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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

Language learning is more important in today’s global world than it has ever been 

before. This is especially true for students who desire to learn English, as it is commonly 

used throughout the world. Of course, learning a language is not an easy feat and an 

individual’s success in learning is dependent upon many variables such as age, exposure 

to the language, availability of quality teachers, and motivation just to name a few 

(Lightbrown & Spada, 2013). For years, many students have chosen classroom learning 

as a primary method of language learning, especially before technology made learning 

materials more accessible.  

Learning a language is a massive undertaking and it is difficult to learn a language 

by only attending classes with a teacher. If students really want to work toward mastery 

of a language, it is beneficial for them to seek outside resources and opportunities for 

practice on their own. This is especially true for adults learning a language at the 

university level. Many students studying English at the university level already have 

some knowledge of the language and are pursuing further studies either as a requirement 

or because they feel a desire to increase their English language skills. However, for some 

students, learning on their own is difficult. Some students may lack the motivation to 

continue learning outside of class and others simply are unsure of how to learn on their 

own. Language teachers may not know how to help foster autonomy in their students or 
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do not view their students’ learning outside of the classroom as their responsibility. 

However, if teachers want their students to really succeed in a language, helping them to 

become autonomous learners is important (Orawiwatnakul & Wichadee, 2017). The 

discussion around autonomous learning is often clouded by differences in the definition 

of autonomy and there are limited, accessible resources available to teachers on how they 

can help their students. Therefore, this project seeks to answer the question: how can 

teachers of English as a foreign language at the university level help their students 

become successful, autonomous learners?  
In this chapter, my background in language learning and teaching, as well as how 

this subject of research came to be is discussed. The importance of this topic is discussed 

as well as the context and rationale for the project. A brief overview of the entire 

capstone is also provided. 

My Experiences in Language Learning 

Despite growing up in a monolingual household, I have had an interest in 

languages for a very long time. Both of my parents spoke a little bit of German and, in 

fact, my maternal grandfather’s native language was German. Therefore, growing up, I 

was exposed to the German language. At that point, I did not explicitly acknowledge it as 

another language; the basic words and phrases I used were just an accepted part of my 

lexicon. Once I got to middle school, my school was experimenting with teaching 

languages. At some point, we had one semester of French and one semester of German. It 

was at this point I started to really understand that these are entire languages, like my 

own, that other people use in their everyday lives.  
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I loved learning languages. In high school I took three years of Spanish and then 

when I got to university, I studied German for two semesters and chose linguistics as a 

minor. Upon graduation from university, I worked as an administrative specialist for a 

crime bureau and enjoyed it but I really missed languages. Had linguistics been offered as 

a major at my university I would have done that, but at that time it was only a minor. I 

wanted to find a way to continue studying languages and linguistics, so I started taking 

Mandarin Chinese classes in the evenings.  

One morning I was walking into work and a man stopped me in the parking lot. 

He had a criminal background check done for a job and he explained to me that the crime 

bureau had given him the results on a piece of paper but would not explain it to him. He 

explained that he had only recently immigrated to the United States and, while he could 

speak English, he struggled to read it and was wondering if I could help him. The paper 

he was given contained a long paragraph full of legal jargon all just to say that he had no 

criminal record. So, I explained it to him and pointed out where it said he had no record. 

He was so thankful that I was willing to take the time out of my day to help him. This 

brief encounter made me reflect on how difficult it must be to immigrate to a country 

where you are not confident with the language. It was this that inspired me to get a 

Teaching English as a Foreign Language (TEFL) certificate. 

My Language Teaching Experience 

 I completed Hamline University’s TEFL certificate program and I began 

volunteer teaching English at a learning center in Minneapolis, Minnesota in the 

evenings. My students were adult refugees primarily from Somalia who were learning 
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English to gain citizenship and to integrate into society. Despite what some may believe, 

in my experience most refugees would rather not have to leave their home country, their 

culture, and the familiarity of their life behind to start over in a new country. Some of my 

students loved the United States and were so happy to be here and excited to learn 

English. Others, understandably, were not. This is when I first noticed how much of a 

difference motivation can have on language learning. At this point, I was privileged in 

that I had never had to learn a foreign language out of necessity. So, I had never really 

considered the role that motivation plays because I had learned languages for fun and was 

intrinsically motivated by my own enjoyment of language. It was very clear who was 

using English on a daily basis and studying on their own and who was not.  At this time 

too, I also started applying to jobs teaching abroad because I had always wanted to live in 

another country and thought this would be a great opportunity. I was offered a job 

teaching elementary age students in Korea. 

While teaching students in Korea, I continued to see how great of a difference 

there was in the levels of highly motivated and unmotivated students. I was teaching a 

class for middle school students whose English level was more advanced and a student 

showed me a book she was using to study on her own. This student’s English level was 

pretty good, not the best in the class but not the worst. This book that she was using to 

self-study was a vocabulary book aimed at college students studying English. In my 

opinion, this book was generally not a great resource; it was just a conglomeration of 

very advanced-level vocabulary. Some of the terms in this book were so specialized that 

I, as an educated, native speaker of English, had never used them and probably never 
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would. While I admired this student’s enthusiasm, it became apparent to me that, even 

when students are highly motivated and willing to put in extra effort outside of class, they 

may struggle to understand how or what they should be studying as well as what 

resources will be useful to them. 

After my two-year contract teaching at the elementary school ended, I began 

teaching online. I taught both children aged four to fifteen and adults. Again, I noticed 

how important motivation can be. Some of my young students loved English and studied 

very hard before every class. For other students, it was clear that they attended their 

classes solely to appease their parents and made very little progress. My young students 

all lived in China so their opportunities to practice English outside of classes and school 

are likely limited unless their parents also happen to speak English. My adult students 

were primarily native Spanish or Portuguese speakers living in Mexico, Central, or South 

America. A few of them also lived in the United States. These students had sought out 

language classes either to improve their education or job prospects or to improve their 

standard of living while living in the United States. Therefore, I found many of these 

students to be highly motivated, but many of them expressed that they were unsure how 

to practice languages outside of class when they did not live in an English speaking 

country. I found that, as a teacher, it was important for me to provide them with materials 

they could access outside of class to really help them further their English skills. 

Capstone Context and Rationale 

These realizations of the importance of motivation and an understanding of how 

to self-study or self-teach are what led me to the topic of this capstone. This current 
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project is aimed at helping teachers of university students and adults, but much of what 

will be covered may also be helpful to teachers teaching lower age groups. University 

and adult students were chosen because these students are often taking language classes 

to fulfill a major requirement or to increase job prospects (Kormos & Csizér, 2013). 

Therefore, these students can benefit from being able to take their learning into their own 

hands to reach their personal goals. It is unlikely that students are going to become 

competent users of a language solely from classroom instruction. It is imperative that 

they understand how to further their skills on their own. Much of the research in this area 

has worked to define what learner autonomy is and has focused on how technology and 

different resources can help students to learn independently (Joshi, 2011; Little, 2007; 

Pemberton, 1993; Reinders, 2006, 2010). However, there is a lack of solid resources that 

give teachers implementable methods and techniques that they can use to help foster 

autonomy within their own students. That is what I intend to do with this capstone 

project. I created professional development workshops aimed at university and adult 

English second language or foreign language teachers to explain to them why fostering 

learner autonomy to help their students become life-long learners is important and ideas 

of how they can attempt it within their own classrooms. This professional development 

could be presented to teachers through workshops or language teaching conferences.  

Personal and Professional Significance 

This project is of personal significance to me due to my role as an English as a 

foreign language (EFL) teacher. I plan to implement what I learn through this capstone 

project with my current adult students. I also hope to one day teach in a university upon 
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completion of my master’s degree and hope that what I learn from this project will be 

valuable to my future teaching.  Like all teachers, I want to see my students succeed and I 

do everything I can to make that happen.  

It is my hope that other teachers can benefit from this project as well. I hope to 

help teachers understand why learner autonomy is so important and provide them with 

the tools and resources that are currently lacking or non-existent.  

Summary 

In this chapter, I outlined my previous experiences with both language learning 

and teaching. My desire to help others navigate the complicated world of English is what 

led me to teach English. Furthermore, seeing differences in motivation as well and 

difficulties with self-teaching within my students led me to my research question posed in 

this capstone: how can teachers of English as a foreign language at the university level 

help their students become successful, autonomous learners? The aim of this project is to 

help teachers understand why they should encourage autonomous learning within their 

students and provide teachers guidance on how to do so.  

In chapter two, I provide a literature review of relevant definitions and practices 

in fostering learner autonomy. In chapter three, I provide a description of my project and 

chapter four contains my reflections and conclusions from my project.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Literature Review 

Introduction 

When a student learns a foreign language, in-classroom learning is a common 

option. This may have been especially true in the past when there was not as much access 

to technology and, therefore, independent learning materials were possibly less 

accessible. Today, many different options are available to students, especially those 

willing to further their learning on their own outside of the classroom. In this chapter, 

previous research on learner autonomy and the different roles played by students and 

teachers are discussed. 

This chapter begins with a discussion of definitions of relevant terms. When 

reviewing literature in this area of teaching, there are many terms that are encountered. 

Researchers debate many of these definitions including key terms such as autonomous. It 

is important to discuss terminology because understanding how a researcher defines a 

particular term is necessary to understand their research.  

Following the discussion of relevant terms and the research behind them, the 

teacher’s roles in autonomous learning are evaluated. It may seem that autonomous 

learning aims to remove the teacher from the picture but quite the opposite is true. Many 

students are not aware of how to learn independently and, therefore, require the 

assistance of a teacher. The teacher plays many roles in the process of encouraging and 

improving students’ ability to learn autonomously. The roles of the teacher help inform 
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the project by providing best practices and methods based on research that teachers can 

employ to better help their students.  

The third section of this chapter evaluates the student’s role in autonomous 

learning. Naturally, students play a big role in the autonomous learning process. It is up 

to them to understand and accept the process and to do their best to implement it. This 

section discusses how students view autonomy, what skills they need to develop, and 

how they view their role in their learning. It is important to see this from the student’s 

point of view because without it, the teacher is unaware of how to best help their 

students.  

The final section of this chapter investigates different methods that can be utilized 

by teachers to implement autonomous learning. There are myriad different methods and 

activities teachers can use to enhance autonomy in their students. This section discusses 

general frameworks teachers can implement into their teaching as well as different ideas 

that can be utilized. This helps inform suggestions of what teachers can do in the final 

project.  

Definitions 

The idea of learners being independent and finding intrinsic motivation is not a 

new concept. However, defining terms related to learner autonomy and independence has 

proved difficult for researchers thus far. There are numerous different terms used and 

much debate on how to define them and which ones have similar meanings. Self-access 

learning and blended learning are two terms that often come up in discussions on 
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autonomous learning. After a discussion on those types of learning and their definitions, a 

more thorough discussion of what autonomous learning is often defined as will follow.  

Self-Access Learning  

In an attempt to make learners more independent and help them find ways to learn 

on their own, many schools and universities have created self-access language learning 

centers. These centers typically have computers and resources available to students that 

they can use outside of normal classroom learning. These centers aim to accommodate all 

students regardless of their language level or learning style. In discussions of autonomous 

learning, self-access learning often comes up but how to define it is a subject of debate. 

Reinders (2006) defined self-access learning simply as learning that takes place in a 

self-access center. Under this definition, students accessing materials and studying on 

their own outside of an institution would not be considered to be self-access learning. 

This contrasts with other definitions such as that provided by Barrs (2011) who defined 

self-access language learning (SALL) as a move toward independence in learning and the 

ability to lead one’s own learning with less reliance on the teacher. Under this definition, 

self-access learning is the process of helping learners to become independent in their 

learning and is not referring to learning on one’s own. This definition does not restrict 

self-access learning to a specific place. 

Blended Learning 

 Blended learning is another term that is persistent in literature related to 

independent learning. Good teaching practice has always involved using a variety of 

different teaching styles, methods, and activities. However, explicitly using the term 
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blended learning is a relatively new phenomenon that came about with the computer. 

Initially, it was used to mean supplementing traditional classroom learning with online 

learning. Today, it is used the same way, but it can also be used to discuss blending 

different methodologies and learning environments. Blended learning has been found to 

promote student-centered learning, and provide flexibility in learning outside of the 

classroom (Marsh, 2012). 

Autonomous Learning  

The term autonomous learning is a relatively common term but is often used 

interchangeably with many other terms. Researchers disagree on which terms have the 

same or similar definitions. According to Joshi (2011), most researchers agree that the 

terms autonomy and autonomous learning cannot be defined the same way as the terms 

self-instruction, self-access, self-study, self-education, out-of-class learning, or distance 

learning. The same article also stated that these terms are used to mean the ways that one 

can learn on their own while autonomy is more specific to the student’s individual ability 

to learn on their own. A student can study by themselves without the guidance or 

influence of others, but that does not mean that they can learn by themselves. There are 

also terms that some researchers consider to mean the same thing as autonomous 

learning. These include: learner independence, self-direction, and independent learning 

(Du, 2012; Karatas, Alci, Yurtseven, and Yüksel, 2015). In a study that specifically 

examined self-directed learning, it was defined as students taking control over their 

learning process by setting goals, identifying resources, and evaluating outcomes (Du, 

2012). Pemberton (1996) considered autonomy to be a capacity while self-directed 
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learning is a way of organizing one’s learning. One of the difficulties in defining learner 

autonomy is that researchers often look at different aspects of it when creating their 

definition. Many times, the terms ability or capacity are used in these definitions and 

those two terms are often used interchangeably (Bekleyen and Selimoğlu, 2016). 

Reinders (2010) pointed out that in some cases the term autonomy is used to embody 

motivation, awareness, and interaction into one cohesive term. Reinders (2010) also 

stated that very few researchers have attempted to quantify autonomy. It is unlikely that 

autonomy could be broken down into something measurable because the term is usually 

used to encompass so many different things. This is likely why there is not a single, 

systematic way for learner autonomy to be easily integrated with classroom learning.  

 Benson and Voller (1997) strayed away from defining and instead provided five 

situations in which the term learner autonomy can be used. The first situation is when 

students study entirely on their own. This could mean, for example, when people study a 

language on their own as a hobby and not for a class. The second situation is when 

learners are working to acquire skills that can be learned and applied in a self-directed 

setting. In this case, their definition of self-directed learning seems to be most aligned 

with Pemberton (1996) where autonomy is the ability to learn while self-directed learning 

is the process of organization. The third situation is when students already have the 

capacity to work and learn autonomously but they are unable to do so due to constraints 

placed on them by educational institutions. The fourth is when learners proactively take 

responsibility for their own learning. The fifth and final situation where the term 

autonomy can be used is when discussing learners’ rights to choose how, when, and what 
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they will learn. These five situations show that Benson and Voller (1997) attempted to 

incorporate many of the above-discussed definitions for autonomy.  

After looking through all of the research, there is one definition in particular that 

most researchers discussed and tended to use in their own research. That is the definition 

given by Holec (1981), which stated that autonomy is, “the ability to take charge of one’s 

own learning” (p. 3). This is one of the earlier attempts at defining learner autonomy and 

it is still commonly referenced in more modern works. It is also important to note that 

most literature does not consider autonomous learning to mean learning alone (Marsh, 

2012). Autonomous learning typically involves the capacity to learn independently and 

manage one’s learning but neither of these necessarily have to be done alone. Lee (1998) 

considered voluntariness, learner choice, flexibility, teacher support, and peer support to 

all be essential parts of learner autonomy. This is not necessarily a definition of 

autonomy, but more a list of what is needed for learner autonomy to be successful. 

However, this list leaves out capacity or ability within the learner which seems to be an 

essential part of autonomy when all of the given definitions are considered.  

Self-access learning and blended learning are typically mentioned in discussions 

of learner autonomy and they are related to the topic as they provide ways of engaging in 

autonomous learning. Defining autonomous learning itself has proved to be difficult 

(Bekleyen, Selimoğlu, 2016; Karatas, Alci, Yurtseven, Yüksel, 2015). There are many 

similar terms that researchers agree do not carry the same meaning as autonomous 

learning (Joshi, 2011; Pemberton, 1993; Reinders, 2006, 2010). However, learner 

independence, self-directed learning, and independent learning can be considered to mean 
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the same thing and they typically refer to a student’s ability or capacity to learn on their 

own (Du, 2012; Karatas, 2015). Many researchers doing studies on this topic seem to 

prefer the definition of autonomy given by Holec (1981) which stated that autonomy is, 

“the ability to take charge of one’s own learning” (as cited in Bekleyen & Selimoğlu 

2016, p. 1; Joshi, 2011, p.13; Little, 2007, p.15). This is the definition that will be used 

going forward in this capstone. The terms independent learning and autonomous learning 

are used interchangeably following this definition. 
Understanding the various terms and definitions related to this topic are essential 

in helping us to answer the question: how can teachers of English as a foreign language 

at the university level help their students become successful, autonomous learners? The 

next section goes more in-depth about the roles teachers play in encouraging autonomous 

learning in their students. The different roles are discussed as well as the importance of 

teaching students how to learn. 

The Teacher’s Roles  

As mentioned previously, because autonomy is not easily quantifiable, there is no 

one systematic way that teachers can help their students to be more autonomous learners. 

It would seem that the idea of autonomous learning may be to remove the teacher from 

the equation entirely. This is not true and, in fact, the teacher plays a very important role 

in encouraging and increasing learner autonomy among their students. According to 

Little (2007), autonomy is a process where the teacher gradually gives more 

independence to the students in a systematic fashion. The teacher slowly allows students 

to take more responsibility for their own learning. Support from the teacher and 
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involvement in a learning community are still essential for even the most autonomous 

students (Reinders, 2006).  In order for teachers to successfully implement autonomous 

learning, teachers need to be knowledgeable of the learning process and their influence 

on it.  Teachers must understand pedagogy and be skilled in management (Camilleri, 

1999).  

Teachers in the Autonomous Classroom  

A teacher who wants students capable of learning on their own has many roles to 

play. According to Joshi (2011), in autonomous learning, the teacher acts as a facilitator, 

organizer, resource, and provider of feedback and encouragement. Little, Hodel, 

Kohonen, Meijer, and Perclova (2007) provided three more specific roles that a teacher 

has in encouraging their students to learn more independently in the language classroom. 

First, teachers should allow students to become more involved in their learning process. 

Students should have some say over their learning objectives and goals. This can help 

students realize things they would like to learn that they will need additional resources 

outside of the classroom to achieve. Second, teachers should encourage learners to reflect 

on their learning and reflect on the target language. Finally, the teacher should promote 

appropriate target language use among their students. Overall, the teacher’s primary role 

is to help and support their students. The goal of learner autonomy is usually that students 

are able to learn independently and not rely on their teacher. However, often teachers will 

have to help students learn these skills (Du, 2012, 2013; Kormos and Csizér, 2013). 

Helping Students Become Autonomous  
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Some students have a lot of intrinsic motivation and do not need much assistance 

from the teacher when it comes to learning autonomy. However, some students may need 

a lot of support in acquiring the skills needed. If learners are not explicitly taught how to 

learn on their own and are not prepared to choose materials that will suit their learning 

and their goals, they will have problems learning autonomously. Studies have found that 

access to resources is not sufficient in helping students learn on their own (Reinders, 

2010). Therefore, it is the responsibility of the teacher to help students develop 

competency in autonomy (Du, 2013). To do this, teachers must provide their students 

with direction, reassurance, and support. Teachers should help students create goals, 

understand different strategies for learning, and help them to locate resources for their 

learning. The teacher should act more as a manager of the learning experience and less of 

a provider of knowledge. It is also imperative that teachers provide an orientation to 

autonomous learning and also a way for students and the teacher to assess where the 

students are at now and where they want to be in order to set useful goals (Du, 2012, 

2013). That initial orientation is essential and throughout the course it can be useful to 

continue to teach the skills needed for autonomy. This can include things like time 

management and different ways to find learning opportunities outside of the classroom. 

Setting goals alone will not promote autonomous learning. Students need guidance on 

how they can meet their goals outside of the classroom (Kormos & Csizér, 2013).  

Students should also have opportunities to work together to discuss study methods 

and resources that work for them and that do not work. It is also important to keep in 

mind that there could be some resistance from students if the concept of learning outside 
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of the classroom and outside of the prescribed syllabus from the teacher is very new to 

them. You must provide the reason for implementing this and move at a pace that is 

comfortable for your students and not overwhelming (Reinders, 2010). In order to 

properly guide students, the teacher must be able to help map out a path that will be 

available and useful to students and their learning but also foresee the potential 

consequences of different paths. The teacher must inform students of different resources 

available and different methods and strategies for learning. It is also important that the 

teacher can foresee potential problems in a student’s learning and help counteract these 

problems before they occur (Joshi, 2011). Sometimes, encouraging autonomous learning 

is uncomfortable for teachers, especially those accustomed to being the transmitter of 

knowledge rather than helping students learn how to learn. Implementing autonomous 

learning is not easy and some teachers may feel very unprepared (Du, 2013).  

Student Expectations of Teachers  

Researchers have laid out what roles the teacher needs to play in order to help 

students become successful independent learners. Students also have opinions on what 

role their teachers should play in helping them learn how to learn. In a study done by 

Bekleyen and Selimoğlu (2016) in which students at a university in Turkey were asked 

what they thought the teacher’s role should be, most of the students felt that teachers 

should be responsible for choosing the activities in their courses and deciding what the 

students should learn next. In essence, they felt that course planning is the teacher’s role. 

This could be problematic because it shows the students feel they need the teacher as a 

guide to determine what they should learn next. Bekleyen and Selimoğlu (2016) felt it is 
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therefore important for teachers to determine their students’ thoughts and assumptions 

about autonomous learning before trying to help them do it. 

 In a separate study that involved university students in Hong Kong (Chan, 2001), 

the researcher implemented autonomous learning as part of a class. Students expressed 

that they liked it when the teacher explained what and how they were learning but they 

also liked receiving problems to work through on their own and to be able to realize their 

own mistakes. These students saw the teacher as a resource and facilitator but also felt the 

teacher should instruct and that the teacher had the dominant role in the language learning 

process. Another study on students learning Chinese in a university in the western United 

States (Du, 2013) found that students most wanted one-on-one, individualized feedback 

and were unsatisfied with the generic feedback they received on work they had 

undertaken autonomously through a portfolio project.  It is important that teachers 

understand their student’s desired outcomes from a course and what they expect of the 

teacher. Teachers must understand students’ perceptions of autonomous learning in order 

to know how to motivate their students and help them accomplish their goals. According 

to Karatas, Alci, Yurtseven, and Yüksel (2015), classes must be designed to promote 

students' intrinsic motivation to help them better achieve autonomy and overall academic 

achievement.  

On the surface, it would seem that autonomous learning removes the teacher but, 

in fact, the teacher plays many important roles in fostering autonomous learning. The 

teacher must act as a facilitator, organizer, resource, and provide encouragement. Many 

students are unfamiliar with autonomous learning or are uncomfortable with it. For this 
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reason, teachers must teach students the skills they need to improve their abilities to learn 

on their own. It is important that teachers understand how familiar their students are with 

autonomous learning and their view of it in order to decide how to best help them move 

forward.  

This section plays an important part in answering the question: how can teachers 

of English as a foreign language at the university level help their students become 

successful, autonomous learners? When implementing autonomous learning in the 

classroom, teachers have many important roles to play and it is essential that they 

understand these various roles if they are to help their students become independent 

learners. 
The following section further explores the roles students must play in autonomous 

learning. Students’ knowledge and views of autonomy are also discussed as well as why 

it is imperative that teachers know how their students view autonomous learning. 

The Student’s Roles 

Teachers and students both play an important role in autonomous learning. Some 

students may be more apprehensive than others to engage in autonomous learning but it is 

so important that they learn how to do so. Students living in a country where their target 

language is not spoken by the majority cannot learn the language solely in the classroom. 

It is just not possible for classroom learning to provide enough opportunities for 

interaction and language use. This is why it is so important that students take advantage 

of outside learning opportunities or create them (Kormos and Csizér, 2013). When 

students engage in autonomous learning, they are able to gain additional knowledge to 
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bring back to the classroom which can help make the classroom environment more 

interesting and engaging (Orawiwatnakul and Wichadee, 2017).  

Culture’s Effect on Student Autonomy  

According to Bekleyen and Selimoğlu (2016) it is often mentioned in the 

literature is that some feel the concept of autonomy is primarily a western concept and 

may not work as well in other contexts such as Asia. However, it is wrong to assume that 

all people educated in one particular culture will behave the same way or hold similar 

beliefs. Learners from Asian cultures are often stereotyped as obedient and passive 

learners who view the teacher as the primary source of all information. This is simply not 

the case and it is important that we do not let stereotypes dictate how we treat our 

students or choose to educate them (Bekleyen and Selimoğlu, 2016). Regardless of the 

teaching context, it is imperative that teachers judge all students equally and work to 

understand students’ current views and knowledge of autonomous learning so that we can 

best help them implement it.  

Students’ Views of Autonomy  

As mentioned previously, it is important that teachers work to find out their 

student’s knowledge of learner autonomy and their feelings about it. Orawiwatnakul and 

Wichadee (2017), found a positive relationship between how students felt about learner 

autonomy and their language learning behaviors outside of class. Students who felt 

learner autonomy is important and useful to their learning engaged in it to a high degree 

outside of class. These students also tended to have higher levels of English proficiency. 

Students who did not feel as positive about learner autonomy were often less successful 



25 

in their learning and placed more responsibility on the teacher to guide them in every step 

of their learning (Orawiwatnakul and Wichadee, 2017). 

Motivation is also strongly linked to learner autonomy (Kormos and Csizér, 

2013). Students who were more motivated and willing to put additional effort into their 

learning were often more likely to self-regulate and were less likely to have difficulties 

with boredom or time management.  

Necessary Traits of Autonomous Learners  

For students to be successful in learning independently, they should be both 

responsible and aware of their learning so that they are better able to understand how to 

learn (Joshi, 2011). Time management is also an essential skill for students. They must 

learn how to manage their time to avoid procrastinating (Marsh, 2012). This is important 

to being a good student in general but good time management skills are imperative to 

being a successful autonomous learner. If students cannot manage their time well, they 

will struggle to reach their goals. Motivation is, of course, another key component to 

successful independent learning. Students must find what motivates them and find ways 

to stay motivated. Sometimes, students are required to take a language class that they do 

not necessarily want to take. This is when it becomes even more important that students 

find something to motivate them so that their learning endeavors will be successful. One 

example is that students in Hungary stated that their primary motivation for studying 

English is its status as a world language (Kormos and Csizér, 2013). Chan (2001) listed 

six abilities that students need to develop in order to become successful autonomous 

learners which include: the ability to set learning goals, developing learning strategies to 
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achieve those goals, creating study plans, self-reflection, the ability to identify and select 

relevant resources, and the ability to assess one’s own progress. Initially, it is important 

that students get support from a teacher in all of these skills but it will be useful for 

students to develop these skills and be able to implement them on their own over time.  

Students’ View of Their Role in Developing Autonomy  

A study by Chan (2001) asked students from Hong Kong what role they felt they 

should play in developing their ability to learn independently. Almost half of the students 

believed that they should be involved in the selection of course content, learning tasks, 

and activities. They also thought it was important for the teacher to take their ideas about 

learning into consideration. The majority of students wanted some responsibility for their 

own learning and wanted to assess their own progress. Also, a large majority believed 

that they could become effective learners if they were given instruction on how to learn 

and the overall learning process. The students also liked working in groups, pairs, and as 

a whole class. Overall, the students had a very positive attitude towards autonomous 

learning which further showed that one cannot stereotype how students will feel about 

independent learning based on their background (Chan, 2001). 

This section suggested that students tended to have differing opinions of 

autonomy and what their role and the teacher’s role should be. Some students believed 

that most of the responsibility for learning fell on the teacher while other students felt 

they should be more responsible for their own learning. No matter how students feel 

about autonomous learning, it is important that teachers do not play into stereotypes 

associated with their students. Teachers must not only understand their role but also what 
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the role of the student is and what it is not in order to answer the question: how can 

teachers of English as a foreign language at the university level help their students 

become successful, autonomous learners?  

The next section focuses on different ways learner autonomy has been 

implemented into the classroom. General findings of what students and teachers want as 

well as different methods and activities used are discussed. 

Implementation of Autonomous Learning 

Fostering learner autonomy to help students further their knowledge of a language 

and turn them into life-long learners is important, but implementing it is not a black and 

white process. Implementation can be a very slow process depending on students’ 

familiarity with autonomy and their willingness to pursue it. It is important that activities 

in the autonomous classroom setting allow for student involvement and many different 

types of activities and interactions (Chan, 2001). There are many different methods 

teachers can use when attempting to make their students more autonomous. The method a 

teacher chooses depends on myriad factors such as the wants and needs of their students 

and what technology or resources are available to themselves and their students.  

General Implementation  

It is generally understood that encouraging students to be autonomous learners is 

important but implementing it is not an easy task. Generally, students should be 

encouraged to play an active role in their learning as the teacher gradually steps away and 

lets the students take control over their learning process (Orawiwatnakul & Wichadee, 

2017). There tends to be an agreement that students need a study plan to help guide their 
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learning and help them reach their goals. It is important that teachers regularly review 

these study plans to help make sure they are realistic and to keep the students on track 

(Marsh, 2012). Reinders (2010) laid out one example of a general framework for 

implementing autonomous learning. The first step is identifying needs. Students need to 

see their strengths and weaknesses as well as what they desire to work on. The next step 

is goal setting followed by planning the learning. Planning out how they will learn helps 

students determine how they will reach their goals. Next is selecting resources and 

learning strategies based on that learning plan. At this point, students need to put 

everything into action and start practicing their language. From there, students and 

teachers must monitor progress and regularly assess and revise the plan to be sure 

students are on track to meet their goals. The teacher’s role in all of this is to first instruct 

students on how to learn and different strategies they can try. Without this explicit 

instruction, autonomous learning will not have the desired outcome for many students 

(Reinders, 2010). This was echoed in another study by Lee (1998) who found that 

students must receive training at the beginning of the program and throughout. Lee 

(1998) also mentioned that helping students find ways to stay motivated can be very 

beneficial. Also, both Lee (1998) and Reinders (2010) maintained that the teacher should 

act as an advisor or counselor for students helping guide them along the way. Lee also 

found that students need a genuine choice when selecting resources and activities. 

Collaborative learning is also useful so that students can share strategies and do peer 

work. Du (2013) also emphasized the importance of collaborative peer work alongside 
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more structured learning.  

Integrating Technology  

Technology has made it easier than ever for students to learn and study a language 

independently. In many parts of the world, today’s students have access to computers and 

smartphones. However, as Barrs (2011) pointed out, it is important that technology 

introduced into the classroom is normalized. It has to be such a regular part of everyday 

life that students are comfortable in using it and do not have to waste time learning how 

to use it. Whether or not technology can be useful to autonomous learning really depends 

on the student’s location and the types of technology available to them. If students do not 

have access to computers outside of school, integrating computer learning with classroom 

learning may not be ideal.  

In countries where smartphones are common, they can be a great way to 

encourage autonomous learning. Barrs (2011) found that students used their smartphones 

for language learning in a number of different ways. These included: using the camera to 

take pictures of board work in class, recording lectures, using flashcard applications as 

well as English language news apps, and using voice recognition technology to practice 

their pronunciation. Another study specifically explored students’ use of mobile phone 

applications in their language learning (Niño, 2015). Many students used apps in place of 

a paper dictionary in order to look up words, translate, and look for definitions. They also 

used apps for listening to pronunciation and practicing vocabulary. Students found that 

apps were useful in increasing their vocabulary and allowing for extra practice at any 

time and in any place. Apps also made review easier and more fun. Most of the students 



30 

in this study also agreed that it may be helpful for instructors to add the use of apps into 

their classes (Niño, 2015).  

When teachers opt to integrate technology into their classrooms and encourage 

students to use technology as a way to study independently and further their knowledge, 

it is important that teachers carefully plan how they will do so. Naturally, more highly 

motivated students may be using technology to improve their learning outside of class on 

their own, but not all students will. Marsh (2012) gave some examples of how this can be 

done including: teaching students how to be independent learners early in the course, 

create an online space for students to discuss their learning and give advice, help students 

assess their own strengths and weaknesses to help them find appropriate materials and 

activities online, utilize a flipped classroom approach that requires students to complete 

certain tasks before class time, and finally help students design a study plan.  

Learning Journals and Portfolios  

The use of learning journals and portfolios is not new to language learning but can 

be effective in enhancing student’s abilities to study their target language independently. 

According to Du (2012), there are some key features that should be included in a learning 

journal in order to really improve students’ independent learning skills. Students should 

utilize journals to reflect on their learning and set goals. The teacher should provide clear, 

specific objectives for the students as well as feedback that is personalized to each 

student. These journals do not necessarily have to be a documentation of the learning, but 

rather can serve as a way to analyze the learning process. Students can record what 

methods they are using to study and how effective they are. This way, students can see 
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what they have been working on and whether or not it is actually helping them with their 

learning (Du, 2012).  

One example of this was done in a study by Kemp (2009), where students were 

asked to keep a listening log where they recorded their experiences with listening. 

Students were able to choose their own listening tasks. In the end, these logs helped 

students see if there was variety in what they chose to listen to, as well as what was 

useful to their learning and what was not. They were also able to look back and analyze 

why some listening situations turned out better than others. Students became more aware 

of different situations and found they were better able to prepare for them in the future. It 

also improved their motivation. Students were able to reflect on their activities and see 

where their understanding broke down and that often motivated them to work harder so 

they could understand similar situations in the future (Kemp, 2009). Another study by Du 

(2013) required students to write portfolios based on news texts. Not only did creating 

these portfolios improve their ability to read news texts, they also learned how to 

prioritize tasks, find new resources, and evaluate their learning on their own. They also 

improved their reading strategies in their foreign language.  

Other Activities  

When teaching a language, it is important that all aspects of the language are 

taught including: reading, writing, speaking, and listening. There are many ways teachers 

can encourage their students to work on these skills outside of class. 

Group Work and Projects. Group work has long been used in the classroom to 

encourage students to practice and work on the language together. Whether students are 
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practicing the language or completing a project in a group, working with a group 

provides more opportunities for interaction. In the classroom, the teacher can still 

encourage autonomy by allowing groups to choose their own activity and desired 

outcome of the group work (Little, 2007). Group projects can also be beneficial to 

students as they can make students accountable to their peers instead of their teacher 

which can also help foster autonomy (Marsh, 2012).  

Writing. Writing is another important aspect of language learning. Whether 

completed as part of pair or group work or individually, there are ways to use writing 

activities to encourage autonomy. One way to encourage autonomy through writing 

activities is by allowing students to make posters summarizing their learning plans, or 

listing useful vocabulary, idioms, and grammar. Students can also be asked to keep 

learning journals (Little, 2007).  It is important to give students some freedom as to what 

to include in their journals. There are many options including recording new grammar 

with example sentences or more advanced types of writings like stories or summaries. 

Journals are a great resource in autonomous learning because they allow the students to 

see where they struggle with writing and their progress over time. Giving students space 

to write collaboratively can also improve autonomous learning skills. Teachers who want 

to implement more technology can allow students to create and share blogs where they 

can comment on each other’s writing and provide feedback. These also serve a similar 

purpose to a writing journal by allowing students to see their weaknesses in writing and 

their progress. Utilizing class wiki sites where all of the students contribute one piece of a 

bigger project can also be a useful activity (Warschauer and Liaw, 2011). 
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Listening and Speaking. Listening is arguably the easiest skill for students to 

work on outside of class. There are many options for listening such as music, television, 

and movies. Podcasts are another great option and students can personalize the activity by 

choosing topics or genres that are most interesting to them. Podcasts can also be used for 

speaking practice. Students can create them to share with classmates or as an audio diary 

where they can hear their improvement in their speaking over time (Warschauer & Liaw, 

2011). One study found that listening activities are in fact one of the most common 

activities students engaged in outside of the classroom. Bekleyen and Selimoğlu (2016), 

found that the most common activities among a group of students was listening to 

English songs and watching English movies or TV shows. Their least preferred activity to 

engage in outside of class was writing. Listening is often a very important skill for 

students to practice autonomously. They get some listening practice in the classroom but, 

especially if they live in a country where their target language is not widely spoken, their 

opportunities to practice listening in the target language are very limited unless they find 

outside resources (Kemp, 2009). 

Having options available for implementation will help teachers to find the best, 

most effective way to integrate autonomous learning in their classroom and answer the 

question, how can teachers of English as a foreign language at the university level help 

their students become successful, autonomous learners? In the final section of this 

chapter, self-access centers and electronic learning environments will be discussed as 

methods of implementation on a larger scale. 



34 

Self-Access Centers and Electronic Learning Environments 

Self-access centers (SAC) are physical places where students can go to study and 

find resources on their own. The University of Auckland created a SAC for their ESL 

students in an attempt to help them gain independent learning skills (Reinders, 2006). 

They also created an electronic learning environment within their SAC. This is a 

computer program that can help students determine what they need to work on the most, 

make goals and study plans, find resources, track what they have learned, as well as 

measure the progress of their learning. Overall, students said that the SAC and ELE were 

helpful to them and they spent a lot of time in the SAC. Despite this, very few students 

actually used the ELE and the ones who did mostly did not follow through with it or used 

it in a way that would not be helpful to them, such as setting unrealistic goals. Most 

students did not utilize the needs analysis, even though the computer and staff repeatedly 

asked them to do so. While students did enjoy using the SAC as a place to practice their 

English outside of the classroom, the researcher attributed the failure of the ELE to 

students who had a lower than expected level of English as well as students who were not 

experienced in autonomous learning (Reinders, 2006).  

It is likely that students would benefit from having proper training and support on 

how to learn independently and how to use the ELE. The researcher later found that 

having students start by working with a language advisor helped them improve their 

independent learning skills and they then benefited more from the ELE (Reinders, 2006). 

A later study by Reinders (2010) more closely explored the SAC. In the first study, 

students often used the resources available in the SAC, such as textbooks, but because 
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they were unfamiliar with autonomous learning and did not take proper advantage of the 

ELE, it is hard to say how helpful the resources really were for the students. The 

researcher stated that materials used in autonomous learning, and available to student use 

in a SAC, must be useful to students who are learning without the aid of a teacher. This 

means that materials should have clear, easy to understand instructions and answer keys. 

It is also still important that students are encouraged to reflect on their learning (Reinders, 

2010). Self-access learning centers can be very beneficial to students, especially those 

that have limited opportunities to use their target language outside of the classroom. 

However, this is something that an institution often needs to create and cannot be done by 

the teacher alone.  

Conclusions 

Autonomous learning is something that some students will do on their own while 

others will need a lot of guidance. Language teachers often know that students need to 

put in the work outside of class but EFL teachers are not usually instructed on how they 

can help or what their role should be in this process. That is why it is so important that we 

take an in-depth look at the question, how can teachers of English as a foreign language 

at the university level help their students become successful, autonomous learners? The 

research presented here has shown that teachers play an essential role in this process and 

it is important that they understand what their role is. Not only that, but teachers should 

also have flexible options on how they can assist their students. It is essential that both 

teachers and students understand the goals of the students, and teachers may have to give 

explicit instruction on how to set goals that are measurable and attainable. The research 
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presented here provides an overview of how teachers can help their students and help 

them play an active role in the learning process. 

Summary  

The literature review presented above suggests that autonomous learning is 

essential in helping students learn a foreign language. There is much debate about the 

definition of autonomy but most agree that it has to do with a student’s ability to learn on 

their own. This encompasses many things including: the ability to assess one’s needs, set 

goals, plan how learning will happen and what resources will be used to aid in learning, 

and assessing learning outcomes, and making adjustments as necessary. Some students 

are naturally highly motivated and will undertake this on their own. Most students, 

however, seem to greatly benefit from guidance from a teacher.  

The teacher plays many roles in helping their students to become successful, 

autonomous learners. The teacher must first teach students how to learn. They can do this 

by teaching them about the process of learning and the steps needed to learn on their 

own. It is also important that the teacher provides a rationale for autonomous learning 

and encouragement. Even though students should become sufficient in assessing their 

own work, many still benefit from individualized feedback from their teacher. There are 

many different activities available to teachers that allow them to give more autonomy to 

their students, including asking students to keep learning journals and portfolios. 

Showing students how to integrate technology into their learning outside of the classroom 

can also be useful. Finally, when available, self-access learning centers can be invaluable 

to helping students find the resources they need to be able to successfully learn on their 
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own.  

Chapter three provides details of the project informed by this research. The goal 

of the project is to create a professional development training to help university language 

teachers implement autonomous learning and aid their students in developing 

independent learning skills. 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

Project Description 
 
Introduction 
 

The purpose of the literature review in chapter two was to provide an overview of 

what past research has found regarding the necessity of fostering autonomous learning in 

students as well as methods that have been utilized and their effectiveness. The 

knowledge gained from chapter two was used to inform this capstone project and provide 

research-backed answers to my research question: how can teachers of English as a 

foreign language at the university level help their students become successful, 

autonomous learners? This chapter aims to describe the final project that was informed 

by that literature review and by additional theories related to best practices in adult 

learning and data collection methods.  

This chapter begins with a description of the project. The project aims to be a 

series of professional development workshops for teachers and this chapter describes the 

nature of the project as well as how it is to be presented. The framework used to inform 

the project and creation of the evaluative survey is also discussed.  

Within this section, the intended audience is also detailed. This gives the reader a 

clear idea of how what has been learned will be transmitted to others in the field in order 

to further their practice as a teacher. The rationale behind the chosen audience is also 

explained. Finally, there is an overview of how the effectiveness of the presentation will 

be measured. This includes an examination of best practices regarding both adult 

education and collecting data through surveys. A description of the survey questions and 
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the guidelines used to create the survey is discussed. This furthers the reasoning of why 

this type of project was chosen for this topic and how the outcomes and effectiveness of 

the project will be evaluated in a way that provides accurate and useful data.  

The second section explains the timeline within which the project and capstone 

were completed. This chapter ends with a summary of chapter three and a brief preview 

of chapter four.  

Project Description and Framework 
 

This professional development training is envisioned to take place within four 

sessions. The lengths of these sessions will vary with the first session being the longest, 

perhaps around two hours. The three follow-up sessions will be slightly shorter in length, 

around one to one and a half hours. This length was chosen to allow for enough time to 

cover the material to be presented, as well as allow for thoughtful reflection on the part of 

the participants. The professional development will be presented through a slide show 

presentation (Appendix A). Google Slides was the chosen platform to host these slides 

due to its easy accessibility on any computer with an internet connection. The slides can 

also be downloaded to store on a USB drive for use if the internet is not available.  

The first workshop will present the background and idea of autonomous learning 

and provide some strategies teachers can implement in their classrooms. The teachers 

will have a chance to think about what they want to try and will then meet in small 

groups to discuss what strategies they liked, what they didn't like, and what they plan to 

implement in their classrooms. 
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Prior to workshop two, a survey (Appendix D) will be sent out to teachers asking 

what is working and what is not, as well as any questions they have. The responses will 

be used to facilitate workshop two where the facilitator will address the questions 

submitted. Teachers will meet in their same groups to discuss how implementation is 

coming along in their classes. There will then be a full group discussion addressing the 

questions from surveys and any others that have come up. The facilitator will present a 

few new strategies based on feedback from participants. The facilitator will also provide 

the attendees with tools to evaluate the effectiveness of what they are doing, such as a 

survey to give their students. At the end of workshop two, the attendees will meet in their 

groups to discuss what they will do differently and any new strategies to try. 

Workshop three follows a similar format to workshop two. A survey (Appendix 

E) will be sent out prior to see how the attendees are doing. In workshop three some 

strategies to implement what they have learned for the long-term will be including. This 

includes things such as suggestions to give their school about resources or materials they 

can create to introduce this concept to new students each year. If they haven't been 

already, the attendees should survey their students after workshop three (Appendix F). 

Their results will be discussed in workshop four. 

Workshop four follows the same format as two and three. Results of student 

surveys will be discussed and attendees will get a chance to share their final thoughts. 

The idea is that workshop one is very facilitator centered while two-four will be more 

attendee centered. 
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Framework  

Theories of adult learning were used to guide the creation and implementation of 

this project. Proven best practices of getting data from surveys will also be used. Knowles 

(1992) was used as a framework for the project. This framework was chosen to ensure 

that the presentation is interesting and impactful. Knowles’ theory for teaching adults 

follows two general principles:  

1. Learners should be active participants in their learning rather than receiving 

information passively. 

2. Adult learning should start with the backgrounds, needs, interests, problems, and 

concerns of the participants and build upon them. (1992, p. 11-12). 

Particularly when instructing large groups of adults, quantity and quality of interaction is 

important, Knowles (1992) stated. He outlined three different types of interaction and 

ways to improve these interactions.  

The first type of interaction is “interaction on the platform” (Knowles, 1992, 

p.11). At a minimum, this requires a single speaker but can be enhanced by adding visual 

aids and additional speakers to create a more dynamic dialogue. For my presentation, I 

plan to have one presenter and a visual aid. Participants will also receive a handout 

summarizing the presentation on which they can take notes.  

The second type of instruction is called “interaction between platform and 

audience” (Knowles, 1992, p.11). The most basic form of this interaction is inviting the 

audience to ask questions at the conclusion of the presentation. This is something that I 

plan to do. Knowles (1992) also suggested creating groups called the “reaction group” 
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and “watchdog group” (p. 11). The reaction team listens to the presentation and then 

gives its reactions. I would prefer to do this activity in small groups so that everyone has 

a chance to give their thoughts. At the conclusion of the presentation, I will ask people to 

meet in small groups to have a brief discussion on the presentation and how they plan to 

apply what they have learned. The “watchdog group” listens for terms or concepts it 

thinks the general audience may be unfamiliar with and will interrupt the presentation to 

ask for clarification (Knowles, 1992, p.11). This presentation is intended specifically for 

teachers so, in this case, this probably is not something I would utilize. However, if I 

happened to be presenting to a more diverse group or to a group of very new teachers, 

this could be useful.  

The third and final interaction outlined by Knowles is “interaction among 

members of the audience” (1992, p.12). He stated that he often begins his presentations 

by getting a feel for the audience. I think this is very important because every group is 

different and how the information is presented should be adjusted to meet the needs of 

each group of students. I would start my presentation by getting a show of hands on 

different categories such as the age of students participants teach and the participants’ 

background in education (e.g., do they have a TEFL certificate, BA in education, or MA). 

Knowles (1992) also suggested having the participants form groups of two to six 

to have short discussions before and/or after the presentation. I think for my purposes I 

would generally start each presentation by having participants meet in groups to discuss 

some focus questions including: are your students learning the language for fun/personal 

fulfillment or as a requirement (for a job, degree, or living situation)? Do you feel that 
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your students rely on you as their primary source of information regarding learning their 

target language? Do you think the majority of your students seek out additional learning 

materials to enhance their language skills outside of what you have assigned? My hope is 

that these questions will get the participants thinking about the content of the presentation 

and their own teaching situation. At the conclusion of the presentation, Knowles (1992) 

suggested having students get back into their groups to discuss how they plan to apply the 

ideas from the presentation in their individual context. Each group then has one 

representative summarize their ideas for the class. I plan to follow this suggestion in my 

own presentation. This way, participants have a clear idea of what they are taking away 

from the presentation without having to unpack it later. 

Project Audience  

The intended audience for this project is ESL/EFL teachers teaching adult 

students in a university setting. Potentially, this topic could be applicable to language 

teachers teaching any language at any age level, but the project is aimed specifically at 

ESL/EFL teachers teaching adults. As this is a professional development project, I 

foresee teachers accessing this training through teaching conferences and workshops. 

This audience was chosen because, in most cases, students who are taking English 

language classes in university are doing so either as a requirement or to further their 

career. For this reason, it becomes very important that these students are able to learn 

how to further their English on their own. Also, it is not often that EFL teachers have 

access to in-depth professional development trainings in general so I think this audience 

could especially benefit from this opportunity. 
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Learning a language is an immense undertaking and a teacher can only get a 

student so far. It is imperative that students have the knowledge to further their skills on 

their own while they are in university and when they are working in the real world. It 

may be helpful to students if they are able to identify what they need to learn and have 

knowledge of how to do so.  Language learning is a lifelong journey and students may 

find that journey to be much easier and much more enjoyable if they are able to learn 

independently. These skills are also pertinent to other areas of study outside of language 

learning and it will be beneficial for students to have the skills to apply to all areas of 

their studies.  

Measuring Effectiveness  

A paper survey (Appendix G) will be distributed to participants at the end of the 

training. This survey asks questions about what they learned and what they found useful 

and what they found less useful. The Teacher Professional Development Evaluation 

Guide by M. B. Haslam (2010), was used to aid in creation of the survey to ensure that 

the survey provides useful data. The participants will be asked questions about the 

usefulness of the presentation and activities.  They will be asked if they see themselves 

implementing what they learned with their own students and there will be an option to 

provide their email address for a follow-up questionnaire, which will be provided 

digitally.  

If they agree to the follow-up, they will receive a follow-up email (Appendix G) 

approximately three to six months later, depending on the timing of the event. This email 

will include a link to a survey (Appendix G). The survey is digital to ease the collection 
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of data and housed on a free platform that does not require the teacher to create an 

account or sign in to anything. The six-month timeline should give teachers enough time 

to implement some of the tips they gleaned from the presentation and see if they are 

working for their students or not. Six months was also chosen to account for breaks in the 

school year where teachers were not teaching. This follow-up survey asks teachers basic 

non-identifying questions about their work environment and students (how many 

students, age of students, why students take the class). They will also be asked if they 

implemented what they learned in the classrooms. If not, why? If so, was it effective? 

How did it help students? In what ways did it not help? Is there something you would like 

to try differently in the future? 

Timeline for Project Completion 

The timeline for completion of this project is late spring through summer of 2020. 

The course where the capstone was completed took place during the summer semester of 

2020. Chapter two of the capstone was drafted in winter 2020 and chapters one and three 

were drafted during the spring semester of 2020. The entire capstone and project was 

completed in August of 2020. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this chapter was to explain the nature and purpose of the project 

informed by this capstone. The project is a professional development aimed at ESL/EFL 

teachers teaching adult students at the university level. This specific target audience was 

chosen because these students and teachers could benefit from this training, however, as 

mentioned, much of the information to be presented can be applicable to ESL/EFL 
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teachers teaching other age groups and language levels.  The project is intended to be 

presented at workshops or conferences aimed at teachers and should be completed in one 

120 minute session.  

The design of the project was informed by research-backed theories related to 

adult learning. Using these theories as the backbone of the project ensures that it is both 

useful and effective. The outcomes and effectiveness of the training will be evaluated 

through the use of surveys. The surveys were carefully crafted using researched methods 

of data collection to ensure that the information collected from the surveys provides valid 

and reliable data. Chapter four concludes this capstone project. It provides a reflection of 

the information learned in the completion of this capstone.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Reflection and Conclusion 

Introduction 

In this concluding chapter, I reflect on this capstone and project as a whole and 

revisit the question: how can teachers of English as a foreign language at the university 

level help their students become successful, autonomous learners? This chapter consists 

of four sections: key learnings from the project, revisiting the literature review, project 

implications and limitations, and future research and communication of results.  

The key learnings from this project section takes an in-depth look at some of the 

problems with English foreign language (EFL) teacher training as a whole. It also 

discusses how my knowledge and view of autonomous learning has been expanded and 

how this project and capstone will benefit the profession. 

In the second section, I revisit the literature review and its key findings. I discuss 

the studies that were most important to defining learner autonomy, describing the 

importance of autonomous learning, identifying the most important roles and traits of 

students and teachers, and framing implementation.  

The third section discusses the implications of this capstone and project as well as 

the limitations. The final section of this chapter discusses where future research should go 

from here as well as how I plan to communicate these results. 
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Key Learnings from the Project 

English Foreign Language Teacher Training  

Unlike licensed K-12 teachers in the United States, English foreign language 

(EFL) teachers often teach overseas and all have very different backgrounds and different 

training. Typically, K-12 teachers have a degree, either undergraduate or masters, in 

education and have all completed the same or similar exams to receive their license. The 

type of training and exams varies a bit depending on grade level and subject teachers 

wish to teach, but generally, they all have similar education based on state licensure 

requirements. Licensed teachers also must participate in continuing education in order to 

keep their license. The case of EFL teachers is very different. Where in the world a 

teacher wishes to teach English typically dictates the types of training necessary. In most 

cases, a TEFL, CELTA, or other English teaching certificate is necessary. These 

certificates can vary extensively in terms of how many hours are required for completion, 

cost, and whether or not there is a teaching practicum requirement. Often, a bachelor’s 

degree in any subject is also required, but sometimes just the certificate is enough. If 

teachers wish to teach at the college or university level, they will often need a master’s 

degree and sometimes the certificate too. Once a teacher has these basic requirements, 

they typically do not need any further education. Depending on the country a teacher is 

teaching in, there may be very few, if any, opportunities to attend conferences or 

workshops aimed at furthering the knowledge and skills of EFL teachers. This is one 

aspect I struggled with while creating my project. Outside of my TEFL certificate and 

master’s degree, I have not encountered many other opportunities to further my teaching 
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abilities. I do happen to live in a country that holds annual conferences for EFL teachers, 

but even those trainings and workshops are typically no more than one-time, forty-five 

minute sessions. I have never attended, or even had the opportunity to attend, a workshop 

that was larger in scale and spanned days or weeks. These types of workshops are often 

more effective and useful to teachers than one-time workshops. I think if more of these 

types of opportunities were available to EFL teachers, it would vastly improve the quality 

of EFL teaching all over the world.  

Autonomous Learning 

 I have long viewed autonomous learning to be an essential part of language 

learning. When I studied German in university, I quickly learned that if I wanted to really 

learn this language, I had to work just as hard outside of class as I did in class. Now that I 

am a language teacher, I wanted to learn more about this topic from the teaching side 

rather than the student side. In completing my capstone and project, I learned so much 

about the teacher’s role in autonomous learning and how they can help their students 

essentially learn how to learn. As a student, I viewed autonomous learning as 

supplementing what I learned in class in my own time; however, I did not always find 

this easy to do. I would often just review what had been learned in class and seek out 

additional materials and explanations when there was something that I did not 

understand. I never thought about how the teacher can play a big role by helping students 

figure out what they want to learn and how to learn it. By integrating lessons on how to 

learn and helping students understand their goals, teachers can help all of their students, 

even those that are less intrinsically motivated, succeed.  
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Benefit to the Profession 

 I believe that many language teachers know that motivation to study outside of 

class is an important trait for students to possess if they want to learn effectively. 

However, I do not think many teachers receive any basic training or information on why 

they should explicitly bring autonomous learning into the classroom or how to do it. It is 

my hope that this capstone and project adds something to the conversation on 

independent learning. While completing my literature review, I came across many great 

articles and studies, but I did not find much all-inclusive information on why autonomous 

learning is important, how to introduce the idea to students, and different methods of 

implementation in the classroom. Every teacher, student, and classroom is unique, and 

there is no one right way for teachers to implement this kind of learning. With this 

project, my aim was to provide a workshop that gives teachers practical ideas for 

implementation as well as a space to share what worked and did not. So much of teaching 

is trial and error, so I wanted to provide a space where teachers could freely implement 

various techniques within their own classrooms and own situations and have options on 

how to remedy those techniques that did not provide the anticipated results.  

In this section, I discussed the key insights I learned from the creation of this 

capstone and the project informed by it. My views on EFL teacher education and training 

compared to licensed teachers was discussed as well as the greater insights I gained into 

autonomous learning in general. I concluded with a discussion of how I hope this 

capstone and project adds to the conversation and provides a resource for teachers 
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wanting to know more about this topic. The next section revisits some important aspects 

of the literature review from chapter two.  

Revisiting the Literature Review 

The literature review was the most important aspect of this capstone because it 

directly informed the project. The sources that proved to be the most important were 

those that provided insight on the definitions of autonomous learning and independent 

learning, discussed why autonomous learning is important, explained the necessary traits 

of students and teachers, and those that considered different methods of implementation 

in the classroom.  

Definitions 

There are many different definitions of autonomous learning. Little (2007) gave a 

general definition of autonomy in education as a process where the teacher gradually 

gives more independence to their students in a systematic fashion. This definition was 

important to address because it defines learner autonomy from the teacher’s role and 

perspective. On the other hand, Holec (1981) defined learner autonomy as, “the ability to 

take charge of one’s own learning” (p.3). This definition provides an insight into what 

exactly the student’s role is in autonomous learning. Holec’s (1981) definition is the one 

used in this capstone. Also notable is that the terms autonomy and autonomous learning 

are not typically considered by most researchers to have the same meaning as 

self-instruction, self-access, self-study, self-education, out-of-class learning, or distance 

learning (Joshi, 2011). These studies helped to provide the definitions necessary to frame 

my capstone and project and help the audience understand the terms used within.  
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Why Autonomous Learning is Important 

Before best practices in implementing autonomous learning could be explored, it 

was first important to establish why autonomous learning is important. According to 

Kormos and Csizér (2013), students living in a country where their target language is not 

spoken by the majority will often struggle to learn a language solely from classroom 

instruction. It often is not possible for classroom learning to provide enough opportunities 

for interaction and language use. For this reason, it is essential that students take 

advantage of outside learning opportunities or understand how to create them on their 

own. Orawiwatnakul and Wichadee (2017) contribute to this discussion by adding that 

when students engage in learning outside of the classroom, they bring back additional 

knowledge to make the classroom environment more interesting and engaging. All of 

these points were included in the capstone project because it cannot be assumed that all 

teachers automatically understand why autonomous learning is so important both to their 

teaching and to their student’s learning.  

Necessary Roles and Traits of Students and Teachers 

Before teachers can implement independent learning in their classrooms, they 

must first understand the roles they play in the autonomous classroom. One point echoed 

by most studies that discuss this topic is that autonomous learning does not remove the 

teacher from the learning process. Joshi (2011) laid out four roles the teacher must play: 

facilitator, organizer, resource, provider of feedback. These roles are similar to the roles a 

teacher plays in any classroom so it is also important to understand what the student 

needs to add to this equation. Chan (2001) specified several traits or abilities that students 
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need to be effective independent learners. These abilities included: setting learning goals, 

developing learning strategies, creating study plans, self-reflection, identifying and 

selecting resources, and assessing one’s own progress. Teachers must consider these 

abilities required of their students when they examine how to carry out the four roles they 

must take on to help their students succeed.  

Implementation 

One study was particularly important in informing this section of the literature 

review and also the project. Reinders (2010) created a general framework for the 

implementation of autonomous learning in any classroom. This framework consisted of 

four steps:  

1. Identifying individual student needs 

2. Goal setting 

3. Planning  

4. Selecting resources and learning strategies 

This framework is provided in the first workshop of the teacher development training 

informed by this capstone. Teachers are expected to use this framework as an aid to 

develop a plan for fostering autonomous learning in their own classroom based on their 

own unique situation.  

The literature review played a key role in the formation of this capstone and 

project. It provided a framework upon which to build the presentation for the final project 

with ideas and suggestions backed by research. The next section discusses the 

implications and limitations of the project.  
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Project Limitations and Implications 

Project Limitations 

This project is a professional development program for EFL teachers consisting of 

four separate workshops. As mentioned previously, the amount and type of training that 

EFL teachers have varies greatly. EFL teachers often teach abroad in countries where 

English is not a language predominantly spoken by the local population. These teachers 

are not typically required to attend any sort of continuing education or professional 

development. In fact, because many of these teachers did not go to university for 

teaching, many do not plan to teach abroad long-term and will often return to their home 

country to pursue a teaching license, higher education that may or may not be teaching 

related, or work in a completely different field. I think this is one of the reasons that 

many EFL teachers find that there are not a lot of professional development options open 

to them. A major limitation of this project is that there are often very few venues 

available for this type of in-depth, long-term training. This training is designed to be 

applicable to EFL teachers teaching in any country, but it could prove to be very difficult 

to find the appropriate avenues to implement this training or any type of professional 

development that consists of more than a single session. 

Project Implications 

Considering the limitations of this project, we see that there are, perhaps, some 

policy implications to consider. EFL teachers are often scattered throughout the world, 

and each country has its own ideas of what it wants from these teachers. Therefore, I 

think a good first step would be to integrate the ideas from this proposed professional 
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development into certification and graduate programs aimed at EFL teachers. An 

introduction to student autonomy and its implementation could be especially beneficial to 

those teachers seeking advanced education in English language teaching because they 

often already have experience teaching and are typically the ones who will be seeking 

jobs teaching at the college and university level.  

Future Research and Communication of Results 

Future Research 

Thus far there has been a lot of research and some studies done on this topic, but I 

think more is still needed. In the future, more research could be done on which methods 

of implementation are most effective in different settings. I found quite a bit of research 

on larger-scale methods of implementation such as resource centers, but not as much 

research on the more small-scale methods that can be carried out in the classroom without 

a lot of added expense to the teacher or school. The effectiveness of study plans aimed at 

facilitating independent learning and the effectiveness of resources based on their type 

and ease of access are two small-scale pieces of implementation that could be studied 

further. Also, research on how teachers can best help their students create an effective 

learning plan could also be beneficial.  

Another area of potential future research is helping online students become 

autonomous learners. As teaching and learning in entirely online settings becomes more 

common, it is important that teachers know how to help their students become 

independent learners in the physical classroom as well as the virtual classroom. It would 

be interesting to see the similarities and differences in proper implementation between 
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in-person and online education. I would also be interested in a study to find out if 

students who choose to pursue their education online rather than in-person are more 

confident and skilled in autonomous learning compared to their peers who prefer their 

education to be in-person.  

Communication of Results 

As a teacher myself, the primary way I intend to use the information I have 

learned from the capstone and project will be by executing it with my own students. 

Currently, I teach at the elementary level, but I am hoping to teach university-level 

students in the future. This project was aimed at university-level students, but I think 

many of the same concepts and principles will be applicable at the elementary level as 

well. As I carry out what I have learned in my own classroom, I will be able to learn from 

my own successes and failures to improve this workshop. As I have stated, it is difficult 

to find avenues in which to present training to EFL teachers that is more in-depth than a 

one-time training. I am hoping to take what I have learned from my research, and also 

what I learn from my own experiences in the classroom, and be able to create 

smaller-scale workshops as well that can be presented at teaching conferences.  

Summary 

In chapter four, I reevaluated this project and capstone as a whole and what has 

been gained from it. We have seen the shortfalls in current teacher training practices in 

terms of English foreign language teachers and why more training like this is necessary. 

We have also revisited the literature and discussed which studies were most essential in 

informing this capstone and project. The limitations and implications of this project were 



57 

discussed, many of which went back to the lack of intensive training opportunities for 

EFL teachers. Finally, the need for further research in effective implementation and the 

application of autonomous learning to online education could be beneficial to the field. 

Let us revisit the question, how can teachers of English as a foreign language at the 

university level help their students become successful, autonomous learners? It is 

imperative that teachers understand the role they must play and instruct their students in 

understanding their own roles. However, even when given a basic framework of how to 

implement autonomous learning in the classroom, it is important that teachers also 

understand their students and their unique situation. Research can only provide 

guidelines, but teachers need to be able to take these guidelines and adjust them to work 

for themselves and their students. Teachers must be willing to go through a process of 

trial and error to find what methods work best for them and their students. EFL teachers 

teach in widely varying contexts, so teachers must be able to discern what methods will 

and will not work for them.  
Conclusion 

It is my hope that this project starts a conversation in the English foreign language 

teaching community about how we can foster autonomous learning in our students. 

Implementing this in the classroom is not a black and white process, and teachers and 

their students will have to make the effort in order for this to be effective. If teachers and 

students can work together to choose the methods and resources that work best for them, 

it will improve everyone’s experience. Of course, it will also help students become 

successful in the language learning endeavor which should always be the primary goal.  
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APPENDIX A 

Workshops 1-4 Slides 
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APPENDIX B 

Workshops 1-4 Script
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APPENDIX C 

Workshops 1-4 Handouts 

 

Workshop attendees should receive a handout of the Google slides at the beginning of 

each workshop.  

Printing instructions: 

File → Print settings and preview 

Change settings to:  

● Handout - 3 slides per page 

● Portrait 
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APPENDIX D 

Workshop 1 Follow-up Survey 

 

Facilitators should go to the link below, make a copy, and email the link to workshop 

attendees. 

 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1FB-6hinCr5KrkWgVxeJaOYGMInRLCr9-4-TPk

PTQDP8/edit?usp=sharing 

 

Email template: 

Hello, 

Thank you for attending the Fostering Autonomous Learning workshop 1 on {insert 

date}. Please complete this follow-up survey prior to workshop 2 on {insert workshop 2 

date}. The facilitator will address any questions brought up in the survey during 

workshop 2.  

Please follow this link: {insert link here} 

Thank you for your time and cooperation.  

 

 

 

 

 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1FB-6hinCr5KrkWgVxeJaOYGMInRLCr9-4-TPkPTQDP8/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/1FB-6hinCr5KrkWgVxeJaOYGMInRLCr9-4-TPkPTQDP8/edit?usp=sharing
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APPENDIX E 

Workshop 2 Follow-up Survey 

 

Facilitators should go to the link below, make a copy, and email the link to workshop 

attendees. 

 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/18txXxS2Q23ampNTv-MuYy8z2VgOJ7hDvZsIlD

QeEz3I/edit?usp=sharing 

 

Email template: 

Hello, 

Thank you for attending the Fostering Autonomous Learning Workshop 2 on {insert 

date}. Please complete this follow-up survey prior to workshop 3 on {insert workshop 3 

date}. The facilitator will address any questions brought up in the survey during 

workshop 3.  

Please follow this link: {insert link here} 

Thank you for your time and cooperation.  

 

 

 

 

 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/18txXxS2Q23ampNTv-MuYy8z2VgOJ7hDvZsIlDQeEz3I/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/18txXxS2Q23ampNTv-MuYy8z2VgOJ7hDvZsIlDQeEz3I/edit?usp=sharing
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APPENDIX F 

Survey Handout to Survey Students 

Attendees at the workshop should receive a physical copy of this that they can make 

copies of and distribute to their students.  
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APPENDIX G 

Final Follow-up Survey 

Facilitators should go to the link below, make a copy, and email the link to workshop 

attendees. 

 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/13nknzdV9lgbIUgSaPFEaL60IgzQxSnFojWhtKQt

py1E/edit?usp=sharing 

 

Email template: 

Hello, 

Thank you for attending the Fostering Autonomous Learning Workshop. I hope the 

knowledge you gained will be valuable to your teaching practice. Please complete this 

survey at your convenience. It will help to make this workshop more valuable and 

effective to educators in the future.  

Please follow this link: {insert link here} 

Thank you for your time and cooperation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://docs.google.com/forms/d/13nknzdV9lgbIUgSaPFEaL60IgzQxSnFojWhtKQtpy1E/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/forms/d/13nknzdV9lgbIUgSaPFEaL60IgzQxSnFojWhtKQtpy1E/edit?usp=sharing
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APPENDIX H 

Link to Materials 

 

Link to workshop slides, handouts, scripts, and surveys 

 

https://linktr.ee/veenhuisMATESOLproject 
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