A CONVERSATION BETWEEN
Mario Rinvolucri and Judith Baker

Transcribed and edited by Bryan Robinson

ario Rinvolucri has been a good friend of Greta since the Association’s earliest days. It was only
natural, therefore, that he should have been among the speakers invited to the X Jornadas
Pedagégicas, held in September last year. During his stay in Granada, Bryan Robinson
accepted the responibility of recording a conversation with Mario on the subject of ‘Learner
Autonomy’ to be published in this May issue of Greta as an appetiser for the coming
December monograph on this topic. However, the tapes of that conversation disappeared at
some time over the Christmas holidays never to be heard again, and so the transcript presented
here is the result of a ‘rescue mission’ launched by Judith Baker, also of Pilgrims Language
Courses, in which she and Mario gave up their iunch hour to pioduce the following conflicting,
and at times controversial thoughts on how learner autonomy can be defined, and on what we

enfoques metodologicos

as teachers can do to enhance the autonomy of our learners.

In preparation for their conversation, Mario and Judith used the set of handouts prepared by
the ‘Granada Learner Autonomy Group’ and presented on the Saturday morning of the X
Jornadas. Among other things, these looked at learning strategies which they equated with
‘good language learning’; strategies such as ‘openness to experimentation’, or ‘risk-taking”. In
their conversation Judith and Mario agree with the presenters of that session on some points,
but disagree sharply on many others. Mario goes as far as to dispute the assertion that
autonomous learning can always be equated with effective learning, or that it should necessarily
be considered a ‘good thing”. As they talk, Judith and Mario bring up time and again the
question of individual learning styles as they draw on their knowledge of the infant discipline of
Neuro-Linguistic Programming (NLP)'. Their descriptions of learners they have worked with
offer us model insights into the depth of awareness that we as teachers can aspire to obtaining

about our own learners.

J.B.  Mario, what is learner autonomy for you?

M.R. What is learner autonomy? Well, maybe,
asking that question you have an idea in your
own head as to how you'd define it?

J.B. Yeah, and I'm interested in the definition
you've got in your own head.

M.R. (Laughs) Didn’t work, did itz (More
laughter) Emm?

J.B. No. I ask because ...

M.R. | have problems with the word ‘learner
autonomy’. | first came across it in Nancy, in
France, being worked by people like, I've
forgotten the man’s name, Riley?, Philip Riley?*?
That's it. And what that meant there was simply
that because the s}g,dents’, the adult students’,
the business students’ timetables didn’t fit with
joining any group, em, they set up a Resource
Centre for them which was fairly prototypal at
the time, and got them to come in and work

through worksheets, sheets on video and audio-

tapes, eh, and do a lot of reading of magazines
and newspapers, and do a number of written
exercises. They even got to the point of inviting
them to do mumbling exercises® so that they
could get oral practice. So, that was my initial
understanding of learner autonomy.

J.B. What's the difference then between
learner autonomy and self-access?

M.R. Well, they overlap very closely, and eh,
perhaps self-access describes the organisational
frame and learner autonomy describes what is
hoped to be going on inside the student’s head.
Em?

J.B. D’you think self-access is the best way to
develop learner autonomy?

M.R. No | don’t at all. Eh, I think that this, the
reason for thinking that [this] initiative is
important, is that a lot of places in France, and
in Spain, em, for example in Pamplona, are
going this way. In Pamplona there’s a guy* that
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we’re in contact with here in Pilgrims, em, who
is developing self-access centres in the non-
Opus Dei University, in the state University in
Pamplona, in the Colegio Médico, emin a
variety of other situations, and it's working. |
mean, people are very happy to have him do
this. So, it's a movement which is gaining
momentum certainly in France, in the Chdmbres
de Commerce a lot, and in Spain. So, that’s one
of the reasons why it's uppermost in my mind. |
agree with you, well | agree with what | think
you think, which is that maybe it's not the best
way of developing learner autonomy. What do
you think?

J.B. Well, until you started speaking lhadn’t
really thought off self-access and learner
autonomy as going together atall ...

M.R. Fine. Well, how would you have started
this talk? If you hadn’t so rudely interrupted my
opening point.

J.B. (Laughs)l, em, I’'m not going to talk for very
long, but when I started to talk to you about
learner autonomy | thought thatyou were going
to talk about qualities in a learner ...

M.R. Aha.

J.B. ...because | think, | think that the whole
issue around self-access in France, which | know
better than Spain, has got to do with economics,
with cutbacks in teacher funding, and that kind
of thing ...

M.R. Ehuh.

J.B. ...sothatthey’re encouraging people to do
their own learning, but | don’t think that that
necessarily supports learnerautonomy ...

M.R. Ehuh.

J.B. ...infact people who aren’tautonomous
learners are rather unlikely to do well in self-
access, aren’tthey? Are they?

M.R. | would agree. It's obvious that they're
not, they’re not likely to do well.

J.B. Sowhataboutlearning situations which
aren’t self-access? Say in a group, what would
learner autonomy be in a group learning
situation? Is it a behaviour that you manifest? Or
is it a state of mind? Or is it both?

M.R. Well | think, learner autonomy is quite
difficult for students to achieve in many classes

where there is a mode of behaviour demanded
by the teacher. And, eh, | became aware of this
when observing the work of Peta Grey, in
Cambridge, who would immediately try to get
in tune with, try to get in step with the
particular way that particular learners had of
learning. And I'll give you a graphic example,
em, there was a Turkish lad of eighteen. Bright.
Knew a lot of German, came to improve his
English for tourism, for tourism reasons,em, and
he would often be out late at night, in
Cambridge, and he’d come in in the morning
completely zonked. He’d just about drag
himself in. So what Peta did - Peta is a woman -
em, she em, she organized cushions for him at
the side of the room, so when he came in on
zonked mornings, she said ‘Mustafa, do you
want to lie down?’ And so Mustafa would go
and lie down, and be quite quiet, and quite
happy because he felt comfortable, and in the
last five minutes of the lesson she would test
him on what had gone on in the lesson, and he
knew it better than most of the people in the
group. Not because he had already known it
before, because he wasn’t the top of the class,
but because genuinely having that physical
need of lying down coped with and permitted,
made his mind open. And his mind was a good
mind, and it took in the stuff she was working
on. So he was basically fish- bowling® from the
side. One of the colleagues in that school when
he walked in and found Mustafa lying on the
cushions nearly exploded. Couldn’t cope! It was
complete lese-majesty, breaking of all rules,
breaking of all rightnesses, how awful! Peta
does the same sort of thing when coping with
Japanese girls who get hungry before lunch: she
gives them biscuits. In class. On the grounds
that you can’t study well if your body is saying
‘no’. So that to me would be an extreme form
of accepting that different people have different
social ways of learning.

J.B. Solearner autonomy has got, is inextricably
linked with teacher behaviour?

M.R. | think that teacher behaviour is one of
the things that makes it much harder.

J.B. What types of behaviour could teachers
have that could help learner autonomy? | mean
you've just given an example which involved ...
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M.R. Can | throw that back to you, ‘cos when
you taught the All's Well® course, which you
taught brilliantly, and very much in the mould in
which it was intended, the Sagot, etc Dickinson
mould, and I'm use, saying mould in a
respectful way, not in a penicillin way, em.
When you taught that how did you cope with
different learner needs?

J.B. Ithink the main thing was allowing people
not to participate in a way that was visible, if they
didn’t want to.

M.R. Did they have to contract out, or did you
kind of make it very easy for them to not
participate?

J.B. No, | would've justsaid itwas Ok if they
didn’t take part. But, | mean thatin a way was ...
it’s not as simple as it seems when I say it
because the group would then start to exert its
pressure on people to participate.

M.R. Yes, and at that time you were teaching
with a kind of radiance of personality and
enormous encompassing of the group, so that
my impression was that in ‘82 and 83, you and
the group made a very strong, powerful whole.
So, a person contracting out would have to
somehow take his courage in both hands and
say ‘Sod Judy! Sod the group!” and sort of
manage to do it. It's a very moot point that ‘I
pass’, that business, you can say ‘l pass’ in a
round. It takes huge courage, and the whole of
our pack, wolf pack background, is against it. In
my own work, em I've tried to become more
aware of different rhythms and different
learning ways by doing very simple things like
writing letters to students on an individual basis,
and | found that changed my preparation
totally. Because once I'd got into that one-to-
one contact with students, em, | became too
much aware of their individual preferences,
dislikes, feelings,ways of expressing themselves,
to dare to do ‘x’ or ‘y’ thing with the group. So
it had an inhibiting effect on my behaviour with
the group, but it had an enormously enhancing
effect on the individual rapport | had with those
students. And in those letters | was able to play
whatever role seemed appropriate at the time.
So some of the letters that | provoked from
students, em, would be letters in which they
gave me seminars, em,-on the hydrology of

northern Spain - I'm thinking of one bloke, who
clearly wasn’t going to talk to me about his
family happily, so he talked to me about his
subject. | learned a lot about desalination, and
also about salination, when you do a lot of
irrigation. With other people | sometimes had
written dialogues which got so hot and strong
that | couldn’t cope and had to back off
because the emotional content was getting too
burning and beyond what | could cope with as
a relationship with those particular people. But
it allowed me in terms of both topic and voice,
written voice, to try to get into harmony with
the student. To try, if you want in NLP terms to
‘match’?, and sometimes ‘be led by®. ‘To be led
by’ was the most skilful thing in that operation
of writing letters. But it means you can no
longer think of ‘them’ = the group. And it is not
by chance that | went ... that | found this. |
mean my own childhood was such that | didn’t
socialize properly until I was 13. 1 didn’t go to
primary school. And therefore it’s almost
inevitable that | seek one-to-one relationships
with people | teach, ‘cos that’s me, deep model.
But it has something to do with
individualization, for sure.

J.B. And has individualization gotanything to
do with learning autonomously?

M.R. You don’t see them as relatively
synonymous?

J.B. Ithink that they mightbe ... no I don’t see
them as synonymous. | think they my go hand-in-
hand. But | think that you, it may be possible to
be an autonomous learner within a group, and
appear to be doing the behaviour of the other
group members, but you're ...

M.R. Thank God, always. That's always
happening. | think that’s a given. You can’t
tamper with that, and which is why [ think that
things like ‘Learner Training’, though that book
by Sinclair and Ellis? was very well-meant, is
terrible. How dare we talk about training,
training learners, when we actually have the
scantiest notion of how, of how they actually
learn, now coming down to cognitive things, of
the sort of things explored by both de la
Garanderie' in France, and by the NLP guys in
the States''.
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J.B. Can you think of any one or two learners
that you’ve had contact with that stick out as
autonomous learners?

M.R. Well, the people I’'m teaching this week.
At the moment I’'m in the luxury situation of
teaching business people, and I’'m teaching a
couple. In the morning | teach him, and in the
afternoon | teach her. He is almost entirely
auditory in his way of learning. He learns
through his ears. He doesn’t really find the
visual support, he doesn’t find it even really
relevant. | find that very hard to take on board,
but he doesn’t want it. He's sufficiently
auditory, he lives a lot in kinesthetic, too, but
he’s sufficiently auditory to really, really seize
things entirely through his ears. So, instead of,
since he doesn’t make notes, | put everything
that | think is important, significant which he
might want to revise on tape for him. Em, he he
is a person who lives at a very high overview
level, em he lives in what is general, and he’s
also a brilliant mathematician, so he doesn’t like
extra bits, and he hates detail, and one ofmy
dilemmas is how to get him to use bits of
grammar, which are inevitably detailed, em
without sort of getting in the way of the way
he’d like to learn, which is almost to jump from
content word to content word, to leap from
meaning word to meaning word, and em, if |
was teaching him again next week | would have
to decide how I could circumvent this refusal,
internal refusal, to cope with detail. One of the
amazing things about him is that he absorbs,
takes on board and remembers huge chunks of
language that he gets, but it doesn’t mean that
his own utterances become more correct. His
girlfriend is exactly opposite, she has inside her
a castigating parent'? which means that she
must be perfect. She’s very beautiful physically,
and she, her appearance is close to perfect, and
everything else seems to have to be like that,
and she happens also to be very visual, so with
her | do lots and lots ot things on the board, lots
of writing on bits of paper, | give her, and so on.
Do dictationy-things with her sometimes. Em,
and she is very happy to have intellectual
explanation of details of language, so ... very
different profile.

J.B. And | hear you're saying that autonomous
is equal to having a very highly developed
distinctive learning style. Are you?

M.R. Well, | think that pretty well everybody
has that, highly developed learning style, except
that when we're teaching a group of thirty, eh,
it’s very easy not to see those learning styles
unless they become disruptive or the person
isn’t learning, and then we start worrying about
them, but it’s always going on. | mean, these
two, could actually be in a group, and they’d
somehow apply their way of coping with things
to whatever was going on in the class. Have
you come across people who’ve had very
strikingly special learning styles?

J.B. The person that |, who I've worked with
who | think had the most autonomous learning
style was also one of the most effective learners
I’'ve ever come across, it was also in a one-to-one
situation, em. He was a Spanish banker, and he
couldn’t go ahead in his job without mastering
English, and | worked with him for, | think, about
six weeks, and over those six weeks even though
we started from zero English, heimmediately put
into practice all sorts of different strategies for
learning. Em, he moved in the classroom, he
drew in the classroom, he listened, he wasn’t shy
about trying to speak. And after each class he
went away and categorized all the information
that he had in a way that was very systematic and
meaningful to him and he was able to learn it in
time for the next class ... and he, | had the feeling,
after a while, that he was leading me in my
teaching, he was helping to teach me how he
learnt, because he was so very open. And | guess
I’'m saying that openness to experimentation and
risk-taking for me is a very important quality of an
autonomous learner.

M.R. Mmmm, but you could be autonomous
and not like that too. It’s a bit, | find it a bit
dangerous to be attributing efficiency values to
different learning styles because ...

J.B. lguessthat's what | was trying to ask you
before ...

M.R. ... who's to know? | mean, who's to
compare? :

J.B. Ithoughtthat the particular autonomous
learner that | was thinking about was open to risk-
taking.
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M.R. Yes, but it doesn’t have to be that way,
does it2. There will be other learners who will
not take any risks, will stay within known text,
and from known text will, in itsfull time, will
blossom genuine creative language.

J.B. But how can you call that autonomous? If
they stay within a frame that’s ...

M.R. Because they’re autonomous in the sense
that they’re not being messed about by their
peers or by the teacher. That's, their taking on
board of text is their way of going about it, and
who's to deny them that right? What becomes
scary is when one of those ways becomes
institutionalised like the Qur’anic learning,
Qur’anic learning, the Muslim learning of the
Qur’'an where taking on texts in a repetitive,
memorizing way is what you must do.

J.B. Sodoes that mean that you think that
autonomy is allowing yourself to learn in the way
that is best for you?

M.R. Well, not being stopped by either the
institution, or the teacher, or your mates. | mean
one thing with the two people I'm working with
at the moment, is that neither of them can
stand being in a classroom, partly because they
can’t smoke in this building, but partly because
they feel that a café is a much better place to
be. And they actuallly talk better down in that
café than up here.

J.B. Soautonomy isn’t necessarily equated for
you with effective learning?

M.R. No, certainly not. ‘Cos of course there
may be strategies which don’t serve a person
well. And therefore learner training may have its
place, but not until we know something. Even
an area like NLP is still in its infancy in terms of
knowing how people actually learn, but we
won't really know how people learn, Judy, until
the neuro-scientists, not the NLP people, neuro-
scientists actually manage to plot what goes on
chemically in the brainwhen language is being
learned.

J.B. Mmmm. ljustgétthe idea from reading
thesé papers from the [Granada Learner]
Autonomy Group™ thatlearner autonomy is seem
to be a good thing in a learner, and what you're
sayingis challenging that to a certain extent.

M.R. Yes, | fully agree with the NLP thinking
that what we have to do is to find out how
people do things, before we dare to make any
judgements about what's efficient and
inefficient. And at the moment, | mean, there
are theories around, but none of them are
proven. We can’t possibly lay down any laws. |
mean those stupid studies - theres’s a Canadian
report™ - which talk about ‘the good language
learner’ as being on the whole extrovert, on the
whole this, that and the other, are absurd. What
are you going to do with someone like Chris
Sion,'s who likes mumbling to himself? Who
lives with eyes down left'®, and has actually
produced a book of talking to yourself
exercises. Who's publishing company has until
recently been called the Desert Island
Publishing company? He’s a language trainer!

J.B. So, ourideas of gocd language learning
and autonomy are not necessarily synonymous at
all?

M.R. No. You can be autonomous inefficiently
or efficiently.

J.B. Yeah. So what would you say to something
like “an autonomous learner learns to think in a
language that they’re learning'?

M.R. Well, | think that describes a stage of a
process of learning which is to do with having
reached a certain level in the language. | would
say further than ‘learns to think’, ‘learns, learns
to feel’, or possiblythe ‘feel’ might come before
the ‘think’. Certainly in the work of Bernard
Dufeu in Psychodramaturgie linguistique'” you
start off by feeling in the language well before
you begin to semanticize, well before you can
grasp meaning. But | mean, what you've just
suggested is, what you've read out there is,
suggests a level that’s been reached. And
sometimes when you get, meet Japanese adult
learners who've been taught totally grammar-
translationwise, you can see that they can’t yet
think in English even though they have loads of
exponents ...

J.B. Yeah.

M.R. ... they really are mentally translating in an
up-front way. Which means that when they’re
listening you have to repeat [yourself], and
when they’re speaking you have to wait before
each utterance. It's a long process.
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J.B.  Sol'm, I'll just pursue this because | think
that from what | read from these papers, ‘good
language learning’ is being equated with ‘being
strongly autonomous’, or ‘being autonomous’ is
being equated with ‘good languge learning’.
[Quoting] ‘Good language learners ... are the
students who are willing to take risks’ - Well,
we've talked about that and you've disputed
that already - ‘Create opportunities for practising
the language in and outside of the classroom’
Now is that ‘autonomous’?

M.R. Well, that suggests that they’re keen, that
they want to practise. Is it ‘autonomous’ to go
and do your recorder practice? In a sense !
suppose it is. Yes. It depends whether the
motivation is sufficient to carry them on to
doing things outside, outside the, beyond the
eye of the teacher.

J.B. Ok.Here’s one: ‘Find a style oflearning that
suits you.’

M.R. They've got one! It’s, it's absolute,
absolute nonsense! It's hubristic! It's arrogant!

J.B. Makesyou ....

M.R. That's right. It's awful! They have a style
of learning, and one of the things that is so
interesting, and which Paul Davies'8, Barbara
Garside™ and | are trying to do in the book
we're preparing on Student Action Research is
help them to find mechanisms to help them
become aware of the incredibly brilliant things,
and disfunctional things that they are doing
when they try to learn.

J.B.  Welll think everybody’s got a learning
style, and everyone’s gota learning style that
serves them in a certain way, but some people
have found a learning style which suits them
which doesn’t suit the environment in which
they’relearning ...

M.R. Absolutely! | fully agree. And for me
autonomy is largely social autonomy to free
yourself to be able to do what is right for you,
like your Spanish banker, he was lucky to have
found a teacher who was willing to follow him.
But some don’t have the security to do what
you did, because it takes security to allow the
person to go their own way. You have to be a
good rider to allow the horse to choose the road.
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J.B.  ‘Realise thatlanguage learningis not easy’

M.R. Oh, I think that’s got to do with the
feelings and fears of some [teachers]. Em, | think
that for some people language learning is
superbly easy.

J.B.  ‘Develop techniques for practice and
memorisation.’

M.R. You see | think that some people just
have it inside them. Em, Herbert Puchta?® was
telling me about a nine year- old who, what did
he do? When he was remembering something
he’d seen in his English book, em, he saw the
words screening across in front of him, but at
the same time in an insistent way he heard the
words. You know, like a tune when you can’t
get [it] out of your head, which is involuntary,
and comes back and back and back without
your control. He heard them that way, and
Herbert said ‘Well, are they in your voice? Your
Mum’s voice? What's ...2" ‘No, they’re in your
voice, Mister Puchta’ Em, and he, but he didn’t
invent that: that was what his physionomy was
getting him to do in the situation. It was, in fact,
very effective for him. It might not work for you.

J.B. It might be a bit much for me!

M.R. And the other thing about his example
which is important to me is the fact that the
auditory part, which was obviously powerful for
him, came back involuntarily. It means that
how can you set that in position? That’s what's
coming up. It's almost as paradoxical as
deciding what you’re going to dream. | know
there are some people who've tried that, but,
em, that’s a natural thing that happens.

J.B.  Whatabout ‘takes responsibility for their
own learning’? They say ‘a good learner takes
responsibility for his or her own learning.’

M.R. Well if [teachers] really believed that they
wouldn’t give [learners] marks, would they?
Because if you actually believe that, em, giving
people marks is completely absurd.

J.B. But before, when we were talking about
autonomy, | think this is the part of the definition
which comes closest to whatyou were talking
aboutas autonomy, isn’tit? ‘taking responsibility
for your own learning’.

M.R. Yeah, yeah.
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J.B.  Sohow might the way that we behave as And two, trying to find ways of not standing in

teachers help people to take responsibility for the way of that happening. It's really, in a way,

their own learning? more negative than anything else, and not
marching in with a firm preconception of what’s

M.R. First of all, accepting with wonderment good for everybody.We've become a bit more

that it’s going to be different for each person, discovery-oriented ourselves, rather than

and finding that normal, completely normal, experienced and convinced.
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