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Abstract

Autonomous learners are synonymous with successful language learners. Language educators with a
repertoire of teaching styles, approaches and strategies would facilitate language learners to become
autonomous. The present study aims to explore the approaches used by the ESL lecturers in
promoting learner autonomy in teacher training context besides the strategies used for each
approach. The participants of the study were 74 ESL lecturers from Institute of Teacher Education
(ITE) campuses in Malaysia. A survey questionnaire adapted from Borg and Busaidi (2012) was used
for data collection. The analysis revealed that multiple approaches (more than one) were used by
these ESL lecturers in promoting learner autonomy. Technology-based ranked the highest, followed
by resource-based, learner-based, classroom-based, curriculum-based and the least, teacher-based.
The findings also revealed seven main categories from the strategies used among these ESL lecturers
where the most commonly used strategy is to incorporate various learning materials and resources.
This implied that majority of the ESL lecturers in ITE provided opportunities to their students to
become autonomous based on their perspectives of learner autonomy that are manifested through
the strategic approaches used in their teaching practices.

Keywords: Learner Autonomy, Approaches, Strategies, Teacher Training, Institute Of Teacher
Education.

Introduction

Up to date, much has been written and studied on learner autonomy particularly in language
learning pertaining its importance, beliefs, practices as well as the relationship with other variables
and many more. Learner autonomy can be described as the capability of the learner to take control
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of his or her own learning. The idea of autonomous language learning (ALL) is a shift or transition
from teacher-centred to learner-centred where the learner is fully involved in the learning process.
However, it doesn’t mean they are totally on their own. The learning is co-constructed where the
teacher plays an important role to facilitate the learning. As claimed by Benson (2007), the aim of
learning is to create an autonomous learners. With the emergence of 21t century learning and 4"
Industrial Revolution, having autonomous learners seem to be ideal in order to have a meaningful
and authentic learning which focuses on the learners’ success not only in learning the language, but
as well as in other subjects and aspects of life too.

The term learner autonomy was coined by Holec (1981) as an “ability to take charge of one’s
own learning” (p.3). His influential definition was followed by several attempts to describe autonomy.
Little (1991) described autonomy as “a capacity for detachment, critical reflection, decision making
and independent action” (p.4), while Littlewood (1996) defined autonomy as “learner’s ability and
willingness to make choices independently” (p. 427). Benson (2013) stated learner autonomy as “the
capacity to take control over learning” (p. 61). Despite of various definitions of learner autonomy in
the literature, it can be agreed that learner autonomy is concerned with the learner’s ability and
willingness to take the responsibility for their own learning and make decisions to set their own
objectives, plan their own strategies, monitor and evaluate their own learning progress.

In Malaysia, there were few studies conducted on learner autonomy focusing on the
educators’ practices. A study conducted by Yunus and Arshad (2014) revealed that the teachers have
positive opinions towards autonomous language learning (ALL) in terms of its implementation despite
of the discouraging situation among students who may not all are equally ready for ALL especially in
terms of taking responsibility in multi-cultural classrooms. Looking from the teachers’ perspective
too, Hasim and Zakaria (2016) conducted a study on Malaysian ESL teachers on how autonomy is
conceptualized, perceived and practiced. The result of the study revealed that even though the ESL
teachers were aware of the learner autonomy concepts, quite a number were uncertain of the
attributes of autonomous learners. Dwee and Anthony (2017) conducted a qualitative study
exploring the perceptions and practices of university teachers in fostering learner autonomy. The
findings revealed that the university teachers were lack of focus in terms of developing learner
autonomy in the classroom even though they possessed a fair understanding of what learner
autonomy is, due to some challenges. These current studies indicated that there is a mismatch
between perspectives and practices in promoting learner autonomy among the ESL teachers and
warrants further research to be conducted.

As highlighted in Malaysian Education Blueprint (MEB 2013-2025), the use of ALL to improve
proficiency among students and to make ITE as the world-class teacher training university, training is
particularly an important mechanism for improving the quality of teachers. With limited studies of
the current practices of the ESL lecturers in promoting learner autonomy at ITE, therefore, there is a
need to explore and gain more insights from the lecturers of ITE as they are the ones who are
responsible in training the future primary school teachers nationwide with the fundamental
pedagogical knowledge and skills. It is hoped that this present study will provide us with better
understanding of the practices in promoting learner autonomy in teacher training context where the

2177



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

Vol. 8, No. 12, Dec, 2018, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2018 HRMARS

ESL lecturers are not only teaching them about the language, but as well to train them to become
autonomous learners.

Approaches in Promoting Learner Autonomy

Benson (2011) recognized that autonomy has multiple dimensions and many different forms
depending on the person and on the contextual factors. Learners show autonomous behaviours in
various ways, which lead to different approaches to autonomy that should be followed to foster LA
in particular contexts. Thus, there is no single approach in fostering learner autonomy. As suggested
by Benson (2001, p. 111), there are at least six broad headings to classify ‘approaches to the
development of learner autonomy’:

- Resource-based approach refers to the independent engagement with learning materials and
resources.

- Technology-based approach emphasizes the inclusion of educational technologies in the
teaching and learning.

- Learner-based approach focuses the importance of teaching learners to improve their
learning skills and strategies.

- Classroom-based approach gives learners’ the empowerment to plan and evaluate the
classroom learning.

- Curriculum-based approach extends the idea where learners are expected to make major
decisions concerning the content and procedures of learning, with the support of their
teachers.

- Teacher-based approach focuses on the teacher’s roles in fostering learner autonomy among
language learners.

Methodology

The present survey-based research aimed to identify the approaches and strategies used by
ESL lecturers in promoting learner autonomy in teaching English at Institute of Teacher Education. A
guestionnaire which was adapted from Borg and Busaidi (2012) were used to gather the data. In
Section 5 of the questionnaire, the lecturers were asked to choose the approaches they employed
from the options given and explain in an open-ended manner of the strategies they used in promoting
learner autonomy in their classroom. The initial data on approaches were tabulated and analyzed
descriptively through frequencies and percentages, supported with some explanations from the
lecturers of the strategies used in promoting learner autonomy in ITE which provided a substantial
amount of qualitative data to complement the quantitative data. The questionnaire was
administered to a group of 74 ESL lecturers, serving at seven campuses of Institutes of Teacher
Education in Malaysia. The data collection took almost 4 weeks during the 2nd semester of the
academic year.

Findings and Discussion
This study aimed to identify the approaches used by the ESL lecturers in promoting learner
autonomy in ITE as well as the specific strategies used in their teaching practice. Firstly, the findings
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are presented on the approaches used as suggested by Benson (2001), followed by the strategies
applied by the ESL lecturers in promoting learner autonomy for each approach.

Results are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. The approaches used in promoting learner autonomy by ESL lecturers (N=74).

Approaches Resource- Technology- Curriculum- Classroom- Learner- Teacher-

based based based based based based
N 50 56 26 25 48 19
% 67.6 75.7 35.1 33.8 64.9 25.7

From the survey, as noted in Table 1, it was identified that a majority of 75.7% (n= 56) has chosen
technology-based approach, followed by resource-based approach with 67.6% (n=50). Learner-based
approach ranked the third with 64.9% (n=48), followed by curriculum-based with 35.1% (n=26) and
classroom-based with 33.8% (n=25). The least used approach is teacher-based approach with a
response of 25.7% (n=19). The research findings in Table 1 highlights few interesting facts.

Firstly, the findings revealed that the ESL lecturers in ITE employed more than one or multiple
approaches in promoting learner autonomy. The choices of approaches used could be due to their
preference of teaching styles in which they can actually adapt and adopt to the students’ needs and
learning styles. When the lecturers employed multiple approaches, it could be concluded that they
are more likely to be knowledgeable, effective and professional in their profession where the
lecturer’s knowledge and understanding of learner autonomy are reflected in the approaches used
in fostering autonomous behaviours in language learning.

Secondly, Table 1 further revealed that technology-based approach ranked the most
employed approach by the ESL lecturers. This suggests that the ESL lectures embrace the technology
well in their teaching practices. Promoting learner autonomy while teaching English through
technology-based approach has provided an avenue where both lecturers and students can make the
teaching and learning effective and meaningful. It serves as an alternative to self-assess centers. Thus,
it provides learners with the opportunities to be responsible and take charge of their own learning,
therefore it has a strong potential to develop autonomous behaviours (Benson, 2001). Within the
framework of technology-based approaches, the lecturers are seen as advisors who offer
possibilities, encourage their learners to use self-access centres, provide learners with strategies
supporting the process of autonomous learning, facilitate the students to overcome the difficulties
in using-technology based resources and serve as a compass in orientation among huge amount of
resources (Arikan& Bakia, 2011; Luzon & Ruiz-Madrid, 2008; Tassinari, 2012).

Thirdly, teacher-based rated the least among other approaches used with 25.6% (n=19). As
teacher-based approach focuses on teacher autonomy in teaching practice and in professional
development, as well as on teacher’s role in supporting autonomy (Benson, 2001, 2013; Borg &
Busaidi, 2012; Feryok, 2013), this suggests that quite a number of the lecturers are aware and accept
the responsibility for their teaching. This perception they hold impact on their attitudes towards the
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implementation of learner autonomy in their teaching practices (Aoki, 2008; Borg & Busaidi, 2012).
As agreed by many researchers, this explains the interdependence between teachers and students
where learner autonomy depends on teacher autonomy.

The second part of the research question asked the ESL lecturers to give examples of strategies
they used to promote learner autonomy and 58 lecturers provided the examples. A list of 126
strategies were generated and from the analysis, seven categories were found to be dominant. A
break-down of these main categories is illustrated in Figure 2.

Strategies reported by ESL lectures in promoting
learner autonomy

Assessment
Initiate Reflective Activities
Create e-Learning Platforms
Facilitate Learning
Incorporate Various Learning Materials and...
Allow Decision-Making

Encourage Independent Work

|
0.0 100 200 30.0 40.0 50.0 60.0

Figure 2. The strategies reported by ESL lecturers in promoting learner autonomy

As illustrated in Figure 2, the seven broad categories for the strategies used are, incorporate
various learning materials and resources, facilitate learning, encourage independent work, create e-
learning platforms, allow decision-making, initiate reflective activities and finally through
assessments. ‘Incorporate various learning materials and resources’” was the most commonly used
strategy reported by the ESL lecturers (56.9%), followed by ‘facilitate learning’ with 51.7%. This
finding provides further insights on the ESL lecturers’ various strategies used in promoting learner
autonomy to their students who are adult learners. Students’ different learning styles and needs
could be the influential factors for the strategies used by the ESL lecturers in their teaching practice.
Below are the common sub-categories which reflect in specific of the strategies used by these ESL

lecturers in promoting learner autonomy for all the approaches they have reported initially (refer
Table 1).
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Table 3. Summary of strategies used in promoting learner autonomy.

Strategies Respondents’ Responses

Incorporate various “Utilize the mobile phones in the learning process”. (R22)
learning materials and “Encourage them to do extensive reading in the library”.(R53)
resources “Newspapers, books and magazine, articles”.(R59)

“Using social media like Facebook, Instagram and Twitter”. (R58)

Facilitate learning “Guide by the side, assist via e-mail, mentoring and monitoring, chart
their progress”. (R63)
“Share with them the techniques, means and ways”.(R54)
“Students can refer to the lecturer if they need or want to”.(R6)
“Lecturer guides and provides learning experience”.(R43)

Encourage independent “Provide opportunities to learn beyond the classroom”.(R71)

work “Give them task that requires them to work independently”.(R47)
“I give space for them to work independently and present their
thoughts based on their personal experience”. (R31)

Create e-learning platforms  “Create Edmodo as a platform for interaction beyond class
hour”.(R40)
“Present their idea in class and upload in the Edmodo”.(R23)
“Learning through discovery, doing Moodle assignment”.(R18)

Allow decision making “In planning certain programs, I’ll give them chance to discuss and
come out with their decisions”.(R51)
“Giving them the full chance of attempting the coursework”.(R57)
“They are free, the way the want to present tasks”.(R48)
“Students are given opportunities to make decisions on certain part of

T-L activities”.(R68)
Initiate reflective activities  “Allowing them to share their thoughts openly”.(R33)
“Sharing sessions after task completion”.(R2)
“Trainees are actively involved through reflection of their classroom

practices during practicum. This practice provides the trainees
opportunity for self-development”.(R16)

Assessment “Different tasks are provided to different groups of students”.(R49)
“I prepare individual and group tasks”. (R72)
“A lot of task-based, ISL, info search, presentations”. (R64)

Conclusion

Looking from the ESL lecturers’ perspectives at Institute of Teacher Education, this study
provided insights on their practices especially the approaches and strategies used in promoting
learner autonomy. This study is significant, particularly in teacher training context in Malaysia in
tandem with the emphasis for teachers to focus on getting students to be independent and
autonomous learners as highlighted in Malaysian Education Blueprint (MEB 2013-2025). Studies on
ESL learner autonomy at the teacher training context is scarce, hence this study recommends for
more studies to be carried out on learner autonomy looking from the perspectives of ESL learners or

2181



INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH IN BUSINESS AND SOCIAL SCIENCES

Vol. 8, No. 12, Dec, 2018, E-ISSN: 2222-6990 © 2018 HRMARS

lecturers in Institute of Teacher Education. The results of the study indicated that ESL lecturers
employed multiple strategic approaches in promoting learner autonomy based on their beliefs and
understanding of the concept of learner autonomy, hence is manifested through the approaches and
strategies used in their teaching practices. More similar studies should be conducted with qualitative
methods to have in depth views on strategies used by the ESL lecturers in promoting learner
autonomy. As to produce quality teacher trainees, it would be great for ITE to design the training
programs that emphasize on the pedagogical knowledge and skills in fostering learner autonomy in
the English language classroom as these future ESL teachers will be serving in primary schools
nationwide for the next 30-35 years.
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