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ABSTRACT
The global language teaching community has largely spotlighted students’
autonomous learning for the last few decades. Through the thorough review
of the existing literature on learner autonomy, this article aims to theoretically
investigate this concept as well as clearly specify the roles played by teachers
and students in an autonomy-oriented classroom. Autonomous learning is not
at all synonymous with the absolute elimination of teacher’s role and learnerlearner relationships. In fact, language instructors need to comprehend their
roles in a multidimensional way, and students are supposed to be responsibly
active for their own learning process as well as positively interdependent for
academic cooperation.

1. INTRODUCTION
In the recent years, such pedagogical issues as the prevalence of communicative approaches or digital literacy
have been believed to characterize foreign language classrooms. The modern paradigm of language education,
however, would not be the same without the movement from the obsolete teacher-domination to the vogue studentcenteredness. As Zhuang (2010) explained, this transition has arisen out of “the flaws in traditional teaching
methods” which were unable to suit the learning style of each student and consequently made learning “passive and
boring”. The over-emphasis on instructors is also likely to rob students of their sense of responsibility, critical
capacity and creativity for their own learning. The teacher-centered approach, therefore, fails to meet the crucial
conditions of effective education, including the provision of problem-solving activities for students, learners’ total
engagement and teachers’ minimum intervention (Barman, 2013). Those recognizable defects usually found in a
teacher-focused classroom have paved the way for the establishment of a different pedagogical paradigm which
fosters their ability to learn the target language independently. Nevertheless, since being autonomous means “doing
things for yourself” (Little, 2004) or having freedom to act independently, there are indeed a few misconceptions
allied to the theory and practice of learner autonomy. This paper, therefore, aims to investigate the concept of
autonomous learning as well as specify the essential roles which are supposed to be played by teachers and students
toward the make-up of a well-organized autonomy-oriented environment. From a theoretical perspective, this article
helps to re-conceptualize language educators’ idea about learner autonomy, and thus holds a great deal of significance
for the improvement of such relevant practices as teaching, learning, course designing and teacher training,
particularly given the pedagogical contexts across Asia, including Vietnam, where learner autonomy has still been
challenged by various constraints (Dang, 2010; Nguyen, 2012; Phan, 2013).
2. LITERATURE REVIEW
2.1. Conceptual formation of autonomy in language education
In one of the earliest attempts to define learner autonomy (henceforth referred to as LA), Holec (1981, as cited in
Yang, 2007, p. 2) described it as “the ability to take charge of one’s own learning,” which, according to Little (1996),
corresponds to the image of a student with a high degree of self-direction and implies the matter of learner maturity.
Allright (1990, as cited in Ramos, 2006, p. 184) emphasized the equilibrium between self-development and human
interdependence, instead of traditionally seeing autonomy as individualistic behavior. Another considerable defining
effort came from Littlewood (1996, p. 428), who specified two components of autonomy, i.e. ability and willingness,
as follows:
Ability depends on possessing both knowledge about the alternatives from which choices have to be made and
the necessary skills for carrying out whatever choices seem most appropriate. Willingness depends on having both
motivation and confidence to take responsibility for the choices required.
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Even though the interpretations of LA possibly vary from scholar to scholar, many prominent common features
of LA can be recognized from the aforementioned definitions and synthesized in the following working definition of
LA: Autonomy in the ELT arena is a relative concept referring to the learner’s highly motivated attitude and ability
to be essentially responsible for and actively engaged in all aspects of the language learning process within a studentcentered, teacher-facilitated, cooperative context in order to become a competent language learning individual.
2.2. Underlying theories behind LA
In the domain of foreign language learning, LA is firmly built upon the robust foundation of the constructivist,
social-cognitive and motivation-related theories. First of all, autonomous learning is a modern learning theory of
constructivism which means the students take charge of their own learning by carrying out their own learning plans
according to their own needs (Islam, 2011, p. 1080).
Secondly, the notion of LA is also grounded in Lev Vygotsky’s social-cognitive theory of self-regulation, which
involves two significant concepts of “scaffolding,” i.e. the learning assistance offered by more competent others, and
the “zone of proximal development,” i.e. the difference between the learner’s actual level and the potential level that
could be reached with appropriate help (Oxford, 1999). Last but not least, the insight into LA also requires the
understanding of motivation and its three relevant approaches, including the self-determination theory, attribution
theory, and goal-oriented theory. Firstly, the self-determination theory focuses on the two important conditions for
intrinsic motivation, i.e. learners’ perception of the informational learning environment, and an autonomy-supporting
context which facilitates students’ self-determination (Deci & Ryan, 1985, as cited in Dickinson, 1995, p. 166). The
second is called the attribution theory, which shows that some learners tend to be more successful when they believe
in their control over learning and accept new challenges (Dickinson, 1995). Finally comes the goal-oriented theory
which concerns the reasons why students choose to engage in particular tasks or search for certain information to
solve their personally relevant problems (Ma & Ma, 2012).
2.3. Remarkable merits of LA
In general, learners who autonomously take responsibility for their learning are more likely to achieve their
academic goals and even maintain the positive attitude toward learning in the future (Little, 1995). In the particular
domain of language pedagogy, LA provides many opportunities for the use of various skills, through which students
can enhance their language learning processes, e.g. self-regulation of activities, self-monitoring, working with others,
or awareness of learning strategies (Ramos, 2006). The LA theory also puts a strong emphasis on the learner as a
central, active figure in the academic environment, and this “active participation ensures success in language
learning” (Ming & Alias, 2007, p. 1). Significantly, it helps learners achieve a high degree of “creativity and
independence” and lays the foundation of life-long learning, which explains why fostering LA should become “one
of the most important goals that teachers and educators try to pursue” (Yan, 2012, p. 558). Last but not least, the
down-to-earth necessity of autonomous learning may arise from real-world constraints, such as students’ lack of time
to follow a traditional course, the insufficient demand for a language to set up a standard teacher-led course, or limited
staff-student contact time due to budgetary restrictions (Kojima & Kojima, 2005).
3. RESEARCH METHODS AND RESULTS
On a theoretical basis, this study employs diverse sources of materials for deep insight into the issue under
investigation. Specifically, this paper critically examines the existing literature found in a wide range of international
peer-reviewed journal articles and proceedings in order to ensure that the analysis and synthesis of the data is reliably
based on the scholarly and professional knowledge.
Employing the aforementioned interpretation of LA as the main conceptual foundation, this article goes to deeply
discuss the identity of language teachers and learners in an autonomy-directed pedagogical context. From a more
practical perspective, a certain number of relevant implications are then presented, mainly focusing on the teaching
of language macro skills.
3.1. Teacher’s roles
Since LA “is not equivalent with leaving learning to the exclusive responsibility of the student” (Ribbe &
Bezanilla, 2013, p. 110), teachers actually play an indispensable part in scaffolding the autonomy in language
education. Their roles in the autonomy-based classroom are, nonetheless, distinctively distinguished from that in the
teacher-centered language pedagogy, where it is the teacher’s role to make decisions with regard to purposes of the
work, focus of content, ways of undertaking the work and evaluation of students’ performances, both covertly as part
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of planning and classroom management and through overt instructions at key moments in a lesson (Ma & Ma, 2012,
p. 841).
Rather, the teacher’s identity in LA-oriented pedagogy is well determined under some specified terms, namely:
an educational architect who creates a classroom environment conducive to student participation, an educational
consultant who serves as an experienced coach working alongside of students during the learning process, and an
educational assessor who evaluates learning outcomes and uses this information to help learners improve their
learning (Barman, 2013, p. 54). At the same time, as a promoter of a multicultural perspective and a reflective
practitioner and researcher, a language teacher ought to strike a balance between students’ native culture and the
target one, as well as the judicious blend of reflective research and teaching (Kojima & Kojima, 2005, p. 69).
As can be inferred from the aforementioned literature, LA truly calls for the reconceptualization of how teachers
work and act. In autonomy-oriented language classrooms, their roles are now to provide psychological support and
strategy training for their students to develop autonomous learning (Zhuang, 2010), and to create a motivating
environment by formulating relevant problems as well as linking them to learners’ prior knowledge (Schreurs &
Dumbraveanu, 2014). Teachers are then expected to withdraw their total control and give students more involvement
in making decisions throughout their learning process. In language education, no matter what specific skills are
taught, students always feel excited about things to which they can relate; and, at this point, teachers’ flexibility is
highly needed for careful consideration of what to teach as well as how to deliver lessons. Taking an English lesson
of descriptive writing for example, language teachers can motivate leaners by asking them to write about their favorite
movie star or music idol. This initial interest in the lesson can help learners maintain their motivation and become
more independent while working on the task.
Understandably, because “foreign language knowledge and skills appear to be very relevant to personal
autonomy in a multilingual world” (Benson, 2012, p. 32), EFL teachers have a certain responsibility to foster LA,
which requires much of their effort, patience, time and skills (Chan, 2000), especially within the Asian spoon-feeding
educational system where language learners are used to following the lead of the instructor so as to pass examinations
(Islam, 2011).
3.2. Learner’s roles
Overall, an autonomous learner is often recognized through a diversity of skills, a focused approach to language
learning, as well as the pursuit of successful learning despite the probability of failure (Nunan, 2000, as cited in Islam,
2011, p. 1081). However, in addition to the abundant approvals of such ideas as the personal responsibility for
learning or self-reflection on academic improvement, LA has also been emphasized in terms of interdependence, i.e.
“the ability of learners to work together for mutual benefit and to take shared responsibility for their learning”
(Ivanovska, 2015, p. 353). Regarding the English speaking skill, for example, autonomy may occur when learners
learn how to construct knowledge for themselves about how to speak in the target language that will be in addition
to the teacher’s prior scaffolding. For this reason, learners have to develop autonomy through an interdependence,
rather than independence, with the teachers’ instructional methods (Talley, 2014, p. 25).
This article accentuates the identity of autonomous learners in a communicative context because the highest level
of LA should be achieved through dialogic negotiations and immediate interactions between students (Dang, 2010).
As the factors of cooperative interaction and mutual support always play a vital role in effective communicative
language classrooms, the practice of LA would not make full sense if it just involved individual learner. From an
empirical perspective, Egel (2009, p. 2024) discovered a consensus on the importance of developing LA within the
classroom “through the support of teachers and collaboration of the learners.” Similarly, Chang (2007, as cited in
Zarei & Zarei, 2015, p. 266) also confirmed the correlation between group factors and English language students’
autonomous behaviors, which implies a learner’s possibility of getting positively influenced by their classmates’
autonomy.
Once again, although autonomy may be mistakenly associated with the idea of learning in a strictly independent
manner, there is indeed a sensible connection between autonomous and cooperative learning, with very little degree
of conceptual contradiction. Rather, the practice of LA can even be strengthened via a reasonable amount of
interdependence between individuals. In addition to the assistance and encouragement provided by the teacher, the
mutual interaction among peers greatly contributes to the making of a communicative environment which is
advantageous for students to reinforce their sense of responsibility and autonomous behavior in language learning.
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3.3. Pedagogical implications
The implementation of learner autonomy and collaboration is firmly believed to engender numerous values such
as generating interactive language, offering secure environment for successful learning, resulting in increased
motivation, or promoting a better sense of learner responsibility (Brown, 2001, as cited in Onozawa, 2010, p. 130).
Given the essence and values of truly autonomous learning, the following table provides a number of concrete ideas
on the basis of the four macro skills in English language pedagogy:
Table 1. Potential teaching activities for promoting autonomous language learning
English skill
Suggested teaching ideas
▪ Training students with various strategies to deal with different listening task types
(e.g. multiple-choice questions, gap-filling, matching);
▪ Treating listening questions in textbooks with flexibility and modifying them if
necessary;
Listening
▪ Introducing extra materials for home practice (with both questions and keys for
students’ self-reference);
▪ Encouraging students to listen to one TED Talk per week (or other interesting
speeches which can be found on social media platforms), and, in class, share with others
what they have learnt from it.
▪ Training students with scanning and skimming practice;
▪ Giving students practical tips to deal with different reading task types (e.g. multiplechoice questions, gapped texts, true-false-not given items);
Reading
▪ Using authentic texts, whenever possible, for intensive reading practice;
▪ Getting students involved in extensive reading activities, alternatively followed by
oral discussion or written reflection.
▪ Selecting topics relevant to students’ real-life experiences or interests;
▪ Asking students to record monologues for teacher’s feedback or peer evaluation;
▪ Maximizing students’ talking time via some creative projects, e.g. interviews with
Speaking
foreigners, individual vlogs, etc.
▪ Encouraging students sincerely and trying not to make them too afraid of using the
foreign language, especially when they make unserious errors during practice.
▪ Conducting group brainstorming before asking students to work individually on a
writing topic;
▪ Emphasizing the pre-writing stage to help students build up confidence for more
autonomous learning afterward;
Writing
▪ Carrying out joint-writing activity with the participation of the teacher and all class
members: Students contribute ideas, build sentences or form paragraphs under teachers’
immediate prompts and corrections;
▪ Using social networking sites to encourage more students’ writings (e.g. writing
Facebook statuses or commenting in English).
As can be seen from these suggestions, the crucial elements of individual responsibility, positive cooperation with
peers and external facilitation from teachers are well integrated, all for the development of autonomous learning. The
autonomy-oriented teaching practice actually revolves around the three core principles of involving learners in the
decision-making process (1), supporting their self-monitoring (2), and scaffolding the immersion of students in
authentic learning environments (3) (Ribbe & Bezanilla, 2013). In the 21st-century language pedagogical context, the
promotion of LA should be practically connected to the utility of Internet-based activities in order to assist
collaborative interaction and learner control (Benson, 2001, as cited in Kruk, 2012, p. 115).
4. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
All in all, this article provides an in-depth discussion on the multidimensional identity of teachers and learners in
an autonomy-based English language teaching environment, as opposed to what they basically do in the conventional
language classroom. For the optimal development of LA, it is equally important for language teachers to understand
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the true nature of autonomous learning and re-conceptualize their own functions. When it comes to the notion of LA,
the identification of the learner as a central, independent individual in the learning process has been excessively
accentuated at the expense of teacher-learner-learner relationships. Rather, in the proper interpretation of LA, the
independent role of learners should be fully fostered along with the positive interdependence between fellows and
the sensible support from the teacher.
Built upon the major foundations of social constructivist learning and motivation, LA yields a great number of
pedagogical merits and has thus received tremendous appreciation from the language teaching community despite
its complicated nature. In its full sense, LA refers to students’ willingness and ability to take responsibility for
important decisions in their own learning process within the supportive environment which is made up of learner
centeredness, teacher facilitation and well-organized cooperation between peers.
Upon such awareness, the significance held by language teachers in an autonomy-supportive setting is not de
facto on the decline even though they essentially keep themselves away from the supreme classroom power. Instead,
they are supposed to simultaneously adopt a variety of facilitating roles, such as a resourceful guide, a creative
supporter, a reflective counselor, who provides students with appropriate assistance, sufficient motivation,
constructive feedback, and effective atmosphere for learning.
The proper recognition of autonomous students does not only lie in the amount of accountability which they take
for their own learning, but also highlights their positive interdependent behavior. In other words, academic
collaboration by no means negates learners’ exercise of autonomy as it creates an interactive context where students’
sense of responsibility is well reinforced and their target-language communication is securely aided.
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