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Abstract
We discuss the impact of counselor-learner dialogue in fostering the autonomous learner in a self-access language learning center (SAC).  Fukuda and Sakata (2009) have suggested the need for research in promoting learner autonomy in their institution’s SAC.  While Benson and Voller (1997) assert the importance of a shift from teacher to counselor in SACs, counselor dialogue is viewed indispensible (Gardner & Miller, 1999).  The discussion focuses on the role of the counselor and skills needed for successful dialogue between the counselor and learner.  This is followed by a report of a semester-long intervention of implementing effective dialogue.  The results of our mixed-methods case study show an improvement in perceived learner autonomy among the participants.  In conclusion, we report the effectiveness of counselor-learner dialogue in SACs and perhaps the classroom.
Is Counselor-Learner Dialogue the Key to Fostering Learner Autonomy?

Investigating Effective Approaches for Self-Access Language Learning Centers

　　　　“While learning strategies and learner training can play an important

　　　　supporting role in the development of learner autonomy, the decisive 
　　　　factor will always be the nature of the pedagogical dialogue” (Little, 
　　　　1995，p. 175).
     We attempt to answer the question: Is dialogue the key to fostering learner autonomy?  We arrived at this question, after a measurement of student autonomy in our self-access language learning center (SAC) showed negative results, and suggested the need for further investigation (Fukuda & Sakata, 2009).  Fostering student autonomy is an objective of our SAC, which is based on self-determination theory (SDT, Deci & Ryan, 1985) and its three psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness.  In addition, a fourth principle was developed for the previous study: environment (Fukuda & Sakata, 2009).  Fukuda and Sakata (2009) administered a Japanese version of a pre-established questionnaire of the three SDT principles (Hiromori, 2006), adding a self-developed section for the environment principle, to students of our SAC.  Although three of the four principles were maintained, autonomy resulted in a low alpha reliability level (.329).  This result motivated the present study to reexamine our SACs objective of fostering student autonomy.
Counselor as the Essential Component

     An essential component for an SAC is the counselor.  Riley (1997) suggested that counseling is “a complex skill” (p.128), in which teachers need to be trained not ‘to teach’ but ‘to facilitate’.  He states “helping learners in a self-access is not just a matter of telling them where they can lay their hands on such-and such” (p.116).  He (1997) traditionally defines the teacher as the “sole source of knowledge, responsible for all the decisions involved in designing and implementing a programme of study” (p.115).  Moving away from the traditional teacher and facilitating learners in making those decisions by themselves is essential in any SAC and counselor-learner relationship.


However, most students become confused or angry when they start their learner autonomy journey (Feuer & Gerber, 1988), particularly because, most students, anywhere in the world, grow up in a school system which undermines intrinsic learning motivation by having material spoon-fed.  Moreover, many teachers in Japan are initially advocates of learner autonomy but after their attempts result in failure, they feel a shifting of learning responsibility too extreme (Little, 1995). 


Most do not realize that the counselor has many different roles.  Gardner and Miller (1999) suggest different types of counseling roles and divide them into categories distinguishing them from the traditional roles of teachers.  Examples are teachers as leaders, assessors, and organizers, whereas counselors are collaborators, guides in self-monitoring, and reflective listeners.  After careful examination, our SAC decided to focus on these roles of the counselor.  In addition, as counselors, we would focus on the seven macro-skills adopted from Kelly (1996) for our initial investigation of measuring the effects of counselor dialogue in our SAC (Table 1).

	Skills
	Description

	Initiating
	Introducing new directions and options

	Goal-setting
	Helping the learner to formulate specific goals and objectives

	Guiding
	Offering advice and information, direction and ideas; suggesting

	Supporting
	Providing encouragement and reinforcement

	Giving feedback
	Expressing a constructive reaction to the learner’s efforts

	Evaluating
	Appraising the learner’s process and achievement

	Linking
	Connecting the learner’s goals and tasks to wider issues


Table 1. Macro-skills of Language Counseling (adopted from Kelly, 1996)

Counselor-Learner Dialogue

     The role of dialogue is critical in any learning process.  Dialogue can be used as a scaffolding technique.  As with Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development, scaffolding enables the learner to solve a problem or acquire new skills with the help of another (Smith, 1998).  Palinscar (1986) notes scaffolding as an interactive nature that unfolds between the counselor and learner.  Our SAC aimed to implement counselor-learner dialogue and facilitate learners through this type of scaffolding.  The aim of our scaffolding is a gradual withdrawal from scaffolding itself, which in turn transforms to effective autonomous learning (Palinscar, 1986).
     To succeed in any situation in which learners are not ready to accept their autonomy, scaffolding with respect to individual and universal learning strategies is essential.  Sufficient counselor-learner dialogue should create a more ‘scaffolded’ approach facilitating the learner towards the ultimate goal of autonomy.  Kelly (1996) categorizes dialogue skills needed for counselors in dealing with learners (Table 2).  Students of teachers who used dialogue for scaffolding eventually became more independent of their teachers, and showed a gain in ability for the instructed strategies (Palinscar, 1986).  After extensive examination of these skills, our SAC counselors decided to focus on the seven skills in Table 2.
	Skills
	Description

	Restating
	Repeating in your own words what the learner says

	Summarizing
	Bringing together the main elements of the message

	Questioning
	Using open questions to encourage self-exploration

	Interpreting
	Offering explanations for learner experiences

	Reflecting feelings
	Surfacing the emotional content of learner statements

	Empathizing
	Identifying with the learner’s experience and perception

	Confronting
	Surfacing discrepancies and contradictions in the learner’s communication


Table 2. Dialogue Skills of Language Counseling (adopted from Kelly, 1996)
Finally, research concerning dialogue between instructors and students has suggested that conversation is essential in higher education learning (Ramsden, 2000; Laurillard, 1999).  However, Knewstubb and Bond (2009) conclude that there is usually a misunderstanding between the intentions of the instructor and understanding of the students.  They cite Cowan’s (1998) work in which even one-to-one sessions may result in different perceptions between instructor and learner.  Our SAC would like to avoid this type of misunderstanding.  Therefore, counseling sessions will search for information such as gaining insight into learner styles, background, and affect before proceeding with guidance in students’ language learning journey.

Study

     Our discussion above strongly suggests a shift from teacher to counselor which is necessary in fostering learner autonomy in the SAC.  Specifically, dialogue between the counselor and learner is essential.  Thus, a need to examine and measure the effects of counselor-learner dialogue in fostering autonomy has surfaced.  After skills-training through literature review, all counseling sessions and interactions between counselors and participants were based on the counselor dialogue skills mentioned above.  We investigated the effects of counselor dialogue to answer our foreshadowed question: Is counselor-learner dialogue the key to fostering learner autonomy?  Our directional hypothesis was that more strategic counselor-learner dialogue would make a significant difference in the learners’ perceived autonomy.

Method


We conducted the one-semester study which lasted 4 months from October 2009 through January 2010.  It was during the second semester of a traditional national university curriculum of 15 weeks.  Our previous study documented our counselors advising and creating study plans for more than 73 learners.  However, this tended to be more didactic teaching, hence, the perceived low results on the autonomy scale in the previous study (Table 4).  Therefore, during the intervention our counselors focused on strategic counselor-learner dialogue in every counseling session and interaction with the participants.  After our four-month intervention, we qualitatively and quantitatively measured the perceived learner autonomy of our learners.

Participants


From our previous study (Fukuda & Sakata, 2009), we administered purposeful sampling and selected five of the participants who were all in their undergraduate program.  The participants were two female students from the Integrated Arts and Science department, two males from the Engineering department, and one male exchange student from Korea majoring in engineering.  Table 3 lists the gender, year-of-study, majors, pre- and post-intervention TOEIC scores, interactions and counseling sessions with the students, and the number of times the student visited the SAC either for study of advice.  The counselors have known the five participants for over 15 months at the beginning of the study, and had already built a high sense of rapport with each of them.  This also is a reason for many of the participants’ high pre-TOEIC scores by the time of the study.  The counselors and learners viewed their relationship as trusting and open relationship, creating more credible data for our study.

	
	Gender
	Year
	Department
	Pre-TOEIC
	Post-TOEIC
	Interactions
	SAC Visits

	S1 
	M
	4
	Eng.
	745
	830
	21
	39

	S2
	M
	4
	Eng. (exchange) 
	730
	825
	19
	68

	S3
	F
	4
	IAS
	810
	925
	33
	74

	S4
	M
	2
	Eng.
	330
	560
	12
	22

	S5
	F
	4
	IAS
	525
	735
	16
	64


Table 3. Study Participants

Measurements

Three measures, two quantitative instruments and qualitative recordings of counselor-learner dialogue during all sessions and a few interactions, were used for the study.  First, after the intervention period, participants answered the Measuring the Efficiency of the English Support Room questionnaire (MEESR, Fukuda & Sakata, 2009).  Due to the previous questionnaires’ unreliable results (α = .329, Table 4), we asked the participants to answer the same questionnaire again at the end of the intervention.


Second, after the intervention period, the participants filled out the Learning Climate Questionnaire (LCQ; Black & Deci, 2000; Williams & Deci, 1996).  The LCQ is based on the SDT and its tenet of how much the social context influences motivation.  It focuses on the concept of ‘autonomy versus control’ for framing the quality of a social environment, while advocating that an autonomy-supportive social context tends to facilitate motivation better.  We adjusted Williams and Deci’s (1996) 7-point Likert-scale to a 6-point scale to avoid any ‘sitting on the fence’ answers; a tendency among many Japanese students (Fukuda, 2008).  The scale deals with the measure of how people perceive people in authority; in our case the counselor.  It results in a level of perceived autonomy support by averaging the total result of each questionnaire, which was used to support the results of the MEESR.


Finally, field notes, memos, meeting records, e-mails of our observations and interactions with students, as well as, recordings of counselor-learner dialogue during counseling sessions were examined to support our quantitative data.  Permission for usage of all data and recordings was granted for the study by the participants.  In addition, the results all went through a member check and our peer-debriefer was a local junior high school English teacher who assisted in checking our results to ensure better credibility (Locido et al. 2010). 

	N = 11
	Q1
	Q2
	Q3
	Q4

	Strongly Disagree
	.000
	.000
	.000
	.000

	Disagree
	.182
	.182
	.000
	.000

	Neither
	.182
	.091
	.091
	.091

	Agree
	.545
	.364
	.091
	.364

	Strongly Agree
	.091
	.364
	.818
	.545


Table 4. Scores from the Autonomy Construct (from Fukuda & Sakata, 2009)
*alpha reliability = .329; Q1: I was able to choose what I learn at the ESR.; Q2: I was able to choose how I learnt at the ESR.; Q3: The ESR gave me advice on how to learn.; Q4: I was given a chance to express their opinions about my studies at the ESR. 

Results and Discussion

All five participants answered the two questionnaires on the last day of the intervention (January 29, 2010).  The results of the MEESR in Table 5 show all five participants felt a sense of autonomy.  Compared to the previous study (Fukuda & Sakata, 2009); the results were significantly positive with all participants marking scores of either ‘Agree’ or ‘Strongly Agree’.  The alpha reliability level of the questionnaire was .900.  These results suggest that students did feel a higher sense of autonomy.  In our observation notes the participants frequently started to show effective autonomous learning behavior.  For instance, they used more reference books and the internet to search for answers, or they frequently talked about their dependent behavior to other students as in the following quote by a student introducing the SAC to new student.

　　　　　“When I first came, I had different opinion of studying.  I used the 

　　　　　teacher for every answer, but then I forget everything.  Now, I try 
　　　　　to answer, then try to ask how to get the answer.  Then usually I 
　　　　　can remember” (S1, Day 57) 

	N = 5
	Q1
	Q2
	Q3
	Q4

	Strongly Disagree
	.00
	.00
	.00
	.00

	Disagree
	.00
	.00
	.00
	.00

	Neither
	.00
	.00
	.00
	.00

	Agree
	.40
	.20
	.00
	.40

	Strongly Agree
	.60
	.80
	1.0
	.60


Table 5. Scores for the Autonomy Construct Post-test (α= .900) 

The results of the LCQ also showed positive results. With the exception of two marks, all answers were positive (Table 6).   In addition, the participants calculated perceived autonomy support scores were high (Black & Deci, 2000; Williams & Deci, 1996).  All marked in the positive, above a 4.0, with one student scoring a perfect 6.0 (Table 7).  Deci and Ryan (n.d.) note that “[h]igher average scores represent a higher sense of perceived autonomy support” (¶2).  With an alpha reliability level of .951, our LCQ results are supported strongly.  

	
	Q1
	Q2
	Q3
	Q4
	Q5
	Q6
	Q7
	Q8
	Q9
	Q10
	Q11
	Q12
	Q13
	Q14
	Q15

	Strongly Disagree
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Disagree
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Somewhat

Disagree
	1
	0
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Somewhat Agree
	0
	2
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	1
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0
	0

	Agree
	5
	2
	1
	0
	0
	2
	1
	2
	1
	2
	0
	2
	3
	3
	1

	Strongly Agree
	2
	1
	3
	5
	5
	3
	4
	3
	3
	3
	4
	3
	2
	2
	4


Table 6. Learning Environment Results (α= .951, scores in numbers out of five)
	Students
	Perceived Autonomy Support Value

	S1
	5.8

	S2
	5.93

	S3
	6

	S4
	4.93

	S5
	5.27


Table 7. Perceived Autonomy Support Scores (Max score 6)

Inferring our quantitative results are due to effective counselor-learner dialogue, the conversation below was a typical first counseling session with each student.  
(Day 6)
S4: I want to level-up my English, what should I do? Tell me how to level-up, please?

Counselor: All right, you took the first step and asked me thanks. So, let’s talk. Do you have time? 

S4: huh?

Counselor: What time will you go home?

S4: maybe five half

Counselor: Now, is almost four thirty… oh you have more than one hour. 

S4: Oh…yes.

Counselor: so, you want to improve your English, right?

S4: Yes, help me. What should I do?
Counselor: Of course, I will. Let’s talk. Do you have time?

S4: um…Yes.

Counselor: What is your goal?

S4: I want daily conversation skill and I need to study for ‘in-shi’. 

Counselor: Oh, you mean graduate school.  Of (name) University?

S4: Yes, but I need good English and TOEIC score to enter graduation school, but my score is bad.

Counselor: What is bad English for graduate school?

S4: Very low skill. About th…thrity is my TOEIC score.

Counselor: Do you mean about 300?

S4: (laughing) Yes.
Counselor: No, low score is not bad. Don’t judge it by a test score. If I don’t study effectively my score is low too. We can study together.

S4: TOEIC score? What can I do?
Counselor: So, let’s see you what do you want to do. How do you like to study?

S4: I don’t like memorize vocabulary and text book.

Counselor: How do you study now?

S4: (laughter) textbook

Counselor: How do you like to study?

S4: (long pause) Talking

Counselor: Only? Is there a way to connect talking and your textbook study?

S4: Maybe try to use.

Counselor: Can you remember everything?

S4: (laughter) No maybe zero.

Counselor: Read this. (Shows a short passage in Japanese explaining the Silent Period (Krashen, 1983))

S4: I see.

Counselor: Now this. (Shows a picture depicting the importance of input and output balance (Murphey, 1998))

S4: I try from today.

Counselor: How?

S4: I will study tonight then yesterday co…tomorrow…yes tomorrow come and try to listening here and speaking.

Counselor: It’s a good start!


Previously, students’ viewpoints or study styles were not attentively attended to and the counselors just pushed what they thought was the best method for study.  We felt the difference was due to the counselor-dialogue skills documented by Kelly (1996).  Table 8 depicts examples of interactions we had with the participants in interactions concerning listening skills.

	Restating or Summarizing
(Day 4)
	S3: I want to up my TOEIC score…listening is difficult…I think it is my weak point…what is good for listening skill up.

C: Would you like me to give you advice on improving listening score on the TOEIC test?

	Questioning
(Day 33)
	C: What type of listening do you like to do?

S3: I don’t like long conversation.

C: Do you like to watch TV shows or movies?

S3: I do sometimes.

C: What type of TV shows do you watch at home?

S3: I like comedies.

C: Did you ever watch English comedy shows?
S3: No, do you have any human dramas?

C: Human dramas?

S3: I’m going to check (video store name).

	Interpreting
(Day 33)
	C: (name of S2) loved to watch movies, so she started to watch movies with English subtitles. Then, she started to get interested in music from the movie. Then, she said she felt it was easier.

	Reflecting feelings
(Day 26)
	C: So, you feel angry with yourself after not being able to listen?

S3: small…no…a little

C: Is it because you can’t concentrate?
S3: I don’t know. Let me try again.

	Empathizing
(Day 37)
	C: I tried to TOEIC test too. Especially Part 4 was hard to do because I couldn’t remember what the announcer said in the beginning.

S3: You, too?

C: Yes, maybe it is not always an English problem.
S3: Do you want to challenge?

C: I think you can do it better than me. Try it!

S3: You joking, but I’m going to do it.

	Confronting
(Day 22)
	S3: Maybe, I just am bad at listening.

C: I don’t think so; we have been talking for more than 10 minutes now. Why are you bad? 

S3: (silence)

C: I think you have bad concentrating skills.

S3: …
C: Why don’t you try again and not try to remember anything and just listen.

S3: Yes teacher!

C: You are the teacher, I just give advice.

S3 and C: (laughing)


Table 8. Example of Each Construct.

Counselor-learner dialogue was the key to fostering learner autonomy as our results show.  Compared with other students, our participants frequently demonstrated their high sense of learner autonomy.  For instance, students who we did not focus our dialogue constantly asked questions such as for definitions without looking it up in a dictionary frequently repeating the same question or showing frustration while trying to remember the word we gave the answer for.  Many non-participants asked us to give them a book to get a ‘high score’ on a proficiency test repeatedly showing dependency.  After about a month of interaction, the type of questions our participants asked were extremely different and probably motivated them to further their studies.  For instance, the following interaction took place Day 46. 
　　　　　S5: (counselor’s name), I have an interesting question.  
　　　　　Counselor: What’s on your mind?

　　　　　S5: Do you know ‘book-keeping’ in Japanese?

　　　　　Counselor: Do you want to know the answer, or is it a quiz?

　　　　　S5: I’ll give you small hint. It is very very similar.

　　　　　Counselor: Hmm…that’s a hard one.

　　　　　S5: Ok, I know you don’t like to give the answer, so you 　　　

　　　　　should check a dictionary! (laughing)
　　　　　Counselor: (laughing)

　　　　　S5: I’m going to check if it is the really etymology!


As can be seen by the dialogue above, the students gained a sense of finding answers autonomously which involves cognitive thinking in turn meaningful learning.  As S5 mentions in the second to last line, the counselor dialogue might have been the influence. 
Future research 

We understand the limits of transferability of qualitative data and sampling. Therefore, a more detailed experimental study will help investigate the credibility of this study.  Nevertheless, given the positive results, we would also like to implement and investigate a program or guidebook for student teaching assistants in counselor-learner dialogue, or establish a pre-training text to facilitate students in their learner autonomous journey.  Finally, research in learner autonomy and proficiency scores will help us prove the positive effects of learner autonomy and SACs whose worth are still being discussed (Gardner & Miller, 1999).  

Conclusion

We were able to reject our null hypothesis that more strategic counselor-learner dialogue would not make a difference in learners’ perceived autonomy.  Our data above show that counselor-learner dialogue made a positive difference in the learners shift towards a higher sense of perceived autonomy which suggests more autonomous learning.  The importance of autonomy in language learning has not much room for argument.  With many learners still dependent on teachers, many become frustrated with their studies and do not continue wasting all previous efforts the minute they step out of the classroom.

At the end of our data analysis, we asked ourselves: How did the study change lives?  Not only are all of our participants are still studying English, they are looking for was to change their lives using English.  One became an English teacher; now wanting to take a Masters course in TESOL abroad (Some might say certainly all teachers study.  However, how many teachers actually do study is a good research question.).  Another student decided to take a year off to continue studying to enter a graduate school abroad even after landing a job in the traditional Japanese fashion.  One entering a graduate school in Japan now plans to attain a PhD in the US.  One student, still in the undergraduate program, continues his English journey inviting his friends to the SAC along for the ride.  Finally, our biggest surprise came from the student who hated English the most and entered a prestigious pharmaceutical company upon graduation.  For no reason other than pure satisfaction of continuing his studies plans to take the TOEFL.  We compared these participants to non-participants of our SAC who have passed the first grade and pre-first grades of Eiken or attained enough points on the TOEIC for a credit waiver, for example, and are not continuing their studies after our well-thought out top-down didactic bullet proof plans!


Gaining this gradual autonomy will help our SAC as well deal with the number of students who use the SAC.  Our numbers are growing from 20 a day to close to 30 with more than 100 new freshmen visiting.  Our job as counselors is, now, to guide them on the effective path to autonomy which will give them the endless possibilities as well.  Moreover, it will allow them to continue their studies effectively.

Finally, we assert dialogue is not limited to an SAC but effective any learning situation which aims to help the learner achieve.  As Bassano (1986) stated more that 2 decades ago: “teaching is nothing more than showing someone that something is possible, and learning is merely discovering that something is possible” (p.13), and the well-known quote by the former British PM, Benjamin Disraeli (n.d.) who once said, “The greatest good you can do for another is not just to share your riches, but to reveal to him his own.”, we plan to continue our execution of effective counselor dialogue to foster the autonomous learner.
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