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OZET

ILKOKULLAR DA OGRENEN OZERKLIGI: INGILiZCE

OGRETMENLERININ GORUSLERI VE UYGULAMALARI

KOSAR, Hiilya
Yiiksek Lisans Tezi, Ingiliz Dili Egitimi Anabilim Dal1
Tez Danismani; Dr. Ogr. Uyesi Eda DURUK
Mayis 2019, 81 sayfa

Ogrenen 6zerkligi son yillarda egitim diinyasinn en ¢ok vurgulanan ve
arastirilan konusu halini almustir. Ingiliz dili egitiminde de ¢okca dile getirilen bu konu ile
ilgili calisma sayist giin gectikge artmaktadir. Nitekim yapilan ¢aligmalar ¢ogunlukla
yetiskin gruplarin1 kapsamaktadir. Egitim sisteminin temelini olusturan ilkokullarda bu
baglamda yapilmis arastirma sayis1 literatiirde yok denecek kadar azdir. Lakin 6grencilerin
temelden Ozerk olarak yetistirilmesi geregi yadsimamaz bir gergektir. Bu sebeple,
ilkokulda gorev yapan Ingilizce 6gretmenlerinin 6grenen &zerkligine bakis agilarinin
aragtirldign bu ¢aligma iki asamalidir. Oncelikle dgretmenlerin dgrencilerini Ingilizce
derslerinde ne kadar 6zerk davraniglar gosterdigi ile ilgili bakis agilar1 degerlendirilmistir.
Ardindan Ogretmenlerin  6grencilerini bu baglamda ne kadar destekledikleri ve
ogrencilerini daha 6zerk kilmak i¢in ne tiir 6gretim metod ve tekniklerine bagvurduklari ve
bu konu hakkindaki goriisleri degerlendirilmstir. Arastirmaya katilan 6gretmenler hem
devlet hem de o6zel ilkokullarda calisan 82 Ingilizce &gretmeninden olusmaktadir.
Aragtirma nicel Ozellik tasimaktadir ve veriler gilincel makalelerden ve literatiir
taramasindan faydalanarak arastirmaci tarafindan hazirlanan bir anket ile toplanmastir.

Verilerin analizinin ardindan, tiim 6gretmenlerin genel olarak 6grenen 6zerkligine
kars1 pozitif bir tavirda oldugu sonucuna ulasilmistir. Anketin {iclincii bdliimiinde
O0gretmenlerin 6grencilerinin ne derece 6zerk olduklar1 hakkindaki goriisleri sorulmustur.
Bu boliimiin analizi i¢in sorular bes baslik altinda degerlendirilmistir. Bu bes baslik ders
icinde kullanilan metod ve tekniklere karar verme, bireysel calisma, sinif yOnetimi
kararlarin1 alma, dersin amaclarna karar verme ve derste kullanilacak kitap ya da
materyallere karar vermedir. Sonuglar degerlendirildiginde metod ve teknikler hakkinda

karar verme ve sinif disinda bireysel ¢alisma basliklar1 altinda 6nemli farklilik ortaya
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ciktig1 gozlemlenmistir. Buna konuyla ilgili 6zel okullarda c¢alisan Ogretmenler
Ogrencilerinin bu iki kategoride daha 6zerk oldugu kanisini belirtirken devlet okullarinda
calisan Ogretmenler bu konuda 6zel okul 68retmenlerine gore daha olumsuz bir tavir
sergilemistir. Anketin dordiincli boliimiindeki sorular da ayni bes bashgm altinda
toplanmis ve yine yontem ve metodlar1 belirleme ile okul dis1 bireysel ¢alisma bagliklari
hakkinda devlet ve 6zel okul dgretmenleri arasinda bir farklilik ortaya ¢ikmistir. Ozel okul
Ogretmenleri liclincli boliimiin sonuglar1 ile Ortiisecek sekilde, 6grenen Ozerkligini
siniflarinda desteklemek i¢in bu tarz yontem ve metodlara daha fazla yer verdigini
belirtmistir. Devlet okullarinda c¢alisan Ogretmenler ise bu baglamda 6zel okul
Ogretmenlerine gore daha negatif bir tutum sergilemistir. Bu ¢alisma bir sormaca araciligi
ile gergeklestirilmistir. Bir sonraki ¢alismada 6gretmenlerin daha detayli goriisleri alinmak
tizere acik uclu sorular iceren goriismeler yapilarak ve bu konuda nasil 6grencilerini
desteklerini daha net gozlemlemek icin ders i¢i gozlem sonuglari incelenerek bu
calismanin sonuglar1 genisletilebilinir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Ogrenen 6zerkligi, gretmenlerin 6grenen ozerkligi hakkindaki
goriigleri, ilkokulda O6grenen 6zerkligi, 6grenen Ozerkligini desteklemek i¢in metod ve

yontemler.
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ABSTRACT

LEARNER AUTONOMY IN PRIMARY SCHOOLS: ENGLISH TEACHERS’

PERCEPTIONS AND PRACTICES

KOSAR, Hiilya
MA Thesis in English Language Teaching
Supervisor; Asst. Prof. Dr. Eda Duruk
May 2019, 81 pages

Learner autonomy is a key concept which has been studied and discussed recently.
In English language education this concept has been mentioned a lot and the number of
research about autonomy has been increasing day by day. However, these studies mostly
address adult learners. The number of the studies about autonomy in the primary schools,
which are the base of the educational system, is minute amount. Nevertheless, the
importance of promoting autonomy in the classrooms from primary level is an undeniable
fact. The present study which aims to explore the perceptions and practices of primary
school English language teachers has two parts. First of all, the perceptions of the teachers
in accordance with their view of students’ degree of autonomy have been identified. Then,
their views about the practices to foster autonomy in the classroom and how much they
apply them have been assessed. The study is quantitaitive and the data were gathered
through a questionnaire which was developed through in depth analysis of current articles
and literature review. There were 82 participants working at state or private primary
schools.

After the analysis of the data, it has been revealed that all participants are positive
towards learner autonomy. In the third part of the questionnaire which is about teachers’
perceptions on their students’ autonomy level, the questions were divided into five
headings. These headings were determining methods and techniques to use, self-study,
determining classroom management issues, determining course objectives and materials to
use. When the results are considered, significant differences have been found out under
‘determining methods and techniques’ and ‘self-study’ headings. Private school teachers
have more positive perceptions towards the level of their students’ autonomy when
compared to those of the state school teachers. The fourth section items were categorised
under the same five headings. Private school teachers, in line with the results in the third
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section, stated that they apply practices and methods to foster autonomy. The state school
teachers were slightly less positive towards the issue compared to the private ones.
Key Words: Learner Autonomy, Perceptions of the teachers about learner autonomy,

Autonomy in the primary schools, Practices to foster autonomy
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CHAPTER |

INTRODUCTION
In this part of the study, general information regarding the subject of the research as

well as the research questions and the need for the study will be presented in detail.

1.1. Background to the Study

In the field of education, students are considered as storages which can be filled
with very different kinds of information by course books or teachers. Surprisingly, students
show higher performance than expected. This situation satisfies most of the teachers and
parents. The real point should be considered here. What we really need for the future world
should be regarded and our expectation from the students should be considered, too. Do we
want dependent and spoon fed knowledge consumers or independent and life-long learning
producers? If we do not want to restrain our students with in-class learning or ready-made
knowledge, we should promote autonomy in the classrooms to make more responsible of
their own learning process to continue the learning process without instruction, out of the
classroom and adopt the information to new situations by themselves. This may mean
helping them be aware of their abilities, set their own learning objectives and engage them
in decision-making processes. At the same time, it does not mean that students should be
left own their own and there will be no teacher assistance at all. On the side of this
argument mentioned above, the current dissertation aims to be a reference for the
researchers or language educators and teachers who are interested in teachers’ perceptions
and practices about autonomy in foreign language classrooms.

The area of English Language Teaching has developed in accordance with
innovations over the last twenty years (Brandl, 2008). Approaches and theories of language
teaching and learning in the recent decades have encountered many changes in terms of the
ways focusing more on the communicative, functional and individual aspect of language.
Among these changes, a great priority has been given to the role of the learners. In this
context, the language teachers started to take the learners’ needs, abilities and learning
styles into consideration by putting them at the center of classroom organization (Henson,
2003). The issue that is important in the current trend is the individual; that’s why, the
teacher and the learner roles seem to be evolved (Little,1991). Communicative language
teaching (CLT) and learner centeredness which have been derived from these reforms have

gained importance recently. The emphasis is put on the concept of putting the learner at



center of teaching and learning process. A major motive to develop the learner-centered
language teaching evolved from the CLT, which is a combination of approaches rather
than a single methodology (Nunan, 1988). Communicative language teaching emphasizes
the issue “learners must learn not only to make grammatically correct, propositional
statements about the experiential world, but must also develop the ability to use language
to get things done” (Nunan, 1988, p. 25). This new and innovative approach illuminated
the term communicative competence, which is the ability to use language in everyday
situations (Littlewood, 1981). As a consequence, cooperative and collaborative teaching
and learning has gained importance. Most of all, this big change towards learner-
centeredness has conducted towards the rising of the concept of learner autonomy, which
has important contributions to the evolution of learner-centered education in language
classrooms. Most academicians and scholars concur that autonomy should be taken into
consideration as an educational goal so as to help students master the new language
(Dickinson 1987). In this regard, there are many conceptions and definitions proposed by
many educators to define and explain learner autonomy. It has been defined by the Holec
(1981) as the ‘ability to take charge of one’s own learning’ (p.3). Little (1991) also
portrays the learner autonomy together with the learners’ psychological relation to the
process and content of learning, critical reflection, decision-making and independent
action. Furthermore, Littlewood (1981) identifies it as “learners’ ability and willingness to
make choices independently”. Camilleri (1999) claims that autonomy prepares learners for
a lifelong learning via the ability to organize and direct their own learning in and out of the
school and it should be the major issue in language learning and teaching. He discusses
that it is impossible to supply students with all the information that they will need in their
whole life only through a school or a programme. Field (2007) claims that learners’
independent learning outside the classroom helps their learning process proceed and they
take charge for their own learning.

In conclusion, learner autonomy is a crucial concept in language learning and
classroom. So as to foster autonomy, teachers should supply the learners with an
appropriate environment where they have the opportunities to develop language-learning
skills, improve their motivation, take charge of their own learning and make use of the
activities and materials outside the classroom.

1.2. Statement of the Problem
In many respects, learning autonomy, which has gained importance increasingly in

recent times, is a concept that needs to be placed in the education world. When considered



from the philosophical point of view, according to Dewey (1916) the most significant
educational aim of a democratic society is to prepare individuals to play an active role in
both social and political lives via providing them the circumstances in which they can gain
the skills and attitudes they need for democratic and social involvement. Constructivism
claims that the students in a learning context build their knowledge and meaning on their
former learnings and experiences. In terms of Candy’s statements (1991) constructivism is
the approach which claims that the knowledge cannot be taught to the learners, they rather
construct it by themselves as knowledge is something that is built up by learners. In order
to raise individuals who take active part in social and democratic lives, have their own
perspective and build their knowledge about world. For that reason, learner autonomy
needs to be considered as the preliminary part of educational system.

When the autonomy is dealt with a psychological perspective, Vygotsky’s (1978)
Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) can be considered as in child development, the
purpose of developmental learning is connected to child’s autonomy and ZPD can help a
child develop independent problem solving skills. Hence, with regard to social
psychology, Deci (1995) claims that people’s happiness relies on their senses of
competence, relatedness and autonomy. Moreover, as it was stated by Little (2004: 1),
encouraging learner autonomy is “a matter of making explicit what might otherwise remain
unconscious in the contexts of formal learning.” That is to say, children need their own
spaces and autonomy in order to be healthy, social and self- efficient adults.

From the pedagogical view, when teachers encourage autonomy in their classes,
they can take the advantage of constructive teaching since it allows learners to take active
parts in learning processes. Student centered methods and autonomy are significant since
the individualized assistance for each student may not be supplied to learners all the time
(Cotteral, 1995). She further points out that leading learners to consider different
perspectives of learning and spend more effort and time on particular language activities
will encourage and inspire them. Furthermore, via this emphasis on learner choice, self-
efficacy and self-confidence of learners are developed, and their intrinsic motivation is
promoted, which can arrive at the conclusion of more long-lasting self-directed learning.
When the teachers share responsibility and power with their learners, a traditional
classroom turns into a learning community.

Furthermore, a classroom environment which gives the students the feeling that
they have been controlled regularly prevents learners to develop learner autonomy, and

thereby, must be avoided (Yildirim, 2014). Little (2004: 2) states that learner autonomy is



crucially significant and closely associated with teacher autonomy and considers it as “the
mirror image” of learner autonomy Therefore, encouraging students to participate actively
in learning process mostly relies on the teacher's ability to handle the roles in the classroom
(Nunan, 1997).

No matter how important learner autonomy is in today’s English language classes,
when the matter is to encourage students to be autonomous, educators, doubtlessly, tend to
possess and support this concept immediately. However, it is not as simple as that. In such
circumstances, teachers’ right practices to lead student to become autonomous comes to
question. In this context, teacher’s beliefs about autonomy also affect their practices.
Moreover, early education of autonomy has an important role for students’ future life.
Therefore, this study attempts to find out the beliefs and practices of in both state and

private schools.

1.3. Purpose of the Study
In the world of education, the significance of autonomy has increased in recent
years. This has provided researchers a motive to study on teachers’ and learners’
perceptions about being autonomous in learning process. Hence, they have started to
investigate the other aspects of it. The purpose of this study is to explore the beliefs and
practices of Primary school English language teachers in private schools and state schools.
The study also aims to find out whether any similarities or differences existed between

primary school English language teachers working in state schools and private schools.

1.4. Research Questions

Specifically, the research questions of the present study are formulated as follows;

141

1. What are the private primary school teachers’ perceptions on learner autonomy?
2. What are the state primary school teachers’ perceptions on learner autonomy?
3. Are there any differences or similarities between the private and state primary

school teachers’ perceptions on learner autonomy?
1.4.2.

1. What are the private primary school teachers’ perceptions on fostering learner

autonomy based on the teaching strategies they actively use?



2. What are the state primary school teachers’ perceptions on fostering learner
autonomy based on the teaching strategies they actively use?

3. Are there any differences or similarities between the private and state primary
school teachers’ perceptions on fostering learner autonomy based on the teaching

strategies they actively use?

1.5. Significance of the Study

Scharle and Szabé claimed that learner autonomy is an opportunity of the freedom
and pontential to direct one’s own needs and learning experiences (2000, p. 4). In other
words, learner autonomy gives students an opportunity to discover themselves and their
own learning styles to become lifelong learners. Cotterall described the significance of
autonomy in three different categories including philosophical, pedagogical and practical.
From philosophical perspective, learners have the right to decide on the options for their
own learning, and helping learners to be independent in their choices is fundamental. From
the pedagogical aspect, learners learn better when they are active in their own learning
process in terms of pace, mode and content of the instruction. In terms of practical
perspective, learners feel assured when they join in decision-making process (1995, p.
219). Therefore, in the light of these reasons, learners take the responsibility of and have a
great control over their own learning.

Furthermore, it has been claimed by Rubin and Thompson that the language learner
is the crucial concept in language learning process. When they face a failure, they find the
mistake with everything such as teachers, conditions, or teaching materials. Nonetheless,
the important cause for their deficiency of success can basically be found in themselves
(1994, p. 3). In other words, being aware of individual ways of learning and strengths and
weaknesses develop learners’ success. Hence, autonomy is the basic mode to be conscious
of the failure in language learning. Through the help of the autonomy, learners are aware
of their own learning process and they will gain learning strategies that continue their
learning during their lives.

As mentioned above, autonomy is important in English language education because
when learners become more autonomous they gain many opportunities to be conscious of
their own learning, observe their language process, and find new ways to be better in
English. Therefore, researchers from different backgrounds deal with autonomy from
different perspectives with different aspects. Lots of foreign researchers have put emphasis

on this subject and researched about teachers’ and learners’ attitudes towards learner



autonomy. Many different studies in Turkey have been conducted to find out about
teachers’ and learners’ perceptions or attitudes towards autonomy in ELT (Baylan, 2007;
Ozdere, 2005; Sancar, 2001; Sert, 2006). However, most of these studies have been
conducted on teenage or adult learners. No matter how important the primary education is
in individual’s lives; studies at primary level are quite a few. Thereby, this study intends to
research the concept of learner autonomy with regard to beliefs and practices of primary
English language teachers working at state or private schools. Hereby, the findings can
provide the literature a point of view about the situation at primary levels for further

research.



CHAPTER II

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
In this chapter, the associated literature for the current study will be reviewed. In
the first place, definition of the term —learner autonomy- with its all features will be
presented. Secondly, its relations with contemporary teaching principles will be discussed.
Then, research findings related to present study area will be discussed. In the final section
of the chapter, issues based on implementation and future of learner autonomy will be

discussed.
2.1. Theoretical Background

2.1.1. Definition of Learner Autonomy

Even though learner autonomy has gained popularity for the last two decades, it has
been widely accepted in foreign language teaching and learning. Therefore, there is a huge
amount of attempt to define the term by many educators and writers. Learner autonomy as
a term was first coined by Henri Holec, the ‘father’ of learner autonomy, in 1981. Holec
(1981) described learner autonomy as “the ability to take charge of one’s learning.”
Dickinson enhanced Holec’s definition of learner autonomy as “the situation in which the
learner is totally responsible for all of the decisions concerned with his or her learning and
the implementation of those decisions” (1987, p.11). Furthermore, Vanijdee (2003) defined
it as; “a capacity—a construct of attitudes and abilities — which allows learners to take more
responsibility for their own learning” (p. 76). Little (1991) also asserted that “autonomy is
a capacity - for detachment, critical reflection, decision-making, and independent action”
(p- 4). Hence, Benson (2001) elaborated this term as “the capacity to take charge of, or
responsibility for, one’s own learning” (p. 47). According to Benson (2001, pp.76-80), this
taking responsibility of learning with visible behaviors which students apply to manage
their planning, organization and evaluation of learning can be defined easily. That is to say,
this type of taking charge is assumed as a psychological issue in language learning.

Moreover, autonomous learners, with the help of control over their own learning,
can decide on their own learning goals. Benson (2001, pp. 76-103) stated that a full
definition of the autonomy in language learning should have at least three levels that a
language learner must employ them: (1) control over learning management, (2) control
over goals, cognitive process and (3) control over learning content. All these three control
levels are related to each other. When these definitions are taken into account, learner

autonomy underlines the learners’ responsibility for their own learning and it also urges



them to be independent and life-long learners and to be active in their decision making
process.

Grenfell and Harris (1999) also highlight that learner autonomy and learner training
is not similar things. Even though they are closely related and fundamental, learner training
consists of a deliberate concentration on the learning process itself, not just on the
language. A full definition could be that “learner training is the systematic and explicit
training of learners in learning strategies in general (meta - cognitive strategies) and
strategies for dealing with language and communication in particular (cognitive
strategies)” (p. 7). In compatible with the Grenfell and Harris’ definition, Dickinson (1993)
alleges that learner training is a reciprocal and cooperative process between teacher and
learner which targets to supply learners with the competence of control over the
management of their own learning by providing a great degree of responsibility.

Learner autonomy is specified by the term of savoir-apprendre (“ability tolearnt”),
which the Committee for Education Funding describes as the competence to monitor and
join new learning experiences and integrating new information with the existing one and

changing the latter when there is a need (Council of Europe 2001).

Encouraging learners to set their own learning goals and providing them with
opportunities to become aware of their learning process and strategies have crucial role in
the definition of learner autonomy.

Furthermore, Sinclair (1999) asserted that autonomy in language learning is
fundamentally related to supply the learners with chances consisting activities in class in
order to get choice in foreign language learning. Together with these diverse definitions of
learner autonomy, Benson and Voller (1997, p.1,2) classified the autonomy in five
categories:

e Situations, where learners study on their own.

e A set of skills that can be learned and employed by learners in self-directed

learning.

e An innate capacity which is not developed by school education.

e Leading learners to take responsibility for their own learning process.

e The right of learners to decide on the forming their own learning process.



These categories have demonstrated clearly the place of learner autonomy in language
education. Also learners are expected to take the charge of their learning and shape their
learning.

Moreover, many reseachers; Benson (2001), Dickinson (1987), Holec (1981), Little
(1991), Cotterall (1995), Dickinson (1987), (1993) and Littlewood (1996) researched about
autonomy in language learning. They have come to an agreement on the fundamental
principle of learner autonomy. The research has revealed that, by means of learner
autonomy, learners take responsibility for their learning; they learn decide on what and
how to learn; they realize their needs; they contemplate and reflect on their learning
critically and they maximize the conditions to practice English inside or outside the
classroom (as cited in Sanprasert, 2010, p. 110). That is to say, learner autonomy supplies
learners to take charge of their learning and learners are aware of what they need to learn
and try to use opportunities to apply the language.

Considering all the definitions, statements or the result of the research stated above,
it can be asserted that generally, learner autonomy is defined as learners’ taking
responsibility and the exerting an effort to take charge in their own learning. When the
learners are autonomous they feel encouraged, express themselves better and are aware of

their own capacities (Dickinson, 1987; Benson, 2001).

2.1.2. Importance of Learner Autonomy

Associated with the changes in approaches, learners’ needs, desires and
perspectives about education process; perceptions of learning process, teachers and
students have been modified recently. The changes in the education world have started to
question the dominance of the teachers in class. These developments have caused a change
in the roles in the classroom setting. The teachers are not the only ones who have the
charge of the whole learning and teaching process. They have started to delegate duties to
their students and encourage them to take responsibilities for their own learning process.
Learners are the basic components of the education process and their needs, abilities and
learning styles are indispensable parts of it. All learner centered approaches support learner
autonomy. Yildirim (2012) confirms this fact by claiming that the fundamental principles
of autonomy are in compatible with major developments in language teaching over the last
35 years, for this reason a change towards more communicative approaches in language
teaching has been supported by the changes in discourse analysis, pragmatics,

sociolinguistics and functional approaches to grammar. Furthermore, the concept of
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“autonomy” has become increasingly important because it can provide a situation where
learners’ learning abilities can be developed.

That is to say, learning how to learn has raised its importance. Therefore, teachers
have to consider the issue in order to keep up with the conditions of the changing world
(Holden & Usuki, 1999). Benson (2006) has discussed the essentialness of learner
autonomy with regard to the developments that have become remarkably significant over
the last twenty-five years. Developments in the world of education like self-directed
learning, learner centeredness, self-access systems and individualized/independent learning
have been seen in second language learning literature. They increase the importance of the
learner autonomy in EFL settings. Hence, Esch (1997) claimed that humas develop their
ability to learn by actively engaging in the learning process and taking the responsibility of
their learning.

This claim provides close connections between learning and the autonomy. Little
(2007, p.14) claims that in order to contribute the improvement of target language
proficiency, the promotion of autonomy is required. They have mutually supportive
relationship.

According to Crabbe (1993), autonomy has been assumed as a significant aim for
three aspects: the psychological, the practical, and the philosophical. The psychological
reason is that people have the ability to learn better when they have the responsibility for
their own learning. That is to say, learning is more meaningful and permanent when the
individual takes the responsibility and the control. Furthermore, learners can make their
own choices for their own education process have the chance to feel more motivated in
their learning which makes them successful learners. Practicality is the second reason for
autonomy. Teachers may not always help individual students when they need because of
the current conditions and resources of the schools. Furthermore, students will encounter
different teachers through their education life that’s why students need to have the ability
to observe their learning process and follow his/her studies on their own or they may not
have enough time or financial opportunities to continue their education lives. As Crabbe
(1993) has touched on, a society may not supply the essential facilities to all its members
in each field of learning and learners, in these circumstances, learners need to follow their
own learning process in order to get the knowledge and skill they desire. Finally, the
philosophical reason is that, as Crabbe (1993) has claimed, the individual has the right to
make their own choice not only in learning a language but also in other areas. Marton and

Saljo (1976) claimed that learners who consider themselves in charge of their own learning
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have bigger potential to take a deep approach to learning, which can guide them in greater
achievement in the course of their educational life (as cited in Balgikanli, 2008).
Furthermore, Borg (2012) listed the advantages of learner autonomy with respect to the
results of his recent study. According to him, autonomous learners are more willing, more
motivated and dedicated, happier and more focused. They take advantage of learning
opportunities outside the classroom and take chances.

As Dewey (1916) mentioned that to be able to crate a democratic society, the
essential aim of education should be to get learners ready to be active participnats in both
social and political life by helping them gain the abilities and attitudes need for democratic
and social participation and he underlined the significance of taking an active role in
individuals own education process. As a consequence, encouraging learners to be
autonomous should be a primary educational aim. Furthermore, education should have the

purpose for helping the people how to think, act and learn independently in their lives.

2.1.3. Characteristics of Autonomous Learner
Dickinson (1987) identified autonomous learners as the ones who are responsible

for all decisions that they have to make in their own learning. That is to say, they act
independently of the teacher and they take active roles in their own learning process. Dam
(1995, p. 45) also agreed with Dickson and pointed out that a learner can defined as
autonomus when they have the competence to be able to formulate their own learning
goals, decide on the content and objectives of a course and choose the materails to be used
in the course. In addition to these statements, Scharle and Szab6 (2000) describe
autonomous learners as the ones who agree with the idea that their own efforts for their
learning are and they act accordingly. They do not try to just please the teacher or get good
marks when they complete their homework or answer questions in class. They collaborate
with other students and teachers so as as to learn something. Nevertheless, they do not
always follow the instructions obediently; they can question why they are performing the
activity first or they can formulate alternatives for improving that activity. From this
perspective, autonomous learners are inclined to experience learning on their own and take
active roles in teaching learning activities. In addition to these, Candy (1991) listed
characteristic features of the autonomous learners as;

= methodical and disciplined

= |ogical and analytical

= reflective and self-aware

= demonstrates curiosity, openness and motivation
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= flexible, interdependent and interpersonally competent
= persistent and responsible
= shows confidence and has a positive self-concept
» independent and self-sufficient
» has developed information seeking and retrieval skills
= develops and uses criteria for evaluating (as cited in Benson, 2001, p.85).
Hedge (2000) asserts that autonomous learners are the ones who are self-motivated.
They have a clear idea of what they need or want to learn and they have their own learning
plans to achieve their goals. Furthermore, Cotterall (1995, p.200) claimed that autonomous
learners have the potential which enables them to handle the obstacles which are put in
front of them by the system, society and social norms. Dickinson (1993) pointed out that
autonomous learners are the one who have the capability of being active and independent
in their learning process. She also claimed that autonomous learners can define, set and
change their own goals to adapt their own learning needs and interests so they can use
learning strategies, and observe their own learning process. In this context, taking
responsibility is the key characteristics of autonomous learners.
In the light of these different the characteristics of autonomous learners, these
features support the learners to become aware of and take charge for their own learning

and make them more motivated and encouraged.

2.1.4. Misconceptions about Learner Autonomy

Even though Holec (1981) defined the concept of autonomy, many researchers have
attempted to explain the term in different ways. Learner autonomy has been identified as a
difficult term to be explained in terms of what it is because it is seen as a process rather
than a product (Thanasoulas, 2000). Little (1991p. 3-4) agreed with this idea by stating
that autonomy is not “a single easily described behavior” because it can show itself in
various ways. These different definitions of the learner autonomy include some irrelevant
conceptions of autonomy which derive from misunderstanding of the term. Gardner and
Miller (1999) stated three significant factors which cause the misconceptions of the term
autonomy: the first reason stems from different definitions of the writers. Secondly,
because of the differences on writers ‘points of views about learner autonomy, some areas
about the concept have been left open to discussion and finally due to the application of
these concepts in different geographical areas where these concepts have been developed
independently using different but often similar terminology.
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Benson (2001, p.2) pointed out the misconceptions about the concept and its
implementation. He stated that autonomy is considered a learning way without the help of
a teacher or out of the classroom however this misconception may be the result of
terminological or conceptional confusion in the field.

According to Little (1991 p.3-4) there are a bunch of misconceptions about learner
autonomy:

1. Autonomy is not a concept which just means learning without teacher.

2. In the classroom context, autonomy does not mean leaving all the
responsibility to the learners.

3. Autonomy is not another way of teaching or learning method.

4. Autonomy is not just single sided, it is mutual between teachers and learners

The issue which clarifies the fact that learners are actively involved in their own
learning process and responsible for this process has been emphasized by the definitions of
learner autonomy. Fenner and Newby (2000) put emphasis on issue that the concept of
autonomy does not just mean that the learner is self-supporting and independent.

To clarify the misconceptions about the learner autonomy, Dickinson (1987, p.11)
has listed various different terms in the literature on autonomy. A number of these terms
are used synonymously, and some of them have very different meanings:

e Self-instruction: situations in which learners study without direct control of
teachers

e Self-direction: students’ attitude towards learning where they take the responsibility
but do not interfere with the other decisions in learning enviorements

e Autonomy: the situation in which learners are totally responsible for all the
decisions related to their learning and the implementation of those decisions.

e Semi-autonomy: the level at which learners get ready for autonomy.

e Self-access materials: materials which are suitable and available for self-
instruction.

e Self-access learning: this is self-instruction using these materials.

e Individualized instruction: “a learning process in which individual’s characteristics,
needs and learning styles are taken into consideration”

Furthermore, Esch (1997) stated three common misconceptions which should be
refrained from about the concept of learner autonomy. The first one is the decrease of

autonomous learning to a group of skills, and the second one is related to the definition and
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application of learner autonomy as the avoidance of language-learning specific issues.
Finally, it is not a concept which states isolation of the learning from the teacher or
classroom context.

Another misconception is about the autonomy in practice. Even though
encouraging learners to be completely autonomous is always desirable as claimed by
Nunan (1997), it is not always easy and possible to make it true. Still, it has been
considered as a new method. As Benson pointed out, the term of learner autonomy is a new
point of view in language education and it is not a method, or an approach. It provides an
aspect to the teachers about learners’ needs, their abilities and their participation in the
process of language learning. Moreover, as Little (1991) and Benson (2001) claimed,
learner autonomy isn’t an ability which can be applied in the other learning areas once
acquired by the learners. It requires perseverance, encouragement and persistence.

To conclude, it could be claimed that the concept of learner autonomy is difficult to
define and interpret. However, it can be said that it is based on learners’ personality,
willingness and perseverance to achieve their learning goals. Being autonomous supplies
learners to set their own learning goals, be aware of their learning process, take charge of
their own learning, choose their own methods and techniques for better learning. In
autonomous learning, teachers’ help is being a facilitator for learners, and they can study in

groups or pairs so as to share their own knowledge.

2.1.5. Ministry of National Education’s English Language Education Policy for
Primary Education and Learner Autonomy

English has gained importance increasingly and become the world’s lingua franca
since there are a number of political, economic and various technological inventions and
developments around the world during the twentieth century. In addition to these factors,
most of the meetings, literature in various areas, conferences, international trade are all
conducted in English. All these facts raised the significance of English education generally
and it has become an indispensable part of Turkish education system too. Palfreyman
(2001) claimed that due to social and economic activations in the society, English is a
school subject as a foreign language in the current educational system of Turkey. Ahmad
(1993, p. 210) puts emphasis on the significance of learning English in Turkey by claiming
that English is a key concept to have a successful career in Turkey. This increasing value
of English has given a way to more beneficial and appropriate ways in teaching/learning
English and new methods/techniques have been enhanced based on the learners’ creativity

and meaningful use of language.
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Furthermore, in teaching English or all foreign languages around Europe, all
methods and techniques are on the basis of the aims and objectives of Council of Europe
Language Policy. One of the main aims of Council of Europe (2001, p.3) in language
teaching is to support learners at all levels to use language in their own situations regarding
their own needs, motivations and characteristics by developing suitable instruments,
methods and materials.

That is to say, Ministry of National Education has shaped the content of Primary
Schools’ English Language Curriculum with regard to Council of Europe Language Policy.

Moreover, the national curriculum has been conducted by taking the learners’
needs, motivations, characteristics, abilities, compatible methods, authentic materials,
fundamental aims and objectives are taken into consideration. Furthermore, many studies
have been conducted so as to increase the quality of teaching and learning in national
foreign language education. They have revealed that the tendency has been moved from
Teacher-centered Approaches to learners and Learning-centred Approaches (MEB, 2006),
because it is an obvious fact that the learner is the starting point in foreign language
education. Hence, it was emphasized in Ministry of National Education’s English
Language Curriculum for Primary Education Grades 4,5,6,7, and 8 that learners need
language input which is comprehensible and suitable to be used the language productively.
Later, in 2012 via arrangements in the country, Turkish Ministry of National Education
announced that teaching English as a foreign language was determined to begin at the
second year of the primary school and this agreement added in the weekly course schedule
of the 2012-2013 academic year (Kiigiiktepe, Eminoglu Kiigiiktepe and Baykin, 2013). The
other remarkable change is that in classroom contexts, communicative approach was
beginning to be implemented which provides students to take active roles in their learning.
With the acceptance of communicative approach, learner autonomy has become a basic
factor in language teaching and learning. That is to say, when the learners take
responsibility of their own learning, they can observe their learning process and they can
transfer their learning outside the classroom. Furthermore, it is aimed to improve active
participation of learners through tasks which foster communication. Therefore, active
participation in learning process supplies effective learning and gives learners chances to
improve their own ways for better language learning.

2.1.6. Role of Teachers in L