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General Editors’ Preface

Research and Practice in Applied Linguistics is an international book series
from Palgrave Macmillan which brings together leading researchers
and teachers in Applied Linguistics to provide readers with the knowl-
edge and tools they need to undertake their own practice related
research. Books in the series are designed for students and researchers
in Applied Linguistics, TESOL, Language Education and related subject
areas, and for language professionals keen to extend their research
experience.

Every book in this innovative series is designed to be user-friendly,
with clear illustrations and accessible style. The quotations and defini-
tions of key concepts that punctuate the main text are intended to
ensure that many, often competing, voices are heard. Each book presents
a concise historical and conceptual overview of its chosen field, identi-
fying many lines of enquiry and findings, but also gaps and disagree-
ments. It provides readers with an overall framework for further
examination of how research and practice inform each other, and how
practitioners can develop their own problem-based research.

The focus throughout is on exploring the relationship between
research and practice in Applied Linguistics. How far can research pro-
vide answers to the questions and issues that arise in practice? Can
research questions that arise and are examined in very specific circum-
stances be informed by, and inform, the global body of research and
practice? What different kinds of information can be obtained from
different research methodologies? How should we make a selection
between the options available, and how far are different methods com-
patible with each other? How can the results of research be turned into
practical action?

The books in this series identify some of the key researchable areas in
the field and provide workable examples of research projects, backed up
by details of appropriate research tools and resources. Case studies and
exemplars of research and practice are drawn on throughout the books.
References to key institutions, individual research lists, journals and
professional organizations provide starting points for gathering infor-
mation and embarking on research. The books also include annotated
lists of key works in the field for further study.

xii
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The overall objective of the series is to illustrate the message that in
Applied Linguistics there can be no good professional practice that isn’t
based on good research, and there can be no good research that isn’t
informed by practice.

CHRISTOPHER N. CANDLIN and DAVID R. HALL
Macquarie University, Sydney
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1

General Introduction: Learners,
and What We Think of Them

This chapter will:

explain what we mean by calling learners key developing practitioners;
introduce five propositions about this view of learners;

explain why we believe these propositions are important;

outline our plans for the whole book.

Introduction

‘Learners are interesting, at least as interesting as teachers.’

Many years ago, because everybody appeared eternally preoccupied
with teachers, Dick Allwright (1980: 165) started an academic paper
with this statement of the blazingly obvious. Teachers were the major
focus of attention, always had been and always would be, it seemed.
Now, more than 25 years later, we can see some progress, but not nearly
enough to secure for learners the amount and quality of attention we
believe their importance justifies. In this volume we want to put learn-
ers fully at centre-stage, alongside teachers, as key developing practitioners
in their own right.

Quote 1.1 Tudor on learners

We can no longer assume that our students are ‘simply’ students, nor that
they are bundles of discrete variables. They are complex human beings who
bring with them to the classroom their own individual personality as it is at
a given point in time, and this influences how they interact with what we do
as teachers.

(2001: 14)
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What we mean by ‘key developing practitioners’

First, by insisting on the term practitioner we want to make it easier to see
the learner’s role as importantly parallel to the role of the people we
already happily see as ‘practitioners’ — the teachers. Teachers are offi-
cially in charge of the practice of language teaching in the classroom,
but they have to leave the actual practice of language learning to the
learners. Only the learners can do their own learning. And it is their par-
allel practice as learners that either will or will not effectively comple-
ment the efforts of teachers and of other, more ‘background’ language
professionals (like textbook writers and curriculum developers) to make
language classrooms productive. So why not try to think of learners as
practitioners of learning, and not just as ‘targets of teaching’?

Second, we want to insist on the notion of development. Language pro-
fessionals increasingly think of their work in terms of their own devel-
opment, but do not use the term as happily in relation to learners. But
why should we not consider learner development a viable and parallel
concept? We want learners to develop as learners; to become better at it,
better able to enjoy and profit from the courses we provide, and eventu-
ally both able and eager to carry on learning after our courses are over.

Learners can develop, do develop and will develop, whether or not lan-
guage professionals recognise the fact. But if we make a direct parallel
between teacher development and learner development, explore its impli-
cations in some depth and then look for ways of assisting learner devel-
opment, we can expect it to be highly productive for all concerned.

Third, we insist on the term key because we want to convey the
message that calling learners ‘developing practitioners’ is not just a
descriptive matter; it is a profoundly important professional matter.
Learners are key because they are the only people who can do their own
learning. They also have what is virtually a ‘right of veto’ over the teach-
ing, and perhaps over their own learning. As Cortis wrote many years
ago: ‘no teacher teaches except by consent’ (1977: 66). Learners are cru-
cially important to their own learning. That inescapable fact is key to
the whole issue of how language professionals may or may not be able
to help them.

Learners speaking for themselves

Such a positive view of learners could be dismissed as naively optimistic
and impractical, a typical product of educational idealism. So let us
hear from learners, to show that the approach we are advocating is
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Photo 1.1 Learners at an EP conference in Rio.

already areality for some. The Rio de Janeiro Exploratory Practice Group
(the Rio EP Group) is a group of language teachers and learners in Brazil.
They have been instrumental for more than 15 years in developing the
principles and practices of Exploratory Practice, the type of inclusive
practitioner research we shall advocate later in this volume and through-
out Part III. One of the Group’s founding members, Maria Isabel A.
Cunha (‘Bebel’), talked to three eighth graders from the Colegio Dom
Quixote in Rio in 2006 about an investigation they had conducted into
their learning lives. They had reported on by poster at a teacher and
learner conference two years before, in 2004, when they were twelve
years old (the interviews were translated from Portuguese by Bebel):

Interview with learners 1.1 Learners talking about teachers

Bebel: Do you feel that many people don’t believe that students can think
about such topics?

Lucas Souto: Some adults think that we complain about homework just
because we want to complain about something, because we want to have
fun...Because homework is good for us and we should do it. Because we don’t
think about the consequences of things, we only want to have fun.

Lucas Lombardi: Some teachers ‘advance’ things. Many teachers think we
only want to play. Some teachers say that we learn things because we are
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going to use them later, in three years’ time or so. But we don’t know about
that, we are starting 8th grade now. Sometimes we ask a teacher: don’t you
think you're assigning too much homework? Ten pages! And he answers: in
the entrance exam [to university] you won’t have an easy time, things are
very difficult! We still have three years to get used to this.

Lucas Souto: We are not thinking about entrance exams now. Now we want to
play and pass at the end of this year.

Pedro Baulman: A teacher should learn with the students.

Lucas Lombardi: The teachers who know that they learn with their students
are the ones we like most.

Lucas Souto: It’s better for the learning process if the teacher has a good rela-
tionship with her students, and the learners with their teacher. If the teacher
understands the students, we won’t be ashamed to ask her, we can have open
talks with the teacher.

Lucas Lombardi: The teachers who understand the students (the ones who
assign less homework) did not forget they used to be our age. Because many
grow up and forget, they say: I'll assign homework anyway, they have to do
it, they have to learn the same way I learned. It was hard for me, so it has to
be hard on them.

Lucas Souto: It was hard for me but I survived, so they will have to as well.
Lucas Lombardi: Some teachers think: man, I didn't like doing this, so I'll go
slowly on them, so they can learn...

Lucas Souto: It’s not just assigning a little homework, but depends on how you
assign it. For example, this poster is work, but it’s not a book, it’s nicer. And
so we do it with pleasure, there’s no problem.

Lucas Lombardi: If the environment is pleasant, not stressed, the students get
home, call their friends, prepare a poster, then we go out, we play soccer.
Lucas Souto: Especially if it is a topic we like, a topic that interests us.
Interesting to us, to us.

The work of teacher and learner members of the Rio EP Group will
feature largely in Part III. Group members also wrote Chapter 14, which
describes the ‘web of life’ of the Group. In Part III we will also present
case studies and other evidence of practitioner research from England,
Hong Kong, Israel, Japan and Turkey. The work in Rio is, however, the
longest established (starting with Dick Allwright’s visit in 1990), and
the most advanced for learner development.

Five Propositions about learners

Our thinking, and the inspiration such learners provide, leads us to the
Five Propositions we shall use throughout this volume as a shorthand of
how we would like learners to be treated by us language professionals. First,
they will provide a framework for reviewing the field as it has developed
and as it is now. Then they will inform our proposals for a way forward for
anyone who, like us, wishes not only to develop general understanding of
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classroom language learning, but also, and crucially, to do so in a way that
helps learners develop their understandings, and so develop as key practi-
tioners of learning. We shall propose ‘inclusive practitioner research’ where,
as in Rio, teachers and learners are co-practitioners, and where learners
investigate their own puzzles about their own learning lives.

Proposition 1: Learners are unique individuals who
learn and develop best in their own idiosyncratic ways

Treating learners as key practitioners means respecting their unique
individuality. They will not be best served if we expect them to learn,
and develop as practitioners of learning, in exactly the same way as
everybody else, from the same classroom activities, and so on. We shall
explore this further, but for now we can simply note that textbooks and
lesson plans, and the way teachers are trained to use them, typically do
still seem to assume that classroom learners are best treated, to put it
crudely, as ‘an undifferentiated mass’. Learners in a classroom group
may have much in common, but we now know enough about learning
to understand just how idiosyncratic it can be, and usually is. Each les-
son is a different lesson for every learner.

Proposition 2: Learners are social beings who learn
and develop best in a mutually supportive environment

Second, learners may be unique individuals, but they are also social
beings, and classroom learning is essentially social. (If learners are anti-
social that is a different matter, but note they can only be anti-social in
a social setting.) So learners are not entirely free agents. The presence of
others constrains what they can do in the classroom. So, we can expect
learners to be caught between wanting to be unique and individual,
and knowing they need to be aware of, and careful about, their effect
on others. But these ‘others’ are also their major resource for mutual
support. Learning strictly alone may be possible, even attractive for
some, but most people seem happy to acknowledge that being in a
learning group is likely to be far more enjoyable and far more product-
ive because of the mutual support such a group can provide.

Proposition 3: Learners are capable of taking
learning seriously

If learners are key practitioners, then we must take them seriously, as
serious people. As we shall see throughout Part I, this is a key underlying
issue for many aspects of the work of language professionals. A good
many experienced language professionals consider that the learners they
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know are really not serious about learning. Around the world what seems
to concern teachers most, for example, is their learners’ apparent lack of
motivation. There are distinguished exceptions, as we have seen and
shall see again in Part III, but the general picture is largely negative. We
can expect teachers who perceive their learners that way to treat them as
people incapable of being serious about learning. But experience also
tells us that people tend to conform to what others expect of them, and
expectations can work positively as well as negatively.

Whether or not learners are serious about their learning is a matter of
great social importance in the classroom. Some learners even hide their
seriousness of purpose to avoid the social consequences of being thought
too keen. The teacher then gets a false impression of their attitude to
learning. So it may help to treat learners as being capable of taking
learning seriously, even if their behaviour suggests otherwise.

Proposition 4: Learners are capable of independent
decision-making

Key practitioners capable of taking learning seriously are not going to
be always told precisely what to do, when to do it, how to do it and who
to do it with. Unfortunately, though, many language classes around the
world are like this. Language curricula, syllabuses, textbooks and lesson
plans all tend to leave little space for learners to learn how to take their
own, necessarily idiosyncratic, decisions about what to learn, when to
learn it, how to learn it, and so on. So, if learners never learn how, it is
hardly surprising that teachers typically consider them to be incapable
of taking independent decisions.

Proposition 5: Learners are capable of developing as
practitioners of learning

We cannot expect learners, especially young ones, to be fully developed
as learners when they come together in language classes. Their ability
and maturity as learners will leave room for development, perhaps
towards taking their own learning seriously, and taking productive inde-
pendent decisions about it. From Proposition 1 we can expect learners to
develop best if they are treated as unique and idiosyncratic, not as an
undifferentiated mass. Following Proposition 2, when we start trying to
help learners develop as ‘key practitioners of learning’, we can expect to
see that development itself is best seen as a mutual social process where
we all gain most by sharing understandings, ideas and experiences.
Language professionals influence this process by the way they treat
learners, for good or ill. Unfortunately, as we shall explore in Part I,
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language learners around the world do not very often experience
anything beyond a rudimentary notion of learner development.

We present our propositions not really as ‘news’, since our view of learn-
ers is hardly new — the work in Rio has been going on for more than 15
years now, for example. Rather, we present them as a guide to the ideas
that will permeate this volume. They will structure our review in Parts
I and II of work in applied linguistics to do with classroom language
learning and teaching, and in Part III we shall see how they can be
incorporated into inclusive practitioner research.

Concept 1.1 Our Five Propositions

Proposition 1: Learners are unique individuals who learn and develop best in
their own idiosyncratic ways.

Proposition 2: Learners are social beings who learn and develop best in a
mutually supportive environment.

Proposition 3: Learners are capable of taking learning seriously.

Proposition 4: Learners are capable of independent decision-making.
Proposition 5: Learners are capable of developing as practitioners of learning.

But if there’s nothing new, why read on?

Our five fundamental propositions would probably get ready agreement
among language teaching professionals, and perhaps among education
professionals in general, so are we not pushing at an open door? Perhaps,
but first, the implications of these ideas are, we believe, potentially much
more powerful and exciting than people generally realise. We shall not
develop that thought here, because it should become apparent as the
volume proceeds. For now, we focus on the perennial worry that class-
room reality for most learners lags a long way behind the ‘best’ ideas.
Basically, views like ours, however widely endorsed they may be, have
not made much difference to the lived experiences of learners in class-
rooms around the world. Instead, except for the work in Rio and some
‘maverick’ institutions like Neill’s Summerhill (Neill, 1968), education
as a whole is currently in a state of tension between two apparently
irreconcilable forces. The first is the desire among teachers to follow
their own ‘sense of plausibility’, to use Prabhu’s (1987: 103—-4) evocative
term, about how best to help learners learn. The second is the often
overwhelming pressure to conform to national institutional demands
for standardisation: to ensure accountability by following the official
curriculum, by teaching in the officially approved way and by preparing
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learners for the examinations that the authorities impose. This pressure
for standardisation de-professionalises teachers. It also brings with it, by
implication, pressure to think that learners are not really key developing
practitioners, and therefore not worth treating in accordance with our
Five Propositions. That would be asking for trouble!

Quote 1.2 Breen on the dangers of standardisation

... governments have mobilized standards of achievement and competencies
in education, the accountability of educators and the new rationalism of
‘evidence-based’ practices. Such measures have been put in place on the basis
of two unproven assumptions: that whatever teachers achieved before is no
longer adequate and that systems of bureaucratic surveillance of teachers’
work will improve their students’ performance.

(2006: 206-7)

Quote 1.3 Prabhu on the dangers of standardisation

A good system of education...is not one in which all or most teachers carry
out the same recommended classroom procedures but rather a system in
which (1) all, or most, teachers operate with a sense of plausibility about
whatever procedures they choose to adopt, and (2) each teacher’s sense of
plausibility is as ‘alive’ or active, and hence as open to further development
or change as it can be.

(1987: 106)

Learners who are treated as serious people capable of independent
decision-making and so on, are not going to accept that the institutional
pressure towards standardisation is in their individual best interests.
Standardisation means treating all learners in the same way in very im-
portant respects — with the same curriculum, the same examinations,
and so on. It does not allow for meaningful differential treatment. Taking
learners seriously means giving them the freedom to think and to ex-
press their views about their education. They will notice, and resent, the
contradiction between being taken seriously as learners by their teachers
and yet not being allowed, by those same teachers, acting as agents for
the state, to operate in any real sense as key developing practitioners.

Quote 1.4 Tudor on the uniqueness of learners

Over three decades of research into learners’ subjective interaction with
language study has led us to acknowledge the uniqueness of each language
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learner, and therefore of the need to accommodate this uniqueness, and, in
this way, the learner’s identity, in our pedagogical actions and choices.

(2001: 14)

Teachers whose ‘sense of plausibility’ encourages such a challenge
face an additional problem. Their colleagues may think they are threat-
ening the achievement of the school’s official goals because standard-
isation is crucial to the official need to compare schools in terms of
measurable achievement (the so-called league tables). Doing well in
such comparisons is in turn crucial to the overall ‘health’, even sur-
vival, of each school. Anything that threatens standardisation threatens
measurable school achievement and ultimately school income. Teachers
who endanger measurable school achievement, let alone school income,
or who even appear to be willing to risk doing so, can expect to be
under pressure to conform to the requirements for standardisation.

buote 1.5 Gilbert (author of I'm a Teacher, Get Me Out of
Here!) on ‘bullying’ in the English educational system

The pressures on teachers today to attain good results are enormous....
Headteachers are bullied by numerous agencies and people — [government],
governors, parents, the local education authority, the education department —
if they fail to reach targets. As a result, management in many schools then
bully staff if they don’t meet these targets.... And, at the end of it all, schools
do get better results. But does it do us any good in the long run?...I fear
that our obsession with results is causing us to miss the point of education
entirely.

(2004a: 5)

Arguing against standardisation is very different from being against
standards, however. We want teachers to work to the highest standards
they are capable of, but that is a very personal professional matter and
one that is made much more difficult if institutions insist on standard-
isation, making everyone work in precisely the same way. As we write,
in 2007/8, there are signs, in the UK at least, of some official recognition
of the problem, but not enough for us to rejoice just yet.

Standardising teaching also implies a ‘universalistic view’ of learners,
seeing them as an ‘undifferentiated mass’ (against our Proposition 1). This
also implies in practice, and against our Proposition 2, a curiously aso-
cial view of learners. The individuals in the mass are expected to act just
like each other, as clones might, rather than as a group of unique indi-
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viduals in an essentially social setting. This implies that it makes sense
to look for ‘the one best’ teaching method, as if any one method could
be the best for everybody everywhere. We shall see throughout Part I
how such notions of ‘standardisation’ and ‘universalism’ have long
been a major underlying feature of much authoritative thinking in the
language teaching professions. They have brought a corresponding lack
of concern for the complexities that follow any serious recognition of
the essential uniqueness of individuals and the fundamentally social
nature of classroom language learning and teaching. They have, perhaps
because of their link to government, been the most practically influen-
tial notions as well, in spite of any apparent agreement in principle
among language professionals that learners should be treated as unique
individuals operating in a common social context, etc. — in short, as
‘key developing practitioners’.

And if I do read on, what will I find?

Part I explores the background in our field to this gap between what
people may think and what they find themselves doing. We review
language assessment, teaching method, language teacher training,
learner variables and second language acquisition to trace how ideas
about the classroom language learner have developed in recent decades.
We consider how strongly they may have influenced classroom practice,
especially in relation to our Five Propositions.

Part II explores the research background to these developments,
concluding that inclusive practitioner research (‘inclusive’ because it
fully includes the learners as co-practitioners) offers the most
appropriate approach to helping learners become key developing
practitioners.

Part III offers practical support and ideas for anyone considering
adopting inclusive practitioner research in their own situation. To illus-
trate what the ideas can mean in practice, presents classroom case stud-
ies from various parts of the world, but especially from Rio. We suggest
that you start with Part III if you are keen to learn quickly about these
practical matters, leaving the more historical and theoretical material
till later.

Part IV offers sources and links that list particularly relevant books,
journals, websites, associations and conferences. It also offers resources
such as classroom materials, with brief notes for using them in inclusive
prac