficiency is metacognitive as well as communicative. According to this view, autonomy in language learning and autonomy in language use are two sides of the same coin.

Autonomy is an essential educational value for two reasons, one of them cultural and the other psychological. As I have defined it, autonomy is a prerequisite for responsible and effective participation in a democratic society. The Council of Europe’s work in education has always assigned a central role to the autonomy of the individual learner in the belief that we are more likely to be autonomous citizens, capable of contributing critically to the processes of democratic culture, if we have learnt how to behave with responsible autonomy (Janne, 1977) in our education. These considerations should remind us that although autonomy is a property of the individual, it is developed and exercised in interaction with others; divorced from this relational context, autonomy has neither use nor purpose.

The second reason why autonomy is an essential educational value is provided by research in social psychology. Over many decades, Self-Determination Theory (Ryan & Deci, 2017) has assembled a large body of empirical data to support the argument that our sense of self-fulfilment depends on feeling that we are autonomous, in control of what we are doing, “volitional in our actions” (Deci, 1996, p. 66). But again, autonomy as a property of the individual is only part of the story. Our sense of self-fulfilment also depends on satisfying two other needs: to feel competent in what we do, able to overcome “optimal challenges” (Deci, 1996, p. 66), and to feel “connected with others in the midst of being effective and autonomous” (Deci, 1996, p. 88). Research into early child development has confirmed that autonomy and reciprocity are complementary human instincts, fundamental to our nature. Colwyn Trevarthen (2018, p. 29), for example, describes a video recording in which a totally blind five-month-old baby responds physically to her mother’s singing of a famous Swedish baby song:


Maria [the baby] is expressing the song as she feels it in her body. She improvises a performance with her fingertips like a player in a jazz duet, sometimes leading her mother’s voice by a third of a second, sometimes synchronizing with the beat perfectly.



This captures the essence of an instinctive partnership – but also a developed pedagogy – in which reciprocity both depends upon and supports autonomous participation.

The literature on learner autonomy in foreign language teaching typically gives priority to developing learners’ control of the learning process: setting goals, making plans, monitoring implementation, and evaluating outcomes. Self-Determination Theory tells us that autonomous learning brings its own motivational rewards, but if learners are to take control, the teacher must first recruit their interest in doing so. This means involving them in discourse that is not only expository (providing them with explanation and direction) but also dialogic (drawing them into interaction that requires them to take initiatives) and exploratory (thinking aloud and linking the content of learning to their existing knowledge and wider interests). When I first encountered Leni Dam’s approach to language teaching in the mid-1980s, her key reference was Douglas Barnes’s (1976) book, From Communication to Curriculum. Especially important for the development of Dam’s thinking and classroom practice was the distinction Barnes drew between “school knowledge” (curriculum content) and learners’ “action knowledge,” which he defined as “that view of the world on which our actions are based” (Barnes, 1976, p. 81). According to Barnes, the pedagogical goal is to enable learners to convert school knowledge into action knowledge, and the pedagogical challenge is to find ways of bringing their existing action knowledge into fruitful contact with whatever it is they are supposed to be learning in the classroom.

Leni Dam’s response to this challenge had five interdependent features. First, she framed the teaching/learning process in dialogic discourse(1) that, from the beginning, was conducted mainly in the target language and, also from the beginning, required her learners to contribute actively; in other words, reciprocal target language use that encouraged autonomous participation was the preferred medium of language learning. Second, she required her learners to make their own learning materials, beginning with simple word cards and progressing to increasingly complex collaborative projects; this ensured that individual and collaborative learning of English happened “from the inside out,” driven by the learners’ interests, which reflected their subjective identities (action knowledge). Third, she embedded learning in a recursive three-phase cycle – plan, implement, evaluate, plan, implement, evaluate ... – that reflects Holec’s (1981, p. 3) definition of autonomous learning. Fourth, from the beginning, she required her learners to document their learning in logbooks that were constantly in use; in this way they were always consciously aware of what they already knew, what they were currently working on, and the general direction in which they were going. As a complement to logbooks, she used posters (sheets of flipboard paper), created in real time in interaction with the class, to provide her learners with words and phrases they needed, capture the results of brainstorming on topics like “Why learn English,” “Ways of learning English,” and serve a multitude of other purposes. Fifth, in all of this – and again from the beginning – writing and speaking were mutually supportive, and it was by constantly writing English that her learners gradually mastered English grammar and orthography. This version of an autonomy approach to second/foreign language teaching is described and explored in detail by Little et al. (2017).
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