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ABSTRACT 

 

One of the aims of education in EFL context has been fostering learner autonomy. So far, 

various studies have been conducted and teaching practices have been put to use in order to 

develop learners’ autonomous learning skills. Dickinson (1993) asserts that learner training 

should aim to help learners develop the ability to take more responsibility for their own learning. 

How teachers perceive their students’ learner autonomy, and what they do to foster autonomous 

learning skills are questions which need to be answered to reveal the reality about the value of 

learner autonomy in EFL institutions. In this sense, the purpose of this study is to investigate the 

perceptions and practices of EFL teachers about learner autonomy in English prep classes in 

Niğde Ömer Halisdemir University School of Foreign Languages. With this aim, a questionnaire 

was conducted with the instructors in the English prep program to find out their perceptions, and 

they were asked to choose the autonomy-provoking tasks and activities among various ones 

from the course book which is used in the prep classes. In addition, three instructors from the 

same institution were interviewed with the aim of discovering their perceptions and practices 

about learner autonomy in depth. The results of the data gathered from these sources were 

compared to find out the differences between the perceptions and practices of instructors about 

learner autonomy. The findings are discussed and implications are suggested in the study. It is 

hoped that the findings will shed some light on understanding teachers’ view of learner 

autonomy and how it can be improved. 
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INTRODUCTION  
 

There has been many researches and studies to suggest independent learning approaches 

or methods as an alternative to traditional teacher-led learning in the rapidly developing field of 

ELT. Therefore, autonomy as an educational goal has gained interest lately (Finch, 2002). 

Learner autonomy, in formal educational contexts, is an educational concept in which learners 

accept the responsibility for their own learning (Little, 1999). The most frequently quoted 

definition of learner autonomy is by Holec (1981) who regards it as the “ability to take charge of 

one‘s own learning” (p. 3), and adds that autonomous learning requires one‘s taking the 

responsibility for all the decisions about their own learning, such as setting the objectives, 

planning progressions, selecting methods and techniques to be used, and evaluating what has 

been learned (Holec, 1981, p. 3). Furthermore, Little (1991) emphasizes four main factors of 

autonomy as “a capacity for detachment, critical reflection, decision making and independent 

action”. Autonomy involves an individual struggle, self-instruction and self-access to develop 

awareness through learning, which leads the learner to take more responsibility of their learning 

and be more successful. Being an autonomous learner requires insight, a positive attitude, a 

capacity for reflection, and readiness to be active in self-management and in interaction with 

others (Jingnan, 2011:28).  

Decision-making is an important component of learner autonomy, in whose development 

teachers play an important role. In the autonomous learning environment, teachers have a duty 
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which supports and facilitates learning by encouraging students and providing them guidance to 

actively take part in tasks such as problem solving and decision-making (Lee, 2011). Murphey 

and Jacobs (2000) assert that being autonomous does not necessarily mean learning alone, but 

rather having the ability to metacognitively and critically make decisions as to the means that 

one uses to learn and develop. Lee (2008) suggests that autonomy has to become a learning-

related lifestyle that stems from an awareness of learning that the teacher can instill in learners. 

Furthermore, he states that empowering students by making them the agents of their own 

learning can be achieved through student-student interaction. 

In order to have such a responsibility, learners should be able to switch from being spoon-

fed in a teacher-dependent learning environment to an independent learner in which they can 

monitor their own learning. One of the ways to involve students in the process of monitoring the 

learning might be to develop their instructional responsibilities (Finch, 2001). Teachers might be 

effective at this point by being open and tolerant to the ideas and suggestions of their students, so 

that they can be and feel more responsible about controlling their own learning process.  

However, what the concepts such as ‘learner autonomy’ and ‘autonomous learner’ 

actually mean to teachers has not been widely studied. Teachers’ perception and belief about 

learner autonomy is essential to understand and develop their students’ autonomy, as they define 

and influence the action of teaching in the classroom (Nyugen, 2014). In Camilleri’ (1999) 

study, it was found out that the majority of the participant teachers were open and willing to try 

out, change or develop practices to promote learner autonomy. Borg and Al-Busaidi (2012) 

assert that understanding teachers’ beliefs about learner autonomy is “central to the process of 

understanding and promoting changes in the extent to which teachers’ promote learner autonomy 

in their work” (p. 7); and he categorizes autonomy into four perspectives in terms of teachers’ 

perceptions, as technical, psychological, political and sociocultural perspectives. The technical 

perspective focuses on the physical environment in which the learning occurs; psychological 

perspective deals with the mental attributes which allow or hinder autonomy; political 

perspective is concerned with power and control on learning, and sociocultural perspective 

focuses on the role of interaction and participation in the development of autonomy. 

 
 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK  

 

Teachers’ Perceptions and Practices about Learner Autonomy in Turkey 
 

Although there are many and various studies on learner autonomy in Turkey, the number 

of the studies which are conducted on learner autonomy from the teacher perspective is limited. 

Most of these studies conclude that the traditional, rule-based and exam-oriented structure of 

Turkish education system does not encourage learners to be responsible enough to monitor their 

learning. 

Firstly, in his study, Erdogan (2003) aimed to find out teachers’ and students’ perceptions 

about learner autonomy at a Turkish secondary school, and the results indicated that teachers 

were not able and willing to change their traditional teaching styles, which did not allow students 

to take control of the learning and develop their autonomous learning skills.  

The study conducted by Yıldırım (2005) aimed to explore the perceptions and behaviors 

about autonomy of English Language Teaching (ELT) department students. The results of the 

study indicated that they were willing to take responsibility of learning as learners and have 

positive attitude about learner autonomy as future teachers. 

Another study on this context was by Özdere (2005). He (2005) conducted his study with 

the purpose of investigating university instructors’ attitudes towards learner autonomy and 

sharing instructional responsibilities with learners regarding aspects of students’ own learning. 

The results revealed that instructors were neutral to slightly positive toward learner autonomy. In 
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addition, the participants suggested that in-service training and systematic adjustments in the 

curricula might be beneficial to foster learners’ autonomy level in their institutions. 

Finally, Balçıkanlı (2010) investigated student teachers’ perceptions about learner 

autonomy in areas such as homework tasks, evaluation and classroom management in the 

Turkish educational contexts. The results of the study indicated that student teachers had 

generally positive and clear views about learner autonomy and they were open to involve 

students in the learning process by giving them some responsibilities. All subtitles should be in 

lower case, bold and in accordance with the above format.  As is here, in other sub-sections, the 

same format needs to be considered.  

 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Participants 

The participants of this study were 22 instructors who work at the English Preparation 

Department of Niğde Ömer Halisdemir University School of Foreign Languages in Niğde, 

Turkey. Each instructor teaches approximately 18-24 hours a week in 3-4 different classes. The 

characteristics of the participants are pretty varied (Table 1). The accessibility was one of the 

considerations in choosing the participants. Another reason was that it is a common opinion 

among instructors that the students seem unable to take control of their own learning in the prep 

classes, and the reasons behind it and possible solutions are frequently discussed among them.  

 

Table 1: Characteristics of the Study Participants 

Participants N % 

Gender 
Male 12 54,5 

Female 10 45,5 

Education 

BA 11 50 

MA  10 45,5 

PhD 1 4,5 

Years of teaching 

1-5 2 9,3 

6-10 8 36,3 

11-15 4 18,1 

16-20 8 36,3 

Total  22 %100 

 

Instruments 

A questionnaire which aims to gather data about the perceptions of the English teachers 

about learner autonomy was administered in this study. The questionnaire (see Appendix A) was 

adapted from Camilleri’s (1997) study, ‘Learner Autonomy: The Teacher’s Views’ by Özdere 

(2005). It consists of 13 items which aim to find out teachers’ ideas about what extent learners 

should be involved in decision making processes on the aspects of their own learning and course 

development. These items include questions about course content, material selection, lesson 

methodology, class management, self-assessment etc. Participants were asked to fill in the 

questionnaire by choosing the most suitable option for them, which are ‘not at all’, ‘little’, 

‘partly’, ‘much’ and ‘very much’ on a five-point Likert scale. 

Also, in order to see whether instructors are able to reflect their perceptions into practices 

about learner autonomy, a second section was added to the instrument. This section consists of 

various tasks and activities from the Jetstream Beginner and Elementary, the course book which 
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is used in the prep classes in the 2016-2017 academic year. Some of these tasks were the 

mechanic ones, which students needed to have grammatical knowledge or the language skills to 

complete. The other exercises were autonomy-provoking ones, which led students to search and 

discover the knowledge on their own, by using their initiative and learning responsibility; they 

are supposed to take the control of their learning in order to do these tasks. The participants were 

asked to choose the activities which they thought were autonomy-provoking. 

In addition, three instructors were interviewed in order to find out their perceptions and 

practices about learner autonomy in depth. Semi-structured interviews were conducted in this 

study, as they give the researcher the opportunity to shape the structure of the interview with the 

interviewee’s answers to the questions. The questions in a semi-structured interview are usually 

organized within the interview, rather than asking sequential standardized questions, in order to 

reveal any unexpected or ignored points (Mason, 2004). The interviews were recorded and 

transcribed by the researcher. They were analyzed through content analysis method. 

 

Data Analysis  
 

The present study is a survey-based research on perceptions and practices of teachers about 

learner autonomy in English prep classes in Niğde Ömer Halisdemir University. Data were 

gathered through a questionnaire which contains 13 items on the learner autonomy from the 

decision-making perspective. Moreover, tasks and activities from the Jetstream Beginner and 

Elementary course books were used in order to see whether instructors were able to show their 

perceptions in their practices. The data collected from the questionnaire was analyzed through 

‘mean’. As the questionnaire had five degrees of agreement, which were ‘not at all’, ‘little’, 

‘partly’, ‘much’ and ‘very much’, each degree was given a value from 1 to 5 (Not at all=1, 

Little=2, Partly=3, Much=4, Very much=5). Each item answered by the participant instructors 

was given these values and the mean of items were calculated in Microsoft Excel program. The 

second part of the questionnaire was analyzed in a similar way. 

The interview was analyzed through content analysis. The participants were asked to define 

autonomy in their own words, with the aim of understanding how they perceive autonomy. Also 

they were asked whether they think their students are autonomous or not, and what they do to 

foster their autonomy level. Finally, whether the course book was enough to contribute to raise 

students’ autonomy level was asked to the participants. 

 

FINDINGS 

 

The Quantitative Findings 

Teachers’ Perceptions about Learner Autonomy 

Each item was given values as explained above and the mean of items were calculated in 

Microsoft Excel program. Finally, the general mean was found to be 3,59, which is a value 

between ‘partly’ and ‘much’, closer to the latter. This result indicates that the instructors have 

generally positive perceptions about learner autonomy and they are open to involve students into 

the decision-making processes.  

The items which were the most favored were 12th (4,63) and 13th (4,40) items, which are 

“How much should the learner be encouraged to formulate his or her own explanations for 

classroom tasks?” and “How much should the learner be encouraged to find out learning 

strategies by himself or herself?” respectively. These results imply that instructors expect their 

students to take the responsibility about their own learning and control it with their own learning 

strategy. 4th (3,18) and 5th (3,04) items of the questionnaire were the least favorite ones (how 

much should the learner be involved in decisions on the time, place and pace of the lesson?, how 

much should the learner be involved in decisions on the methodology of the lesson?), which 
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imply that instructors are not willing to include students in the decision-making processes of 

methodology choice and other basic points of the lessons such as time, place and pace. 

Therefore, it can be concluded that instructors are open to students’ decision-making processes 

about their own learning, while they do not have the same perceptions about involving them in 

the decision-making process about some basic factors of their teaching such as methodology and 

time-place choice. Benson (2008) supports this consequence by stating that “from the teachers’ 

perspective, autonomy is primarily concerned with classroom learning arrangements within 

established curricula” (p. 15). Teachers’ general view about learner autonomy is mainly about 

how students arrange their learning with the help of strategies or methods of their own choice; 

they do not tend to share the decisions about their way of teaching, classroom management or 

the other curriculum necessities. 

 

Teachers’ Practices about Learner Autonomy 
 

The second part of the questionnaire aims to find out instructors’ practices about students’ 

learner autonomy, by determining whether the participant instructors are aware of the autonomy-

provoking tasks and activities in the course books and they are able to use them effectively to 

foster students’ autonomy. Therefore, five tasks and activities (see Appendix A) from the 

Jetstream Beginner and Elementary course books were chosen and the participants were asked to 

choose the one/s which they thought were autonomy-provoking for their students. The results are 

shown in Table 2. 

 

Table 2: The Type of Tasks and Activities and Their Frequency  

Tasks and Activities Type of activity N % 

a Reading activity 7 31,81 

b Listening activity 5 22,72 

c Autonomy-provoking task 12 54,54 

d Grammar activity 3 13,63 

e Autonomy-provoking task 11 50 

 

Table 2 indicates the type of activities and the frequency of choice by the participants. 

The frequency of the autonomy-provoking tasks (%54,54 and %50) are more than the other 

activities (%31,81, %22,72 and %13,63), although the number of the participant instructors who 

choose the right tasks are nearly the half of the participants. It can be seen that all of the 

participants are not aware of the autonomy-provoking activities in the course books and only 

half of them can reflect their positive perceptions about learner autonomy into their practices in 

the classroom.  

 

The Qualitative Findings 

 
The interview conducted with three English instructors were recorded, transcribed and 

analyzed. Content analysis method was utilized to analyze the data which was gathered from the 

interviews. Content analysis is a qualitative research analysis which is used to analyze textual 

material, such as interviews and journals. Mayring (2000) defines the main idea of this 

procedure as the formulation of the data gathered from a material in terms of a theoretical 

background and research question to determine a certain aspect of the material. The interview 

questions and the general themes in the answers are as follows: 

 

Q1. How do you define learner autonomy?  

Autonomy was defined as “learning/studying on their own” and “students’ motivation and 

ambition to be successful in their academic life” by the participants. 
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Q2. Do you think your students are autonomous? 

The answer given to this question by all three participants were negative. They stated that the 

students were generally far from being autonomous. When they were asked the reason why they 

thought so, they focused on the “irresponsibility” of the students, mostly about their homework 

and self-studying skills. Two of the instructors stated that students were unwilling to study, learn 

or create something on their own, and that they did not “take the initiative to control their own 

learning”. When they were asked how they think students can be more autonomous, one of the 

participants stated that autonomy was depended on “habits” and it was hard to change the 

students if they had been raised and educated without the feeling of “responsibility”. The other 

participants focused on the “encouragement of teachers” and “motivation”.  

 

Q3. Do you do anything special to foster your students’ learner autonomy level in the 

classroom?  If yes, what? 

One of the participants said he did not show a special effort to foster students’ autonomy, as he 

thought it was a little late for university level students to be autonomous from then on. One of 

the participants stated that “motivation” was an important factor in autonomy, therefore she tried 

to motivate her students, especially about the reasons and benefits of learning English. The other 

participant claimed that she frequently encouraged her students to “have their own voice” about 

their own learning, such as deciding on what to write about, “making their own studying plans”, 

“solving their own studying problems” etc. She also led them do these with the help of their 

peers or classmates. 

 

Q4. Do you think a course book should contribute to students’ learner autonomy level?  

All of the participants agreed that the course books should be autonomy-provoking, by giving 

students the “responsibility to study” and “control their learning”. When they were asked how 

the course books could do it, one of the participants said that there could be self-study parts, in 

which students were supposed to “make researches to learn on their own”. 

 

Q5. Do you think the course book we use in the prep classes is effective in fostering our 

students’ autonomy level? How? 

The answers to this question were generally negative; two of the participants stated that the 

course book did not contribute much to raise students’ autonomy level, as it lacked to give 

students some “tasks to encourage them to be more motivated” or “to study on their own”. They 

thought the course book usually “put the burden on the teachers’ shoulders”. The other 

participant claimed that the course book was enough in that sense; however, the more important 

point was “whether it was realized by the students” and used in a positive way to raise their 

autonomy level. He stated that many resources could be autonomy-provoking if they were used 

and instructed well. 

The analysis of the interview data indicates that instructors know learner autonomy as a 

concept, although their description is limited to students’ “learning/studying on their own”. They 

do not think the students are autonomous enough, and they attribute it to some reasons such as 

“lack of motivation” and “irresponsibility”. Although the participants think that course books 

should encourage students to be autonomous learners, they do not find their course book 

autonomy-provoking enough.  

 

CONCLUSION AND SUGGESTIONS 

 
This study focused on the perceptions and practices of EFL instructors on learner autonomy 

at the university level. A questionnaire was conducted to gather the instructors’ perceptions; and 

various tasks and activities from the course book of the prep classes at Niğde Ömer Halisdemir 
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University were used to find out whether instructors were aware of and able to make use of these 

activities in practice. In addition, three instructors were interviewed about their perceptions and 

practices as to learner autonomy. The results of the quantitative data analysis indicated that 

although the instructors’ perceptions are quite positive about learner autonomy, they are not able 

to reflect their perceptions fully into their practices. The results of the qualitative data supported 

this result; although participants were mostly aware of learner autonomy and its importance in 

learning a second language, they did not think that the course book made enough contribution in 

increasing students’ learner autonomy level. Another point which was gathered from the 

interview themes was that participants perceived autonomy as a concept which students should 

carry out “on their own”. However, being an autonomous learner is not equivalent to studying 

alone.  

Teachers’ perception about learner autonomy might be considered as an effective factor in 

developing learners’ autonomous learning features, as their perceptions allow them either to be 

open to the changes or innovations for their students’ benefit and give importance to their ideas 

and needs, or to follow a traditional teacher-directed strategy in which they do not consider the 

‘student’ factor in their teaching and spoon-feed them. Benson (2008) states that the notion of 

autonomy in language learning is shaped by the perspective of the teacher in the classroom. 

Developing teachers’ positive perceptions about learner autonomy, therefore, might be the 

first step into encouraging instructors to promote it. Informing teachers about learner autonomy 

and its advantages and benefits in the EFL environments are essential points in this sense. 

Administration support, flexible lesson plans, sufficient resources, alternative assessment 

methods and less crowded classes might be some of the ways to allow teachers develop their 

perceptions and create more autonomous learning environments. Furthermore, teachers might 

get a training through in-service training programs or seminars to strengthen students’ sense of 

responsibility and decision-making abilities. Professional training is especially useful for the 

novice teachers, whose knowledge about learner autonomy is mostly structured in such 

professional development practices (Reinders & Balçıkanlı, 2011). 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix A 

Teachers’ Questionnaire  

Learner Autonomy: Teachers' Perceptions and Practices 
Dear English Instructors,  

I am a PhD student at the ELT department of Çukurova University and I am conducting this 

study to gather information on English instructors’ perspectives and practices of learner 

autonomy. I would be so glad if you filled in this questionnaire. As the information you give 

here will only be used for research purposes, you don’t need to write your names. The answer 

you give will be seen by no one except the researcher. The honest answers you give are essential 

for the reliability of the research. Please give only one answer for each statement and don’t leave 

any of them unanswered. 

Demet TURAN ÖZTÜRK 

demetturan51@gmail.com 

Personal Information  

Gender: Male        Female  

Educational degree: BA          MA          PhD  

How long have you been teaching English? _______ years 

Part 1  Not 

at all  

Little Partly Much   Very 

much 

1. How much should the learner be involved in establishing 

the objectives of a course of study?  

     

2. How much should the learner be involved in deciding the 

course content?   

     

3. How much should the learner be involved in selecting 

materials?  

     

4. How much should the learner be involved in decisions on 

the time, place and pace of the lesson?  

     

5. How much should the learner be involved in decisions on 

the methodology of the lesson?  

     

6. How much should the learner be involved in decisions on 

classroom management?  

     

7. How much should the learner be involved in decisions 

about record-keeping?  

     

8. How much should the learner be involved in decisions on 

homework tasks?  

     

9. How much should the learner be encouraged to assess 

himself or herself, rather than be tested?  

     

10. How much should the learner be involved in decisions on 

what to focus on from materials given by the teacher?   

     

11. How much should the learner be involved in decisions on 

the choice of learning tasks?  

     

12. How much should the learner be encouraged to formulate 

his or her own explanations for classroom tasks?  

     

13. How much should the learner be encouraged to find out 

learning strategies by himself or herself? 
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Part 2. This page includes some tasks and activities from Jetstream Beginner and Elementary 

books. Please circle the letter of the ones which you think are autonomy-provoking (which lead 

them to study and discover on their own, and control their own learning) for our students. 
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Appendix B 

Semi-structured Interview Questions 
 

1. How do you define learner autonomy? 

2. Do you think your students are autonomous? How do you think they can be more 

autonomous? 

3. Do you do anything special to foster your students’ learner autonomy level in the 

classroom?  If yes, what? 

4. Do you think a course should contribute to students’ learner autonomy level?  

5. Do you think the course book we use in the prep classes is effective in fostering our 

students’ autonomy level? How? 
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