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Learner autonomy is one of the key factors in successful language teaching and learning, therefore teachers’ task is to develop
learners’ autonomy. However, teachers can foster learners’ autonomy only if they are autonomous learners themselves. The article
reports findings of a survey study of the level of readiness for learner autonomy among prospective teachers minoring in English at
Nizhyn Mykola Gogol State University in Ukraine. The data were gathered through a questionnaire, designed to investigate each
learner’s perceptions and beliefs in four domains associated with learner autonomy: willingness to take learning responsibilities, self-
confidence to learn autonomously, motivation to learn English, capacity to learn autonomously. The research indicated that the
general level of the prospective teachers’ learner autonomy is moderate though mean values fluctuate considerably from item to item.
Thus, their motivation to study English and willingness to take learning responsibilities are on a high level, while their capacity and
self-confidence to learn autonomously are moderate, with some items having means lying in the range that characterises a low level
of learner autonomy. The implications of this study suggest that teacher trainers need to pay more attention to creating conditions in
the classroom that will help prospective teachers become highly autonomous learners themselves.
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Introduction

Learner-centred approach in education has led to the emergence of the concept of learner autonomy,
which has been in the centre of researchers’ attention for a few decades. Learner autonomy is especially
important in language learning because as Esch (1997) argues, language has specific features which need to
be taken into consideration when we talk about autonomous language learning. Language learning is
different from any other learning, say physics or geography, because language is used to describe and talk
about our learning experience (p. 166).

Originally, learner autonomy in connection with language learning was defined by Holec (1981) as “the
ability to take charge of one’s learning” (p. 3). Little (1991) defines learner autonomy as essentially the
matter of the learner’s psychological relation to the process and content of learning, a capacity for
detachment, critical reflection, decision-making and independent action (p. 4). Littlewood (1996) develops
this point, describing autonomy as learner’s ability and willingness to make and carry out the choices which
govern his or her actions. He also suggests that this ability depends on possessing both knowledge about the
alternatives from which choices have to be made and necessary skills for carrying out choices, while
willingness depends on having both the motivation and confidence to take responsibility for the choices
required (p.428). As Sinclair (2000) observes, there seems to be almost universal acceptance of the
development of autonomy as an important, general educational goal (p. 5), that is, teachers should help the
learners in recognising their own ways of learning and enhance learners’ capacity so that they can be ready
for learning all through their lives.

Whether learner autonomy is promoted depends on whether teachers are autonomous learners
themselves, because “[t]he extent to and manner in which learner autonomy is promoted in language learning
classrooms is influenced by teachers’ beliefs about what autonomy actually is, its desirability and feasibility”
(Borg & Al-Busaidi, 2012, p. 6). Moreover, Little (1995) states that “learner autonomy and teacher
autonomy are interdependent” (p. 179) and the teacher autonomy is “a prerequisite for the development of
learner autonomy” (p. 178). He further argues that “language teachers are more likely to succeed in
promoting learner autonomy if their own education has encouraged them to be autonomous” (p. 180). So, it
is vital that English language teachers should be autonomous language learners, and teacher trainers should
make sure that they foster their trainees’ autonomy.

Before anything is done in this direction, it is necessary to collect some information about learners’
existing attitudes and expectations (Scharle & Szabo, 2000, p. 12), i.e. explore learners’ readiness for
autonomous learning. There have been quite a lot of researches in different countries investigating
prospective teachers’ level of learner autonomy and related issues (e.g., Balgikanli, 2010; Hoxha & Tafani,
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2015; Tarhan and Erdzden, 2008). Ukrainian researchers also pay some attention to the problem of learner
autonomy, but they focus mostly on ways of fostering learner autonomy (Hahina, 2014; Haidar, 2015;
Solomko, 2012; Zadorozhna, 2015) while the level of readiness for learner autonomy of prospective English
language teachers remains out of focus.

That is why, the objectives of this study are to find out the level of readiness for learner autonomy of
prospective English language teachers and to discuss the implications of the findings for teacher trainers.

Method

Participants

In order to explore the level of readiness for learner autonomy of prospective English language teachers,
we have conducted a case study among the students who master English as their second speciality at the
Philological Department of Nizhyn Mykola Gogol State University while majoring in the Ukrainian
language and literature. This group was chosen for the research due to the fact that English as a second
speciality is offered by a number of Ukrainian teacher-training institutions. Many graduates find employment
as teachers of English so it is really important that they have the same language skills and competences as the
prospective teachers who major in English. As these students have fewer classes of English and so their
language learning experience is not as rich as of those who major in English, it is essential that they should
be able to learn autonomously. Besides, for the research, we chose students who have studied at the
university for more than two years as they are more experienced in learning English and are more likely to
take their future occupation seriously.

Instruments

The study is based on quantitative research. The main research tool was the questionnaire aimed to find
out the level of students’ readiness for learner autonomy (Swatevarcharkul, 2008, p. 144). It is reported that
the questionnaire has been piloted and its homogeneity and validity demonstrated by means of statistical
tools. Thus, the questionnaire validity and reliability are 0.80 and 0.84 respectively (ibid., p. 50).
Nevertheless, items 3, 8, 16, 28 in the questionnaire have been modified (negative statements have been
changed into affirmative) to avoid ambiguity and misinterpretation.

The whole questionnaire contains 34 items, which are divided into four categories (or domains): items
1-7 refer to students’ willingness to take learning responsibilities; items 8—13 — to self-confidence to learn
autonomously; items 14-23 — motivation to learn English; items 24-34 — capacity to learn autonomously.
The respondents, however, were not informed of these categories.

As the aim of the research is to measure people’s attitudes and beliefs, Likert Scale is used to collect the
attitudinal data through getting people’s reactions to statements. Students were asked to rate how much they
agreed with each statement (strongly agree, agree, uncertain, disagree, strongly disagree). For scoring purposes,
the statements were given weights of 5, 4, 3, 2, 1. The ‘weights’ are interpreted as follows: 5 means that learner
autonomy readiness is very high, 4 — high, 3— moderate, 2 - low, 1— very low. Correspondingly, the
evaluation criteria of the questionnaire are as follows: 1.00-1.50 means that learner autonomy readiness is very
low, 1.51-2.50 — low, 2.51-3.50 — moderate, 3.51-4.50 — high, 4.51-5.00 — very high.

Data collection

The questionnaire was completed anonymously in 2016 by 45 respondents studying in their 3™, 4" and
5" years (10, 11 and 24 students respectively). The questionnaire was administered in the classroom under
the teachers’ supervision. The students spent about 15-20 minutes answering the questions.

Results

The survey response data were tabulated using Microsoft Excel 2010. To discover the general level of
readiness for learner autonomy, the results of the 34-item questionnaire were analysed to find out mean score
and standard deviation (columns ‘M’ and ‘SD’ in the tables). Table 1 demonstrates the results of statistical
analysis of the four examined domains which shows that the mean value for the whole questionnaire is 3.45
(SD=1.03). According to the criteria mentioned above this indicates that on the whole the prospective
teachers’ autonomy readiness level is moderate. However, the data on the categories vary considerably: their
willingness to take learning responsibilities and motivation to learn English are on a high level, while their
capacity and self-confidence to learn autonomously are on a moderate level.
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Table 1
Mean of each category and level of learner autonomy readiness

Category M sD Level of Iearper
autonomy readiness
Willingness to take learning responsibilities 3.51 1.05 high
Self-confidence to learn autonomously 2.92 0.96 moderate
Motivation to learn English 3.97 1.11 high
Capacity to learn autonomously 3.41 0.99 moderate
Average 3.45 1.03 moderate

More detailed results are displayed in Tables 2 to 5. The first three columns of numbers present
percentages of responses reduced to three categories: disagreement (options ‘strongly disagree’ and
‘disagree’, column ‘Disagree’ in the tables), uncertainty (option ‘uncertain’, column ‘Uncertain’) and
agreement (options ‘strongly agree’ and ‘agree’, column ‘Agree’). In relation to the first domain of learner
autonomy, the result of the statistical tests concerning the mean of the students’ answers is 3.51 (SD=1.05)
which proves that students’ willingness to take learning responsibilities is at a high level. Table 2 provides a
detailed description of the means of students’ answers regarding this category. We can see that more than
half of the respondents agreed with the statements of most items (except items 1 and 3). The figure that
attracts attention in this table is the mean for item 4, which is the highest in this domain — 3.76 (SD=0.90). It
indicates that almost 70% of learners are pleased to take responsibility for their own learning. This
assumption is supported by the data on item 2 which demonstrate that two thirds of the learners agree that
they need to control their learning. Also, it can be inferred from the data in the table that more than half of
the prospective teachers like to have some freedom in their learning determining what they want to learn
both in and outside class (items 6 and 7). On the other hand, figures concerning item 1 (mean=3.24,
SD=1.18) contradict this optimistic deduction as they prove that only about 42% of the prospective teachers
really feel responsible for their learning. Item 3 has equally low mean of 3.24 (SD=1.40) as item 1 and the
figures give evidence that just about a third of the students like to seek additional knowledge outside class
without any directions of the teacher, which indicates that learners are not eager to take initiative in their
learning. The conclusion from this category of questions would seem to be that on the one hand, the
respondents view themselves as being quite aware of the necessity to take learning responsibilities, but, on
the other hand, they are not eager to do so in practice.

Table 2

Students’ willingness to take learning responsibilities

Item Disagree | Uncertain | Agree M | SD

1. I think learning is the sole responsibility of the learner. 28.89 28.89 42.2213.24|1.18
2. | need to control myself to do learning tasks that | think 1

should do. 13.33 20.00 66.66 | 3.64|0.92
3.1 like to seek additional knowledge outside class if the

teacher does not tell me to do so. 42.22 24.44 33.33/3.24|1.40

4. | am pleased to take responsibility for my own learning. 8.89 22.22 68.89|3.76|0.90
5. 1 am willing to evaluate my learning whether it is good or

bad. 8.89 33.33 57.78 3.60| 0.80
6. | am pleased to take part in determining the content | want

to learn in class. 13.34 33.33 53.33|3.44|1.00

7. 1 am pleased to decide what | will learn outside class. 13.34 28.89 57.78|3.69|1.17

The mean of the students’ answers to items concerning the second domain — students’ self-confidence to
learn autonomously — is 2.92 (SD=0.96) (see Table 1), which indicates that this component of learner
autonomy is not so well developed in the learners and is at the moderate level. The detailed results regarding
this category demonstrated in Table 3 show that just item 13 “If | decide to learn anything, I can find time to
study although I have something else to do” has mean above 3.50 (SD=0.98), which characterises a high
level of learner autonomy. Other responses here reveal a certain lack of readiness for autonomy. Thus, in half
of the items the means are below 3. The most striking responses are to items 8 and 9 that have the lowest
mean value of 2.38, i.e. according to the criteria mentioned above, the level of readiness for learner
autonomy in these respects is low. As the table shows, 60% of respondents are not confident in their learning
so they need constant support of the teacher (item 8) and almost 58% cannot decide themselves what they
should learn or what to do in and out of class (item 9). More than half of the learners chose option
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‘uncertain’ for item 12 “I think I am an effective autonomous learner, both in and out of class”. Also, most
students’ time-management skills leave much to be desired, as only about one fifth of the prospective
teachers are confident that they can manage their time well for learning. These findings indicate that learners
rely on teachers greatly in many aspects of learning English. In other words, although the respondents are
willing to take responsibility for their learning in the previous category, they are not confident enough that
they can do it properly.

Table 3

Students’ self-confidence to learn autonomously

Item Disagree | Uncertain | Agree M | SD
8.1 am confident in my learning so I don’t need constant

support of the teacher. 60.00 28.89 11.11|2.38|1.00
9.1 can decide myself what | should learn or what to do in

and out of class. 57.78 26.67 15.55|2.38| 1.04
10.1 am confident that I can manage my time well for

learning. 35.55 42.22 22.22|2.89|0.87
11. 1 am confident that | can make a good effort in seeking

knowledge | want to learn. 17.78 35.56 46.66| 3.36|1.06
12. | think | am an effective autonomous learner, both in and

out of class. 26.67 51.11 22.23|3.02|0.83
13. If | decide to learn anything, | can find time to study

although | have something else to do. 13.33 35.56 51.11|3.53|0.98

The next category of the questionnaire concerns motivation to learn English. The mean of the students’
answers in this domain is 3.97 (SD=1.11), which is the highest of all (see Table 1). A detailed description of
the means of the students’ answers regarding this category is provided in Table 4. As the analysis of the data
shows, the mean for each item is above 3.5 and half of the values are above 4, which indicates that the level
of the students’ motivation to learn English is high. Few learners chose option ‘uncertain’ white answering
this part of the questionnaire. Here we find the highest scores of the whole questionnaire, e.g. 82.22% of the
respondents ‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’ with the statement of item 15 “I like to learn English because it is
interesting and important” which is rated 4.31 (SD=1.24) (the highest mean of all). Also, 84.45% of the
learners think that studying English can be important for them because it will allow them to meet and
converse with more and varied people (item 18). The same number of respondents like to take part in English
activities when they have free time (item 17). It can be inferred from these data that prospective teachers are
intrinsically motivated to learn English. Figures concerning item 21 “I like to learn English because I will be
able to get a job easily” and item 22 “I pay attention to learning English in order to get a good grade” (mean
values are 4.00 and 3.67 respectively) suggest that the students also have a high level of extrinsic motivation
to study English. We can conclude that teacher trainers while fostering prospective teachers’ learner
autonomy can rely on their high level of motivation as it is common knowledge that a motivated person in
more likely to succeed in any activity.

Table 4
Students’ motivation to learn English
Item Disagree | Uncertain | Agree M | SD
14. 1 like to have the chance to decide on what and how to
learn about English. 13.33 17.78 68.89| 3.67|0.99
15.1 like to learn English because it is interesting and
important. 11.11 6.67 82.2214.31|1.24
16. | enjoy learning English. 17.77 8.89 73.33|3.96/1.41

17. 1 like to take part in English activities when | have free
time such as watching English movies or listening to English

songs or news. 11.11 4.44 84.45|14.16/1.13
18. Studying English can be important for me because it will
allow me to meet and converse with more and varied people. 6.67 8.89 84.45|4.20|1.07

19. Studying English can be important for me because | will
be able to participate more freely in the activities of other
cultural groups. 8.89 13.33 77.78| 3.93| 1.06

(continued)
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Table 4
Students’ motivation to learn English (continued)
Item Disagree | Uncertain | Agree M | SD
20. Studying English can be important for me because | will
need it for my future education. 6.67 13.33 80.00|4.10| 1.08
21. 1 like to learn English because | will be able to get a job
easily. 6.66 13.33 80.00(4.00|0.89
22. | pay attention to learning English in order to get a good
grade. 11.11 24.44 64.44| 3.67| 1.05
23.1 think the teacher plays a crucial role in building
students’ motivation to learn English, in and out of class 15.55 26.67 57.78|3.73|1.18

The final component of the questionnaire refers to the students’ capacity to learn autonomously. The
general mean of the respondents’ answers is 3.41 (SD=0.99) (see Table 1) with most mean values lying in
the range of 3.11-3.40 (see Table 5), which characterises their level of autonomy readiness in this respect as
moderate. Some items, however, have higher means. This concerns the students’ awareness of their learning
weak points (item 26) and their attempts to improve on them (item 27), which shows a high level of
readiness for learner autonomy in this aspect. Figures concerning items 32 (mean value=3.64, SD=1.04) and
25 (mean value=3.53, SD=1.02) are also encouraging as they indicate that most respondents know where
they can seek knowledge and can tell whether or not they are making learning progress. The students’
weakest points in this domain are their ability to set their own learning objectives in class (item 24 with mean
value 3.18, SD=0.68) and out of class (item 30 with mean value 3.22, SD=0.99) and their capability of
finding appropriate learning methods and techniques for themselves (item 29 with mean value 3.11,
SD=0.97) as well as learning materials (item 31 with mean value 3.27, SD=1.04). Also, it should be pointed
out that in many cases the respondents are uncertain about their answers in this category. For example,
64.44% of the prospective teachers are not sure whether they have the ability to set their own learning
objectives in class (item 24); 46.67% are not certain if they are capable of telling about what they have
learned (item 28); 44.44% — whether they are capable of finding appropriate learning methods and
techniques for themselves (item 29); 44.44% — if they are capable of being totally responsible for their own
learning (item 34). These data suggest that, on the one hand, teacher trainers can rely on the prospective
teachers’ strong points in this relation, on the other hand — that trainees lack important skills of autonomous
learners and that teachers trainers should create conditions for developing these skills.

Table 5
Students’ capacity to learn autonomously
Item Disagree | Uncertain | Agree M | SD
24. 1 have the ability to set my own learning objectives in
class. 11.11 64.44 24.44|3.18|0.68
25. | can tell whether or not | am making learning progress. 11.11 33.33 55.56|3.53| 1.02
26. | know my learning weak points. 6.66 28.89 64.4413.781 0.99
27. 1 try to improve on my learning weak points. 11.11 2299 66.6713.67|0.97
28. | am capable of telling about what I have learned. 15.55 46.67 37.7813.40| 1.02
29. |1 am capable of finding appropriate learning methods and
techniques for myself. 17.78 44.44 37.78|3.11|0.97
30. I have the ability to choose my outside class learning
objectives. 24.44 31.11 44.45|3.22|0.99
31. I am able to choose learning materials outside class. 20.00 31.11 48.89|3.2711.04
32. I know where | can seek knowledge. 17.78 17.78 64.44|3.64|1.04
33. I can evaluate by myself whether my learning is good or
bad. 13.33 37.78 48.89|3.40|1.18
34.1 am capable of being totally responsible for my own
learning. 13.34 44.44 42.22|13.33/0.99
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Another figure in the tables that is worth mentioning is the standard deviation. A low standard deviation
indicates that the data points tend to be close to the mean of the set, while a high standard deviation shows
that the data points are spread out over a wider range of values. As it is clear from the tables above, most
values of standard deviation lie in the range 0.85-1.10, i.e. the answers are more or less homogeneous. The
lowest values of standard deviation are found in the categories having the lowest mean values — students’
capacity and self-confidence to learn autonomously. This seems to be one more proof that these aspects of
learner autonomy are not so well developed in most learners.

Discussion

Having analysed the results of the investigation, we can say that, on the one hand, it is encouraging for
teacher trainers to know that the trainees are generally willing to take responsibility for their learning and are
quite highly motivated to learn English. On the other hand, the study reveals that the students seem to hold
many views and beliefs that contradict the move towards greater autonomy. Thus, the majority (about 66%)
are not likely to seek additional knowledge outside class on their own initiative (item 3); about 58% of
respondents cannot decide themselves what they should learn or what to do in and out of class and almost
27% or are not sure that they are able to do this (item 9); two thirds of the prospective teachers are uncertain
whether they are able to set their own learning objectives in class (item 24).

The obtained results tell us something about the current practices in language teaching and teacher
training. Thus, we can assume that teachers and teacher trainers have been quite successful in building their
learners’ motivation. This assumption is supported by the data on the students’ motivation on the whole and
the figures concerning item 23 indicating that almost 58% of them believe that it is the teacher who is
responsible for building learner’s motivation. However, judging by the fact that the respondents, being adult
learners with quite a long experience in learning English (ten years on average), have a moderate level of
learner autonomy, we can infer that fostering learner autonomy has not become a common practice either at
schools or universities and teacher trainers should pay more attention to this aspect.

Besides, we can see that there exists a gap between the students’ wishes and practices. On the one hand,
as we have argued above, they are highly motivated to learn English and willing to take learning
responsibilities. On the other hand, prospective English language teachers do not have enough self-
confidence and capacity to learn autonomously, which is supported by the facts that 60% of learners need
constant support of the teacher (item 8 of the questionnaire) and that about half of the students are not sure
whether they are effective autonomous learners, both in and out of class (item 12). Therefore, in spite of the
fact that the respondents are expected to be experienced language learners, they still need substantial support
from teacher trainers.

The findings of the research also contribute to a better understanding of students’ beliefs and needs.
Thus, the figures indicate that prospective teachers value freedom and opportunities to direct their own
learning, therefore, teacher trainers should create appropriate learning environment. On the other hand, it can
be inferred from the obtained data that most of them are not confident in their learning therefore they need
constant support of the trainers. For instance, they need some guidance in setting their learning objectives,
finding appropriate learning methods and techniques for themselves and assessing the results. This implies
that teacher trainers should develop students’ confidence providing the necessary support in the form of
learning strategies which would help them become more independent in their learning.

The findings of this case study go in line with the results reported by researchers from other countries
(Balgikanli, 2010; Hoxha & Tafani, 2015; Tarhan and Erézden, 2008): prospective teachers view learner
autonomy generally positively, though they have certain difficulties being autonomous learners. That is why
we cannot but agree with Benson (2003) who states that teachers should create the atmosphere and
conditions in which learners will feel encouraged to develop the autonomy they already have (p. 305).

Conclusions

This study was aimed at investigating the level of prospective English language teachers’ readiness for
learner autonomy. It has covered four dimensions — students’ willingness to take learning responsibilities,
self-confidence to learn autonomously, motivation to learn English and capacity to learn autonomously. The
results show that prospective teachers have some basic level of learner autonomy, so teacher trainers do not
have to start from scratch. The respondents’ capacity and self-confidence to learn autonomously are
moderate, which implies that students are still dependent on their teachers and need some guidance to help
them become more confident learners, capable to learn autonomously. However, they are highly motivated to
learn English and are willing to take learning responsibilities, and, as the proverb says, where there is a will,
there is a way. To provide gradual movement towards greater learners’ independence, teacher trainers should
seek ways to encourage conscious reflection on the learning process. Making the students aware of their
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level of learner autonomy, their strengths and weaknesses can be the first step in this direction.

This study is not comprehensive or extensive. There are many more dimensions yet to be explored.
They include the factors such as the learner’s approaches to studying, the correlation between learner
autonomy level and learning style, the ways to foster prospective teachers’ learner autonomy, teacher
trainers’ views and beliefs concerning learner autonomy.
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