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Learner autonomy has been an important focus of educational practices 

and research for more than three decades. Various methods of 

promoting learner autonomy in foreign/second language education have 

been attempted, and different theoretical approaches have been 

proposed. These multifaceted developments of learner autonomy have 

been debated, and several perspectives of this capacity have been 

suggested. Taking this into account, this paper provides a synthesized 

overview of learner autonomy. It starts with an introduction of the 

definition of learner autonomy in relation to a critical analysis of the 

four perspectives adopted in learner autonomy research. It then presents 

and analyses different models of learner autonomy. The discussion 

continues with critiques of leaner autonomy promoting practices in 

traditional classrooms and those with ICT support. Finally, the paper 

suggests a theoretical framework to convey the principal processes of 

learner autonomy and an analytical framework to understand this 

construct at the operationalised level. 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

Learner autonomy has been an important focus of educational practices and research for more than 

three decades. The word autonomy is derived from auto-nomos, a Greek word (Voltz, 2008), auto 

meaning “self” and nomos meaning “rule or law.” Auto-nomos refers to a state where one gives 

oneself his/her own law. Although this concept originates from politics (Boud, 1981), it can be used 

in any field, including philosophy, medicine, and psychology to indicate a capacity that allows a 

person or organization to be able to justify reasons for doing things (Dearden, 1972).  
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In education in general and foreign/second language (FL/SL) education in particular, learner 

autonomy has been claimed to be an ultimate goal for a long time (Benson, 2001, 2009; Dang, 2010; 

McClure, 2001; Waterhouse, 1990). It is often identified to signify students’ active participation in 

learning activities (Benson, 2007), a view which is supported by a number of studies in different 

contexts (such as Aoki, 2001; Christopher, 2006; Hart, 2002; Miller, Hopkins, & Tsang, 2005; Smith, 

2001, 2003b). At the conceptual level, learner autonomy is described as a very ‘complicated’ (Little, 

2003) or ‘multifaceted’ construct (Smith & Ushioda, 2009). The notion of this construct has been 

modified and even transformed during its development. As a result, the definition of this concept 

has varied widely. Currently, it is considered part of the ‘orthodoxy’ of language education, “an idea 

that researchers and teachers ignore at their peril” (Benson, 2009, p. 14). 

 

DEFINITIONS OF LEARNER AUTONOMY 

 

Originally, learner autonomy in language education was defined as an “ability to take charge of 

one’s own learning” (Holec, 1981, p. 3), and this definition has become the most cited in the 

literature (Benson, 2009; Dang, 2010). It was driven by the concept of freedom and autonomy in 

philosophy and initiated by the Council of Europe’s Modern Languages Project in the early 1980s. 

Later, ‘ability’ and “take charge of” were often replaced by ‘capacity’ and “take responsibility for” 

respectively. These word replacements seem to be a matter of linguistics only, and the semantic 

aspects of the construct remain unchanged (Dang, 2010). This ability was further elaborated as not 

being “inborn but must be acquired,” mostly by formal education practices (Holec, 1981, p. 3).  

 

Learner autonomy has been perceived and translated into practice in several ways, depending on 

particular political, social and contemporary situations (Dang, 2010). First, it is generally considered 

as an ability of knowing how to learn (Wenden, 1991). Second, it is regarded as an ability to ‘control’ 

one’s learning activities (Cotterall, 1995). Third, it is seen as an ability for ‘detachment’ (Little, 

1991) or ability to learn “without the involvement of a teacher” (Dickinson, 1987, p. 11). Fourth, it 

is said to be a “capacity to make and carry out choices” (Littlewood, 1996, p. 428) or an ability to 

perform rational decision-making processes over learning activities (Hunt, Gow, & Barnes, 1989). 

More specifically, it is viewed as an ability to give responses beyond usual instructions (Boud, 1988). 

These examples suggest that although different aspects of this ability can be the focus in each 

definition, they always maintain the central core of this construct which is the ability to understand 

and manage learning processes responsibly and effectively. 

 

These variations in the definition of learner autonomy reflect a developmental trend that one should 

expect. As the notion of every learning construct is embedded in and developed from a situational 

occasion, its interpretation should be modified by users according to changes in political belief, 

language learning theory, technology, employment demand, and learning objectives. This becomes 

even more important for learner autonomy and it has been argued in contemporary literature that 

this capacity needs to be localized and addressed in particular social contexts (Smith & Ushioda, 

2009). In other words, people in different socio-cultural situations may have different views on 

learner autonomy, and this, logically, leads to a different set of practices to foster this capacity.  

 

These differences are reflected in the four different perspectives, namely psychological, technical, 

socio-cultural, and political-critical (Benson, 1997, 2006; Dang, 2010; Healy, 2007; Oxford, 2003; 

Sinclair, 2000). The psychological perspective values the personal attributes of the learners; the 
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technical perspective values attributes in the learning environment; the socio-cultural perspective 

emphasizes the interactions between learners and their environment; and the political-critical 

perspective focuses on learners’ access, control, power and ideology in their community. These 

perspectives may look divergent and even opposite at first, but actually they are complementary. 

Impacts from the learning environment (technical perspective) and personal characteristics 

(psychological perspective) are the two important interrelated aspects of learner autonomy formation 

and development. Negotiations and interactions between an individual with his/her situation (socio-

cultural perspective) is in a shared space. These interactive behaviours in a community are driven 

by a desire for more effective learning outcomes, more agency and better life quality (political-

critical perspective). It has been suggested that research should cover as many perspectives as 

possible as they are not antithetical to one another (Oxford, 2003). 

 

Apart from the perspective distinction analysis, it is also necessary to acknowledge that there are 

other ways of examining the construct of learner autonomy. For example, Holiday (2003) focuses 

on the importance of cultural differences and proposes three approaches, namely native-speakerist, 

cultural-relativist, and social autonomy. These are driven by different assumptions on cultural 

superiority which it is argued to create different impacts on the conceptualization of learner 

autonomy. Other examples are personal autonomy (Young, 1986), weak and strong autonomy 

(Smith, 2003a), narrow and broad autonomy (Kumaravadivelu, 2003), divergence and convergence 

(Ribe, 2003), and interactions in dynamic inter-relational space (La Ganza, 2001, 2002). The main 

reason for these several analyses is that they employ different viewpoints and assumptions on 

teaching practices, learners, and situational aspects. However, they are similar in describing the 

performance of learner autonomy capacity. As a result of this, different models of learner autonomy 

have been suggested. 

 

MODELS OF LEARNER AUTONOMY 

 

Similar to the diverse interpretation of the concept of learner autonomy, there are six different 

models of learner autonomy that can be identified in the literature. They can be classified into two 

types, which focus on the stages of development and areas of control. The first type attempts to 

create a general index for each level of learner autonomy development. The second type describes 

the performance of learner autonomy in different aspects of the students’ learning environment. 

 

Models of learner autonomy regarding stages of development 

 

The pioneer in attempting to index learner autonomy attributes into phases of development was 

Nunan (1997). Based on learners’ actions, he proposed a model of five degrees, namely awareness, 

involvement, intervention, creation and transcendence. Conceptually, this model is similar to the 

stages of a learning process, which is how learners are guided to perform a sequential series of 

behavioural and cognitive actions in learning a language item. First, learners need to be aware of 

learning goals and prepare learning strategies. They then adopt their own goals and select suitable 

tasks to perform. After this, they modify, create their new learning goals, and design their new tasks. 

More details are presented in Table 1.  

 

The model provides a useful index in a gradual developmental order of learner autonomy. Learning 

behaviours and processes in each stage are clearly specified. However, this order of development is 
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not necessarily true for learners in different contexts. For example, Chinese learners favour a flexible 

space for creating new content and attempt to design new tasks (Level 4 and 5), but they are confused 

at selecting from a range of alternatives (Level 2) (Sinclair, 2009). This means a learner does not 

necessarily have to achieve Level 2 before Level 4 of learner autonomy. This demonstrates the non-

universal nature of learner autonomy and the disadvantage of using such a language learning theory-

driven model for this socially-mediated construct (compare with Nunan & Lamb, 2001).  

 

Table 1: Five-level model of learner autonomy (Nunan, 1997, p. 195) 

 
Level Learner Action Content Process 

1 Awareness 

Learners are made aware of the 

pedagogical goals and content of the 

materials they are using. 

Learners identify strategy 

implications of pedagogical tasks and 

identify their own preferred learning 

styles/strategies. 

2 Involvement 

Learners are involved in selecting 

their own goals from a range of 

alternatives on offer. 

Learners make choices among a 

range of options 

3 Intervention 

Learners are involved in modifying 

and adapting the goals and contents 

of the learning program. 

Learners modify/adapt tasks. 

4 Creation 
Learners create their own goals and 

objectives. 
Learners create their own tasks. 

5 Transcendence 

Learners go beyond the classroom 

and make links between the content 

of classroom learning and the world. 

Learners become teachers and 

researchers. 

 

The second model of learner autonomy is derived from the definition of learner autonomy as a self-

regulation process. It includes two levels of self-regulation, namely reactive and proactive autonomy 

(Littlewood, 1999). A reactive autonomy regulates the learning activity after clear directive 

instructions have been provided. It “enables learners to organize their resources autonomously in 

order to reach their goal” (p. 75). A proactive autonomy regulates both the activity and the 

instructions. It allows learners to “affirm their individuality and [set] up directions which they 

themselves have partially created” (p. 75). A reactive autonomy is either preliminary to or 

independent of the proactive level. Given relatively specific requirements of each training course, 

educational practices are designed to empower students’ reactive autonomy rather than the other. 

The distinction between reactive and proactive levels has provided important insights, suggesting 

autonomy nurturing in education without significant reforms (Benson, 2006) and specifying a 

benchmark for measurement. However, this distinction is relatively broad. 

 

The third model was proposed by Scharle and Szabo (2000), consisting of three stages, namely 

raising awareness, changing attitudes and transferring roles. Raising awareness is the initial 

cognitive process that enables learners to be conscious about learning objectives; define the contents, 

and determine the progression. Changing attitudes refers to the stage of transition where learners 

attempt to replace the previous learning behaviours with some new way of learning. They rationally 

select appropriate methods and techniques for their learning path (also in Little, 1991). Transferring 

roles is the highest level of learner autonomy when learners can fully control their learning process 

with little structured instructions and support. Learners are involved in a process of checking the 

ongoing learning activities and evaluating the knowledge gained. It seems that this model is a 
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simplified version of Nunan’s (1997) with quite similar indexes. 

 

In brief, these three models have successfully allocated many attributes proposed in the concept of 

learner autonomy in developmental stages. They can be used to indicate possible progression in 

capability from low to high (Benson, 2006) in education contexts and broader social contexts. 

However, their theoretical foundation based on language learning development has challenged 

assumptions of the non-linear development of learner autonomy. This means different attributes of 

learner autonomy can be developed independently from one another. Therefore, researchers have 

suggested another set of models, based on the areas of learning control. 

 

Models of learner autonomy regarding areas of control 

 

The literature has identified three models of learner autonomy which tend to focus on students’ areas 

of control. The first is a three-stage model, namely autonomy as a communicator; autonomy as a 

learner, and autonomy as a person (Littlewood, 1996). The three roles in the model are associated 

with the three situational dimensions of learners, namely contexts of language acquisition, learning 

approach, and personal development, respectively (Benson, 2006). Autonomy as a communicator in 

the context of language acquisition involves the ability to communicate successfully in particular 

situations by creatively employing the language and properly adopting strategies. Autonomy as a 

learner in the context of foreign language learning involves the ability to use suitable strategies to 

participate in learning activities inside and outside the class. Autonomy as a person in a broader 

context involves the ability to communicate personal thoughts and personalize the learning 

environment. Although there seems to be a distinction between these three contexts of autonomies, 

their attributes are interrelated. The first two are assumed to contribute to the characteristics of the 

more advanced person-related (Littlewood, 1996). 

 

The second model of this type was developed by Macaro (1997, 2008) and also consists of three 

aspects, namely autonomy of language competence, autonomy of language learning competence, 

and autonomy of choice and action. The first refers to communicative ability after mastering second 

language rules at a certain level. The second refers to the ability to reproduce the language skills 

which have been gained and transfer them to other similar situations. The third refers to the ability 

to develop learning options such as short-term and long-term objectives and identify preferred 

personal learning strategies as well as an ability to perform higher-order thinking skills in the target 

language such as constructing argumentative essays and providing justifications for a particular 

matter. It can be seen that each aspect is associated with a specific group of skills and behaviours 

which are not totally comparable to each other. For example, acquiring a language rule is not 

necessarily a prerequisite for the development of learning strategies. Therefore, the latter aspect is 

not necessarily more advanced than its former counterpart and overlapping between them is possible. 

 

Instead of focusing more on learners’ behaviours and critical thinking skills, Benson (2001) 

proposes another three-aspect model, specifying three broader areas of control, namely learning 

management, cognitive processes and learning content. These are closely interdependent and 

associated with learning behaviours, the psychology of learning, and the learning situation, 

respectively. The development of control in one area can support performance of the others. For 

example, effective control over the content of learning can result from positive learning attitudes 

and appropriate learning strategies. A high level of cognitive awareness of learning may accelerate 
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the level of control over the learning management process. Pairing the model with the four 

perspectives indicates a relatively match between the three areas of control with the perspectives’ 

foci. 

 

In brief, the three models regarding areas of control have several features in common. The attributes 

of the first two models are very similar. For example, the attributes of autonomy as a learner in the 

first model are not very different from the autonomy of language learning competence in the second 

model. Both concern the learner’s ability to use language for communication in different contexts. 

Similarly, several attributes suggested in autonomy of choice and action in model two are included 

in the controlling areas of learning management and learning content in model three. The main 

reason for these similarities is simply due to the interrelated nature of categories within each model. 

Therefore, there are more overlaps when pairing one model with another. 

 

Discussion on the models 

 

The summary of the six aforementioned models indicates two important indexes for the construct 

of learner autonomy. The first is related to the areas of performance, and the second concerns the 

levels of performance. Each index generally consists of three categories, except Nunan’s model 

(1997) which has five categories. It seems that there is a connection between these two indexes in 

relation to the four perspectives of learner autonomy. The areas of performance, namely cognitive 

processes, demonstrated behaviours, and situation management, serve as an overall index. Each 

category in this index consists of three typical progressive levels, characterized by groups of skills 

indicated in the other index. Table 2 represents this model. 

 

Table 2: Adapted model employed in the current study 

 

Learner 

Autonomy 

 

Psychological 

perspective 

performed 

in 

Cognitive processes 

Cognitively identifying learning styles 

Cognitively modifying tasks 

Cognitively creating new task 

Socio-cultural 

perspective 

Political-critical 

perspective 

Demonstrated behaviours 

(classroom-like situation) 

Performing selected learning styles 

Modifying tasks 

Creating new tasks 

Technical 

perspective 

Situation management 

(beyond classroom) 

Identifying resources from contexts 

Modifying the resources 

Creating new resources 

 

This model can be read from left to right but the vertical order is not important. For example, learner 

autonomy from the psychological perspective is performed primarily in cognitive processes. It can 

be described by a number of attributes such as the ability to identify preferred learning styles, modify 

learning tasks, and design new learning activities. The reference entries for the level index are 

presented in a relatively progressive order. However, it does not mean that the latter skills are higher 

and should be developed after the former. The three levels of progression is simply a way of 

representing the development of this construct. In addition, the three areas of the performance index 

overlap with one another. Success in one area can support the improvement of the others, although 

it is not always necessarily the case. Thus, the level index of the model is kept open because it has 

limitedly been integrated with empirical research. The section which follows draws on prior research 

to identify the attributes valued and performed by learners in different contexts for model index 
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enrichment. 

 

LEARNER AUTONOMY PROMOTING PRACTICE 

 

Analysis of the contemporary literature indicates numerous dimensions of learner autonomy 

performed by learners in different educational contexts. It also shows that educationists and 

researchers have used various practices, depending on particular situations, to enable learners to take 

more control of their learning. They include those with and without the involvement of ICT support. 

 

Learner autonomy promoting practices in traditional classrooms 

 

Identified in the literature are various practices which have been used to cultivate and nurture learner 

autonomy in language education classrooms. What researchers have often done in prior studies is to 

examine the contexts; introduce some effects into their classrooms, and analyse the outcomes. These 

effects are associated with some modifications of classroom activity, curriculum, and/or teaching 

method. This section looks critically into these attempts to document all the dimensions of learner 

autonomy that have been identified and their relationships with other associated variables in 

particular contexts. 

 

Using classroom activities to foster learner autonomy 

 

As learning activities are central to the language learning process, they have been designed to suit 

particular learning objectives (Conole et al., 2008; Lockyer, et al., 2008). These activities include 

both collaborative tasks such as group work, project work, and debate and individual activities such 

as reflective journals and extensive reading to promote learner autonomy. The former focuses more 

on opportunities for interaction and negotiation. The latter focuses more on opportunities for 

individual work. Although these appear to be opposed to each other, it is suggested that they both 

contribute positively to the enhancement of learner autonomy dimensions. 

 

Group-based activities built on a cooperative learning approach have been identified to enable 

students to maintain an appropriate working agenda, as well as effectively implementing it, and 

constantly evaluating learning outcomes (Smith, 2001, 2003a). In his longitudinal study with 

different groups of undergraduate students majoring in languages other than English in Japan, Smith 

began by eliciting students’ interest in daily activities outside of classroom. Those who shared 

similar interests in activity types were allocated to work together. Each group was required to work 

out an action learning plan suitable for their favourite activities. For example, those who liked 

learning the language through topic discussion had to work out a list of topics that they would like 

to discuss and the way that the group discussion should be organized. They were then required to 

implement their plans until the end of the course. 

 

Despite certain difficulties in adapting to the cooperative learning environment, these students 

became better controllers of their learning activities towards the end of the course. When given more 

power to manage their learning, they were willing to take the opportunity to do so. Most of them 

demonstrated their preference for working in small groups and expressed their desire to continue in 

the same fashion in the following semester. They also explicitly expressed positive satisfaction for 

their achievements during the course. However, others indicated that they needed more instruction, 
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advice, and strategy training in certain learning activities. This result appears to negate the 

stereotypical assumption that culturally, Japanese learners tend to passively wait for knowledge to 

be transferred from teachers (Maiko, 2003; Rundle, 2007). 

 

Group-based activities with a wide range of choices are also identified as increasing students’ 

learning engagement and achievement (Aoki, 2001). When being asked to participate in designing 

content for a methodology course, a student teacher in this study was strongly resistant to the 

initiative. She did not like sharing ideas with other peers during group discussion sessions. However, 

she became involved in the activity and developed a close relationship with other group members 

towards the end of the course. Working with the group also enabled her to identify learning goals 

and increase motivation. Similarly, other students reported that their attitudes towards the course 

became more positive as they could freely participate in and manage their learning process. It can 

be seen that collaborative activity can empower learning even with those who are only familiar with 

individual activity. 

 

However, this does not mean that individual learning activities are not important in developing the 

students’ ability to control their learning. Hart (2002) indicates that a suitable combination of both 

collaborative and individual activities for learning can improve reactive learner autonomy. In this 

study, over ninety college students formed their own groups, chose a topic and outlined a number 

of sub-topics in which they were interested. After that, each member selected a sub-topic and looked 

for materials from different resources to investigate it. They then synthesized all the details collected, 

gave a presentation on the topic during the course and made a poster by the end of the course. Apart 

from these group work activities, each student was asked to give an oral presentation and write a 

critical personal reflection on his/her learning process. Although there was no statistical evidence 

for the students’ overall progress, their reflective diaries clearly suggested that these activities 

positively improved their learning attitudes, strategy adoption, and language authenticity. 

 

Similarly in another study, over twenty language teachers from different institutions in Hong Kong 

suggest that project work, group work, reflective journals, and extensive reading are among the most 

appropriate learning activities for learner autonomy enhancement (Voller, 2005). They can raise 

students’ learning awareness, provide more learning choices, offer better opportunities for 

negotiation, increase the use of metalanguage, and trigger more reflections on learning. These 

suggested activities are based on particular constraints in various local working environments such 

as syllabus structure, exam pressure, resource limitation, school system, and social situation. 

 

Innovating teaching methods to foster learner autonomy 

 

Improving teaching methods is another popular practice adopted by educationalists to facilitate 

learner autonomy. Driven by the learner-centred approach, Braine (2003) introduced peer feedback 

to Chinese undergraduate students and suggested that this method can enhance their learner 

autonomy at both cognitive and behavioural levels. Despite being exposed to a predominantly 

teacher-centred approach since early schooling, the participants in this research gradually became 

active in a writing course. They perceived the method as an opportunity to express their opinion, 

negotiate it with other peers, and evaluate their writing. As a result, their satisfaction with the course 

increased. However, it is necessary to note that their negotiation comments are culturally bound. 

They tend to avoid criticism and disagreement with their classmates’ writings, which is different 
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from Western students (Carson & Nelson, 1996) who are more direct in peer reviewing regardless 

of potential conflicts. 

 

In relation to the teacher’s role in introducing innovative teaching methods, evidence suggests that 

a more facilitative and consultant role is better for learner autonomy enhancement (Smith, 2001). In 

an empirical experiment in China (Naizhao & Yanling, 2004), English language students working 

with teachers as facilitators, counsellors, and resource persons consistently achieved higher scores 

in the final exam than those working with teachers as knowledge transmitters regardless of 

proficiency levels and out-of-class learning time. In addition, students in the former groups became 

more self-confident, collaborative, and aware of learning goals and strategies. Although 

improvements in learner autonomy dimensions were based on qualitative rather than statistical 

comparisons, a positive relationship between the facilitative teacher, learner autonomy dimensions, 

and learning outcome was acknowledged. 

 

Another innovative attempt relating to teaching practice is the use of informed goal-setting as in 

Koda-Dallow and Hobbs (2005). The qualitative interview data from the study indicate that 

undergraduate students who were required to explicitly set out weekly learning goals during a five-

week Japanese course could personalize their learning process more easily than others. They even 

adopted goals that were challenging and beyond the course requirement but interesting to them. This 

illustrates a positive relationship between cognitive awareness and learning behaviour. Students 

become more committed to achieving their goals if they are explicitly set out (c.f. Locke & Latham, 

1990). However, the quantitative data on students’ perceptions of different learner autonomy 

dimensions such as selecting materials, correcting mistakes, looking for resources, and identifying 

suitable strategies did not show any significant improvement. The study suggests that the treatment 

and time length of the study were inadequate for learner autonomy development. 

 

Modifying curriculum to foster learner autonomy 

 

Another way of nurturing learner autonomy is related to curriculum modification such as changing 

materials or adding an extra component to the existing program. For example, Fonseka (2003) 

replaced several sections of the course textbook with English songs and suggested that it enhanced 

children’s motivation and communicative competence. Given the poor resource learning 

environment in public schools in Sri Lanka, authentic English songs would have drawn students’ 

learning interest. Singing together in a cheerful spirit and carnivalesque atmosphere can help 

students remember the conversation lyrics easily. These extracts were naturally replicated in daily 

interactive communications.  

 

In another example, students in a collaborative project in Hong Kong were asked to undertake 

several activities apart from their normal curriculum, resulting in improvements in different 

dimensions of learner autonomy (Miller, et al., 2005). These activities include collecting authentic 

materials for a self-access centre, conducting extra tasks in relation to the class topics, and 

conducting project work. For instance, students were encouraged to organize a restaurant and act as 

working staff in that simulated environment after studying the topic ‘Food’ or develop a number of 

songs for a school show. Students reported that they liked such open activities and became more 

actively engaged in learning. They also became more motivated and confident after collaboratively 

managing these processes on their own.  
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Learner autonomy promoting practices with ICT support 

 

With the increasing trend of integrating ICTs into teaching and learning EFL (Hubbard, 2005; Jung, 

2005; Kanniah & Krish, 2010; Levy & Stockwell, 2006), learner autonomy has been investigated 

through e-learning and blended learning environments. Recent research (such as Healy, 1999; 

Littlemore, 2001; Murray, 1999; Schwienhorst, 2003, 2008a, 2008b) has suggested that computer-

assisted language learning can provide facilitative opportunities for students to develop learner 

autonomy. Included is the use of ICT-supported activities inside and outside the classroom although 

the former is less popular than the latter. The distinction between these two categories is only for 

ease of structuring the section, as most ICT-supported attempts have been conducted beyond the 

boundary of the physical classroom. 

 

Using ICT-supported activities in face-to-face classroom 

 

In a technology-rich learning classroom, Christopher (2006) shows that interacting with technology 

enables students to exercise their controlling ability; tailor the learning process, and increase their 

engagement. This project uses El Investigador en Español, a software application for learning 

Spanish, to assist undergraduate students navigate through the learning activities. The software 

offers students a number of topics from which they are free to choose one in which they are interested. 

They then use the classroom computers to research the topic; develop and revise it; and send to their 

friends for peer-assessment. This gives them the opportunity to work with a topic related to their 

interest and directly shape the content of the course in which they are involved. As a result, they 

receive more specific advice from peers and teachers in relation to their learning process. In addition, 

this activity can reinforce an authentic link between the problems that they try to solve in a learning 

task and their concerns in daily life.  

 

ICT-supported activities are also found to provide students with opportunities for reflection, 

negotiation, and language rule implementation. Blin (2004) reported on a case study of about forty 

first-year students studying French as a foreign language for twelve weeks. They were asked to 

collaboratively build a website for learning French. Therefore, they had to perform a series of 

activities such as retrieving information, generating thematic materials, writing up meeting minutes, 

and negotiating on labour distribution. Engaging in these activities enabled students to collectively 

reflect on their language learning and try different linguistic structures that they come across. They 

could also develop skills that help them learn from others in the community. 

 

However, virtual collaboration on particular activities is not always useful for learner autonomy 

development. As students are required to complete tasks, they may interact more with the computers 

than with their peers (Christopher, 2006). This reduces their time for negotiation and discussion 

activities which are more important for managing their learning processes (Blin, 2004). In addition, 

students sometimes take advantage of such a supervision-free virtual space to produce a final 

product without proper attention to the process of doing it (Blin, 2004). Such a problem becomes 

even more serious when this virtual instruction method is not favoured by students who prefer more 

face-to-face grammatical lessons or exercises (Christopher, 2006). They can regard being involved 

in such activities as a waste of time for their language learning. 

In addition to students’ perceptions on teaching and learning practices, students’ efforts and the 
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nature of the course plays a central role in shaping opportunities for learner autonomy development. 

It has been observed that tutor talk time dominates in online synchronous tutorials, and most of the 

interactions are between tutors and an individual student (Heins et al., 2007). It is harder to get 

students to work in groups in such a less structured class. In addition, students’ responses are found 

to be more structured. The result is that opportunities are diminished for informal and spontaneous 

chit chats which are considered important for autonomy development. 

 

Using ICT-supported activities outside of the class 

 

In contrast to the limited number of studies using ICT support in face-to-face classrooms, there have 

been a lot of investigations conducted online. Empirical research in tandem learning has indicated 

that both synchronous and asynchronous communication channels can help students effectively 

reflect on their learning process, as well as engage in learning through interacting with peers, and 

experiment with the target language in authentic situations (Schwienhorst, 2003, 2008b). As the 

tandem exchanges occur between students, they gradually become successful in controlling the 

activity. The text-based environment is motivating for students to choose preferred topics and lead 

the conversations to meet their learning needs. In addition, these archived conversations give 

students an opportunity to re-read any message, evaluate it, and keep track of their learning (Little, 

2001). Their metalinguistic awareness is therefore increased, especially with the support of 

appropriate feedback from their partners.  

 

Students’ learning reflections, interactions and motivation are also promoted through the LMS, blog, 

discussion forum, and wiki environment. Gitsaki (2005) integrated an online Backboard component 

in an intercultural undergraduate course for ESL Japanese students. Different levels of collaboration 

on authentic resources motivated students to challenge their understanding of cultural issues from 

multiple perspectives. Similar suggestions are also made by Pinkman (2005) and other researchers 

(Kessler & Bikowski, 2010), who investigated learner autonomy development through students’ 

participation in blog and wiki spaces, respectively. Opportunities to exchange opinions with and 

receive feedback from others can encourage students to experiment with the target language more 

frequently and successfully complete the activities. Students then become better at managing their 

learning activities (Sidhu & Embi, 2009). However, it has been observed that students’ participation 

is varied. Some contribute a lot more than expected; others simply want to meet the course 

requirements (also in Blin, 2004).  

 

In addition, online collaboration in a relaxing atmosphere has been identified as a way to promote 

students’ monitoring and personalizing learning processes. Attempts such as the e-China projects 

(Sinclair, 2009), iEARN and the Global Classroom Project (Wells, 2007) have used the learner-

oriented approach to facilitate cross-cultural communication and project-related skills. Choices and 

opportunities offered during these courses enable learners to reflect critically on their teaching 

experience and exercise their metacognitive knowledge. However, these opportunities are not 

always appreciated. Some learners in the e-China project were happy with their choices; but some 

others indicated that there were too many choices. One learner even studied every topic in the 

presented order so as not to miss any. This indicates that the students were not familiar with having 

wide choice and freedom to choose which they found misleading in such a material-rich 

environment (Figura & Jarvis, 2007). 
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Further investigations on such out-of-class learning environments where the target language is a 

SL/FL have indicated that students always tend to choose receptive skill-based activities rather than 

productive skill-based activities with which to work (such as Freeman, 1999; Hyland, 2004; Pickard, 

1996; Pill, 2001; Spratt, Humphreys, & Chan, 2002). This is because these kinds of passive activities 

are easier for students to engage in individually. They tend not to choose productive activities mainly 

because they are afraid of having to interact with others. Other factors contributing to this tendency, 

as suggested by the qualitative data, may also be social and political factors (Hyland, 2004). 

Nevertheless, these active out-of-class students are considered successful language learners who 

make use of different dimensions of learner autonomy. 

 

Another study on a group of Junior High School students in Indonesia (Lamb, 2004) also presents 

rather similar results on these kinds of out-of-class learning activities. Passive learning activities 

such as watching television or videos, listening to songs, reading books or magazines are commonly 

reported by these highly motivated participants. However, the most frequently undertaken activity 

identified in the data is attending private courses. This is interpreted as working in a collaborative 

community although no insightful examination of this type of out-of-curriculum course is made. 

Students are also reported to use the Internet sometimes for learning purposes, but qualitative data 

fail to specify the kind of activities adopted. In contrast, teacher learners are suggested to actively 

engage in an online social network specifically designed for reflective learning and professional 

development (Ushioda, et al., 2011). They appear to use the virtual community to reflect on their 

teaching practices and share their experience with others. These examples suggest further research 

on the relationship among learners’ age, interactive patterns, and affordances of the communicative 

platform.  

 

Nevertheless, it seems to be clear that these active out-of-class learners demonstrate certain levels 

of ability to control their learning processes. Performance related to planning courses of actions, 

monitoring learning activities and evaluating learning progress is recorded. When learner autonomy 

is not fostered in the curriculum and through teaching practices in such a stereotyped passive 

learning system, personal psychological attributes and social factors are assumed to play a greater 

role in shaping autonomous learning behaviours. This also reflects social pressure which is somehow 

contradictory to traditional cultural values, a phenomenon commonly seen in developing countries. 

 

Other investigations on reasons for choosing certain types of activities for learning in a self-access 

centre with a group of international students taking General English or English for Academic 

Purposes courses in New Zealand indicate that their decisions are driven by their perceptions on the 

importance of the activities and their weaknesses (Wallis, 2005). Even though they adopt individual 

or collaborative, and receptive or productive activities, they all take some degree of control over 

their learning processes except for evaluation. In addition, out-of-class learning is often considered 

to be of either equal or less importance than formal learning although qualitative data suggests that 

some students do not really value formal class lessons. Again, personal beliefs on learning play a 

key role in exercising and implementing out-of-class activity options. 

 

A SYNTHEZISED FRAMEWORK OF LEARNER AUTONOMY 

 

The paper has so far showed that although research studies may take different perspectives and 

interpretations of learner autonomy, most of them use the phrase controlling and/or managing 
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learning processes to refer to the performance of learner autonomy (e.g., Christopher, 2006; Lamb, 

2009). In addition, several dimensions of learner autonomy are repeatedly identified in different 

investigations. Some of these are only linguistically different. For example, personalizing, 

customizing, and tailoring are respectively used in Sinclair (2009), Gardner (2007) and Christopher 

(2006). Further examination also shows that some dimensions can be included in some others. For 

example, selecting appropriate materials (in Blin, 2004 and Miller, et al., 2005) and employing 

suitable learning strategies (in Hart, 2002 and Voller, 2005) can be argued to be under personalizing 

learning.  

 

It can be seen that the term dimension is not consistently used in the literature. It is used to refer to 

either a specific or general aspect of learner autonomy. To overcome this terminology problem, the 

term attribute is used to refer to all of these general and specific dimensions. These attributes are 

then categorised to conceptually formulate the construct of learner autonomy. A thematic analysis 

indicates that these attributes can be grouped into three types of processes, namely initiating, 

monitoring, and evaluating learning. This categorization matches the proposal by Little (2003). The 

attribute index of learner autonomy is arranged into three categories as presented in Table 3.  

 

Table 3: Index of learner autonomy attributes in three processes 

 
Processes Attributes Source examples 

Initiating 

being aware of learning goals and strategies 

identifying goals and setting goals 

making plans or work agendas 

looking for resources 

 

Aoki (2001) 

Nguyen (2009) 

Yang (2007) 

Monitoring 

maintaining agendas and keeping track of learning 

identifying and employing suitable strategies 

selecting appropriate materials 

tailoring, customizing and personalizing learning 

being flexible and regulating learning 

taking actions or implementing agendas 

concentrating on learning 

collaborating and interacting with others 

expressing opinions and negotiating with peers 

 

Christopher (2006) 

Conole, et al. (2008) 

Gardner (2007; 2009) 

Lamb (2009) 

Nguyen (2009) 

Trinh (2005) 

Yang (2007) 

 

Evaluating 

reflecting critically 

evaluating learning outcomes 

correcting mistakes 

Sinclair (2009) 

Little (2003) 

 

Although these three processes seem to be distinct from one another, they actually overlap when 

being performed. To be able to monitor a learning process successfully, a student may need to 

evaluate his/her current practices and initiate new learning opportunities. Similarly, an attempt to 

initiate a learning process may originate from an evaluative purpose. For example, an EFL student 

approaching two native English speakers can be interpreted as his/her initiating a learning 

opportunity or evaluating his/her English proficiency, or even both. In addition, the development of 

one process may be dependent or independent from the development of the others. A student good 

at monitoring learning processes may also be good at evaluating learning processes, but this is not 

always necessarily the case. These three processes can also be considered complementary to one 

another in cyclic order during a course of learning activities. 

 

The interrelated pattern of the three learning processes is therefore reflected in the attribute index, 
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although each process has its own distinct attributes. The initiating learning process involves 

attributes related to understanding personal learning preferences, setting goals, preparing study plans, 

and creating learning opportunities. The monitoring learning process includes attributes related to 

learning engagement and maintenance such as selecting appropriate strategies, modifying learning 

paths, and negotiating with others. This is probably the longest process, where most of the learning 

takes place. The evaluating learning process anticipates attributes about assessing learning outcomes 

such as proofreading an assignment and evaluating a piece of writing. It can be seen that attributes 

across the three processes may be operated sequentially or simultaneously during a learning act (see 

Figure 1). For example, students may plan to read one book every two weeks. They then choose 

some titles that they like and maintain the reading activity. However, after three weeks, they find 

that reading these books is not very useful and decide to read other titles or change to watching 

movies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Processes of learner autonomy (adapted from Dang & Robertson, 2010) 

 

CONCEPTUAL OVERVIEW OF LEARNER AUTONOMY 

 

Learner autonomy has been argued to be shaped by attributes from personal psychology, learning 

environments, interactions between personal psychology and environment, and the desire for access 

and power. Thus, the current study employs Vygotsky’s notions of socio-cultural theory (Lantolf, 

2000; Lantolf & Thorne, 2006) and community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1999; 

Wenger, et al., 2002) to understand human behaviours, that is, students’ learner autonomy in 

particular. This approach positions learners into a local environment whose identities, resources, and 

practices construct its members’ capacity of learner autonomy (Toohey, 2007). Psychological 

attributes of learner autonomy are primarily shaped from one’s access to and interaction with the 

ideologies and desires of the local community. In addition, technical attributes are basically 

mediated by the local resources. Hence, the performance of learner autonomy is internally generated 

after one’s multi-directional negotiations with his/her community enablements and constraints 

(Dang, 2010). These are illustrated in Figure 2. 

 

Interactions and negotiations of a person with his/her community can be one-on-one, immersion or 

delegation (Wenger, 1999), depending on his/her situation in each activity. The level of an 

individual’s participation in an activity also mirrors both his/her personal characteristics, constraints, 

Initiating 

 

Cognition 

Behavior 

Monitoring 
Evaluating 

LEARNER AUTONOMY 

: Controlling direction 
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and enablements formed by that contemporary environment. In other words, moving one’s position 

from a peripheral participant to an insider, from a passive to an active member, and from a 

spontaneous to a controlling learner in a community requires a lot of facilitative practices from the 

context. Therefore, learner autonomy is a socially-bound capacity, and its development needs to be 

examined in relation to other associated factors in the context (Dang, 2010). This theoretical position 

also properly conforms to the mixed perspective adopted in this research. It helps decrease the 

probability of individualistic perspective on learner autonomy (Pemberton, et al., 2009). On the one 

hand, it values the significant impact of personal attributes and independent internalization. On the 

other hand, it acknowledges external contributions from the context. Therefore, the highest level of 

learner autonomy should be still described via dialogic negotiations and interactions within the 

immediate situation. It should not be considered as an ability to work alone solely. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 2: Theoretical position (adapted from Toohey, 2007, p. 233) 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Drawing on both theoretical and empirical studies to discuss the construct of learner autonomy, this 

paper has aimed to propose a unified definition and theoretical position for further research. As 

learner autonomy is socially-shaped, a combination of socio-cultural theory and community of 

practice is recommended for any investigation into this construct. It also suggests taking into account 

contributions from personal and contextual aspects, as well as the interactions between the two. In 

other words, perceptions of learner autonomy need to be examined in relation to the performance of 

this capacity. Learner autonomy fostering practice needs to be considered each local context. 
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