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Learner autonomy is a complex human behavior that has been extensively investigated since
Holec defined it as “the ability to take charge of one’s own learning” in 1981. For the last three
decades, research regarding learner autonomy has mainly focused on elements of learner au-
tonomy such as reflection, taking responsibility, and selecting strategies to learn. In the current
research we investigated Japanese EFL students’ perceptions toward responsibility in their lan-
guage learning and their abilities to take charge of responsibility by targeting high and low profi-
ciency learners. For this study, an online questionnaire was employed with 72 high and 66 lower
proficiency learners. After the survey, semistructured interviews were conducted with 16 partici-
pants from the 2 groups to identify deeper meaning in the questionnaire responses. Based on the
findings, the paper introduces level-appropriate autonomy-enhancing practices as educational
implications.
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L earner autonomy has gained considerable attention in the field of language educa-
tion, and both theories and practices of autonomy have been developed over the last
few decades (Benson, 2011). The literature on learner autonomy stresses the notion of
learners’ willingness because regardless of the availability of such opportunities, whether
learners actually take responsibility can be greatly conditioned by their willingness to do
so (Borg & Al-Busaidi, 2012). Therefore, learners’ perspectives on learner autonomy have
been investigated in various educational contexts in addition to cultural and social con-
texts, which are the influential components of learner autonomy (Nakata, 2011). Because
each learner is unique even in a single educational setting (Sakai & Takagi, 2009), learner
differences should be taken into account when doing research on learner autonomy. In
this paper we explore how teachers can help learners develop learner autonomy by inves-
tigating learners’ perceptions on learner autonomy. An online questionnaire was given to
Japanese university EFL learners in order to investigate their views on teachers’ responsi-
bilities and their own responsibilities in language learning and their self-perceived ability
to make learning-related decisions. Follow-up interviews were conducted to gain more
in-depth understanding. We divided the learners into two groups based on their profi-
ciency levels. Using the data, we describe how higher proficiency (HP) and lower profi-
ciency (LP) learners viewed learner autonomy and examine ways in which teachers can
enhance learner autonomy among their students.

Literature Review

Learner autonomy has become a popular concept in English language education. What
learner autonomy means has been intensively discussed, and there exists a large body
of literature on definitions. One of the most cited and widely recognized is from Holec
(1981), who defined learner autonomy as “the ability to take charge of ones’ own learn-
ing” (p. 3). This ability includes a set of more concrete skills. For example, learners who
are considered autonomous can play active roles in finding out their own learning
needs, setting goals, creating study plans, putting the plans into action, and evaluating
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their learning process (Nunan, 2003), which can lead to improved metacognitive skills
(Wenden, 1998). Although various definitions and explanations have been proposed,
decision-making and taking responsibility for various aspects of learning are essential
constructs (Joshi, 2011).

In the implementation of teaching practices that enhance learner autonomy, learn-
er perspectives on learner autonomy are influential in terms of what responsibilities
learners assume to take and to what extent. Learners’ responsible attitudes (Joshi, 2011)
and willingness (Borg & Al-Busaidi, 2012) are necessary if learners are to be autonomous.
Related to choice making and responsibility, Littlewood (1996) discussed two important
components: willingness and ability. Willingness is a variable that influences learners’
confidence and motivation toward assuming responsibility, which is necessary for mak-
ing decisions. The other component, ability, can be divided into two constructs. One is
knowledge, regarding what options are available when making choices; the other is the
skill to make appropriate choices from available options. For learners to be autonomous,
all components should be present.

Researchers have explored learner perspectives in relation to responsibility and their
self-perceived ability to take responsibility in language learning. Spratt, Humphreys,
and Chan (2002) conducted a large-scale questionnaire in a university in Hong Kong
and examined learner perspectives on both learners’ and their teachers’ responsibilities
in language learning and the learners’ self-perceived ability to make learning-related
decisions. Results of the study indicate that participants expected teachers to take more
responsibility for formal language instruction, while taking higher personal responsibility
for self-guided learning. Another study (Sakai & Takagi, 2009), conducted in a Japanese
university EFL context, investigated learner perspectives. The study focused on learners’
proficiency levels as an influential variable because each learner is unique and it is essen-
tial to consider learners’ characteristics. These studies were conducted with hundreds
of students in a quantitative manner. More qualitative approaches are also necessary
for practitioners to gain concrete ideas of how they can actualize the concept of learner
autonomy.

Research Questions

Qualitative research comparing HP and LP learners’ perspectives on learner autonomy is
necessary to collect undiscovered participant perceptions that are hidden behind sets of
numerical data. The aim of the current study was to investigate the following two ques-
tions by employing a questionnaire and semistructured interviews:
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RQ1. How do Japanese university students of different proficiencies perceive the
responsibilities of teachers and learners toward learning English?
RQ2. How do they view their ability to take charge of responsibilities regarding lan-

guage learning?

Methodology
Participants

A total of 138 Japanese students in a private university in Tokyo were surveyed. The par-
ticipants were freshman, sophomore, junior, senior, and Sth-year students with different
English learning backgrounds in the faculties of literature, law, economics, education,
engineering, business, and liberal arts. The participants were divided into higher pro-
ficiency (n = 72) and lower proficiency (n = 66) groups based on their TOEIC scores. A
score of 400 on the TOEIC test (or an equivalent score on other standardized language
tests) was set as the line between the groups. Semistructured interviews were conducted
with 16 students (11 LP and five HP learners) who voluntarily agreed to participate in the
interviews after completing the online questionnaire.

Questionnaire

To collect quantitative data, we employed an online survey with 47 items (see Appendix A
for the Japanese version). The questionnaire, adapted from one designed by Chan, Spratt,
and Humphreys (2002), was employed to probe three dimensions regarding learning au-
tonomy. Section 1 contained 13 questions answered on a 4-point Likert scale to investigate
how the two groups perceived the responsibilities of teachers and learners in and outside of
class. Section 2 included 11 questions answered on a 5-point Likert scale to assess the two
groups’ capability of achieving learner autonomy-related responsibilities. Section 3 exam-
ined the two groups’ learning behaviors but is beyond the scope of this paper. Because the
original research by Chan et al. was conducted more than a decade ago, some modifications
of the phrasing in the original questionnaire were made to adapt to changes in the sphere
of EFL. All questionnaire items were translated into Japanese by one of the authors and
checked by a Japanese faculty member with native-level proficiency in English.

Semistructured Interviews

As a quantitative research tool, semistructured interviews were also conducted to scruti-
nize the responses gained from the questionnaire. Semistructured interviews of 13 ques-
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tions (see Appendix B) were carried out with the 16 volunteers, in order to gain deeper
understanding of their questionnaire responses. Japanese was used in the interviews
because the participants preferred their native language for articulating their thoughts
and opinions. The interviews were audio recorded with the participants’ permission.

Data Analysis
Questionnaire Analysis

The researchers calculated the mean percentages of the questionnaire responses on
each item as answered by the LP and HP groups. For easier interpretation, the data were
collapsed into a 2-point scale for Section 1 and a 3-point scale for Section 2; for example,
the data for very poor and poor were collapsed into poor.

Interview Analysis

The semistructured interviews were transcribed for qualitative analysis. The interviews
were translated from Japanese to English by a Japanese faculty member at the university
with a native-level proficiency. The interview data were labeled with the two categories:
learner perspectives on responsibility and their self-perceived ability to make various
decisions in language learning. These labels correspond to the first and second sections
of the questionnaire.

Results and Discussion
Section 1 (Perceptions of Decision-Making)

The first section of the questionnaire was aimed at investigating how the two groups in
different levels perceived the responsibilities of teachers and learners in and outside of
class.

HP Learners

According to the responses, the HP group expected their teachers to take responsibility
for decision-making in general (see Table 1). In their responses to items 1 (make sure

of progress, 92%), 7 (decide content, 94%), 8 (choose activities, 97%), and 10 (choose
materials, 93%), more than 90% perceived that the responsibility of classroom-related
decision-making belonged to teachers. In the follow-up interviews, HP learners said that
teachers should be in charge of decision-making regarding their courses because they
themselves were not certain whether the choices made by learners contribute to the im-
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provement of the proficiency of the students in class. The HP learners’ high expectations
regarding teacher responsibility coincide with the classroom nature normalized in Jap-
anese English education up through secondary education. According to Nakata (2011),
Japanese learners have been habituated to teacher-centered classrooms in which students
are receptive to gaining knowledge in order to pass entrance exams. Nakata added that
there is little room for teachers to negotiate the content of the courses with students
given the curriculum constraints.

Although the HP group expressed high expectations of teachers, they assessed that
they themselves were responsible for decision-making related to self-study and self-eval-
uation. Specifically, the HP group believed that making progress in self-study (item 2,
83%), identifying weakness in their English (item 4, 85%), and deciding what to learn for
self-study (item 13, 82%) should be initiated by learners. All of the interview participants
said they possessed some type of learning goals beyond language learning that promoted
self-study outside of the class. One of the participants answered,

I have to spend extra hours to study TOEFL iBT on top of the usual class assign-
ments to be an ambassador. In order to do so, | have to be time efficient and target
specific. That said, I have spent so much time on self-evaluation to find my weak-
nesses in English and set target specific goals to improve proficiency.

Similarly, other HP learners reported that they developed their learner autonomy
when they felt they needed to increase the quality of their language learning to attain a
certain level of English proficiency to accomplish their life goals.

LP Learners

The LP learners viewed teachers as mainly or completely responsible for performing
most of the actions listed in Section 1. Except for item 4 (identifying weaknesses in your
English) and item 9 (evaluating your course), the LP learners responded that teachers
were completely or mainly responsible for what happened in and out of class. This
tendency is noteworthy and concerning, given that decision-making can have a direct
impact on the entire class. For instance, only 27% of LP learners felt that learners should
be mainly or completely responsible for choosing materials to be used in class, whereas
91% felt that teachers should assume the responsibility (item 10). Another example is
item 8 (choosing activities for the next lesson): 91% of LP learners felt that teachers were
mainly or completely responsible for this action, and less than a third of them considered
that learners themselves were mainly or completely responsible.

However, the general view of LP learners that teachers should assume more respon-
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sibility does not mean that these learners believed those responsibilities could be taken
away from themselves. For example, the LP learners believed that identifying their own
weaknesses was their own responsibility (item 4, 89%). In addition, for some items, a
notion of shared responsibility can be observed. For instance, the LP learners responded
that both learners themselves (65%) and their teachers (64%) were mainly or completely
responsible for evaluating their English course. Interview results further revealed that
the LP learners believed that more involvement in decision-making in language learning
and being more autonomous were desirable. One of the interviewees said that “being
involved in lesson planning will be interesting, for example by deciding topics to be dis-
cussed.” However, this willingness to do more decision-making cannot always be acted
upon. One learner stated that setting goals is important, but he was not sure how to set

goals. Another student said, “Being given complete freedom will be hard. We need some

framework to make choices from.” What can be inferred from those results is that LP

learners felt that more learner involvement in decision-making process was desirable, but
that they were not sure how to take more responsibility for making appropriate decisions

on various aspects of their learning.

Section 2 (Abilities to Take Responsibility)

Section 2 was designed to investigate how capable the participants were at taking respon-

sibility if they were given the opportunity (see Table 2).

Table 1. Perceptions of HP (n =72) and LP (n = 66) Learners Regarding Responsibilities

Higher proficiency learners

Lower proficiency learners

When you are taking English classes, whose responsibility

should it be to Learner’s Teacher’s Learner’s Teacher’s
Little Mainly Little Mainly Little Mainly Little Mainly

1. make sure of your progress in lessons? 12 (17%) 60 (83%) 6 (8%) 66 (92%) 14 (21%) 52 (79%) 4 (6%) 62 (94%)
2. make sure of your progress in your self-study? 12 (17%) 60 (83%) 24 (33%) 48 (67%) 31(47%) 35(53%) 9 (14%) 57 (86%)
3. stimulate your interest in learning English? 15 (21%) 57 (79%) 13 (18%) 59 (82%) 21 (32%) 45 (68%) 19 (29%) 47 (71%)
4. identify your weaknesses in your English? 11 (15%) 61 (85%) 15 (21%) 57 (79%) 7 (11%) 59 (89%) 15 (23%) 51(77%)
5. increase your motivation? 18 (25%) 54 (75%) 14 (19%) 58 (81%) 20(30%) 46 (70%) 8(12%) 58 (88%)
6. decide the objectives of your English course? 22 (31%) 50 (69%) 15 (21%) 57 (79%) 26 (39%) 40 (61%) 15 (23%) 51 (77%)
7. decide the content of the next English lesson? 45 (63%) 27 (38%) 4 (6%) 68 (94%) 44 (67%) 22 (33%) 6(9%) 60 (91%)
8. choose activities for the next lesson? 41 (57%) 31 (43%) 2 (3%) 70 (97%) 39 (59%) 27 (41%) 6 (9%) 60 (91%)
9. decide the duration of each classroom activity? 39 (54%) 33 (46%) 8 (11%) 64 (89%) 31 (47%) 35(53%) 12 (18%) 54 (82%)
10. choose materials to use in your English course? 60 (83%) 12 (17%) 5(7%) 67 (93%) 48 (73%) 18 (27%) 6 (9%) 60 (91%)
11. evaluate your learning? 35(49%) 37 (51%) 11(15%)  61(85%) 32 (48%) 34 (52%) 7(11%) 59 (89%)
12. evaluate your course? 32 (44%) 40 (56%) 20 (28%) 52 (72%) 23 (35%) 43 (65%) 24 (36%) 42 (64%)
13. decide what to learn for self-study? 13 (18%) 59 (82%) 23 (32%) 49 (68%) 22 (33%) 44 (67%) 20 (30%) 46 (70%)

Note. HP learners had TOEIC scores of 400 or above; answers were given on a 4-point Likert scale; little includes both little and very little; mainly includes both mainly and completely.
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HP Learners

The overall results in this section correspond with the perceptions of the HP group in
the previous section. More than 70% of the HP group answered that they were capable
of making decisions regarding their own study. In contrast, the HP learners possessed

a strong sense of incapability in making classroom-related decisions such as deciding
course content and materials. As the results of items 18 (class content) and 20 (learning
materials) show, more than 70% of the HP group rated themselves poor on the ability to
make such decisions.

Interview data suggest some possible causes. Four HP participants stated that they
lacked confidence in selecting materials and content for their courses because they were
not knowledgeable about a variety of materials and the educational benefits that could
be gained from them. Three of the interview participants expressed their willingness to
participate in the classroom-related decision-making process; however, they reported
that no teacher in their learning history had given them such opportunities.

LP Learners

intended to improve. This suggests that learners need to learn how to choose activities.
Showing options for activities can be helpful for learners because some learners stated
that they did not know what activities were available. Another significant finding was
that LP learners were not familiar with or confident in making class-related decisions.
One respondent said, “1 would like to be involved in the decision-making process, but 1
have never received any opportunities.” Another student reported, “Even if I am allowed
to study freely, I do not know what to do.” The prescriptive nature of language education
at Japanese high school was implied as a cause underlying those learner responses. For
example, three interviewees mentioned that they had always studied English with their
teachers’ deciding materials, the amount of study, the pace of study, and how learning
was evaluated. Another student said that students had a common goal of passing univer-
sity entrance exams, so they followed their teachers’ instructions.

Table 2. Ability of HP (n =72) and LP (n = 66) Learners to Take Responsibility

If you are given the HP Learners LP Learners

opportunity, how

Even though the LP learners believed that teachers should be mainly responsible for good are you at Poor OK Good Poor OK Good

learning-related decisions, more than two thirds of the LP learners believed that they 14. choosing learn- 26 (36%) 29 (40%) 17 (24%) 21 (32%) 26(39%) 19 (29%)

were OK or good at making various learning-related decisions (items 14, 15, 16, 17, 19, ing activities for

21,22, and 24). The LP learners were particularly confident in making choices related class?

to s'e!fjstudy. Eor example, 53% of the LP learners rated their ability to choose learning 15. choosing 11(15%) 10 (14%) 40 (56%) 6(9%)  25(38%) 35 (53%)

activities outs@e clas§ (1t'em 14) as gpod and 48% .of them responded F}}ey were good at learning activities

choosing learning objectives for their self-study (item 16). Those decisions were among outside the class?

what the learners saw as their own responsibility, not only that of their teachers. In con- ]

trast, there were two items that over 60% of the LP learners were not confident about: 16. choosing learn- 14 (19%) 22(31%) 36(50%)  21(32%) 24(36%) 21(32%)

item 18 (choosing the content of every class) and item 20 (choosing learning materials ing objectives for

for classes). These low-rated items are the ones that LP learners believed their teachers classes?

should be mainly or completely responsible for. 17. choosing learn- 10 (14%) 10 (14%) 52 (72%) 15(23%) 19(29%) 32 (48%)
Whether the LP learners showed confidence in making decisions or not, the interviews ing objectives for

elicited some insights that can guide teachers in providing support for the development your self-study?

of learner autonomy. For example, despite their confidence in choosing objectives and 18. choosing the 51(71%) 14 (19%) 7 (10%) 45 (68%) 12(18%) 9 (14%)

activities for self-study, interviews revealed that discrepancies exist between their goals content of every

and means. One interviewee said that he was using a vocabulary book designed for TOE- class?

IC preparation. However, his learning goal was to improve his speaking proficiency. In . o o o o o o

other words, the activities the LP learners employed did not always target the skills they igﬁizsguatmg your  9(13%) 26(36%) 37(51%)  13(20%) 22(33%) 31(47%)
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If you are given the HP Learners LP Learners

opportunity, how

good are you at Poor OK Good Poor OK Good
20. choosing learn- 54 (75%) 10 (14%) 8(11%) 42 (64%) 14 (21%) 10 (15%)
ing materials for

classes?

21.identifying your 15(21%) 19(26%) 38(53%)  16(24%) 23(35%) 27(41%)
weakness in your

English?

22. evaluating your 15 (21%) 28 (39%) 29(40%)  22(33%) 24(36%) 20 (30%)
learning?

23.choosing learn- 17 (24%) 20 (28%) 35(49%)  15(23%) 21(32%) 30 (45%)
ing materials to be

used outside class?

24. deciding the 12 (17%) 14 (19%) 46(64%) 17 (26%) 20(30%) 29 (44%)

duration of each ac-
tivity in self-study?

Note. HP learners had TOEIC scores of 400 or above; answers were given on a 5-point Likert scale;
poor includes both poor and very poor; good includes both good and very good.

Limitations

Some limitations of this study should be acknowledged. First, the study did not take
some variables into consideration: sex, major, age, or educational background. Those
factors could have influenced the participants’ responses. Another limitation is regarding
how we defined HP and LP. The TOEIC test was used as an indicator of proficiency, but
the test measures only the passive skills of listening and reading and consequently may
not be a reliable measurement of the participants’ actual English proficiency levels. More-
over, a TOEIC score of 400 was used as a line between LP and HP. Because the test scores
range between 10 and 990, the participants’ scores varied widely even within each level of
proficiency. The relatively small number of interview participants is another limitation.
Furthermore, the interview data do not necessarily represent the opinions of the whole
population of each group. However, what was found in this study can add some insight
into how teachers can assist learners of different proficiencies in the development of
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learner autonomy. For example, teachers can gradually guide learners to make choices by
providing options such as topics to be dealt with in class.

Conclusion and Implications

This study focused on the perceptions of HP and LP learners regarding their responsibil-
ities and ability to take charge of responsibilities in their language learning. The primary
aim of this study was to identify the needs of both groups to enhance learner autonomy
and offer possible educational implications that enhance the level of learner autonomy.

Results of the first section of the questionnaire showed that a majority of the HP
group expected that responsibility for language learning should be with the teachers.
Similar findings were found in Section 2 of the questionnaire, in which a majority of the
HP learners reported their lack of confidence in their ability to make decisions regard-
ing classroom content. Interview data suggested that HP learners’ low self-confidence
in their ability to select materials and content can be attributed to a lack of experience
in making such choices. As a first step to include students in classroom related deci-
sion-making, we recommend that instructors start out by clarifying the rationale behind
the introduction of a particular activity or material employed to achieve specific goals
in each lesson (Nunan, 2003; Wenden, 1998). Such conscious efforts in every lesson will
train the metacognitive skills of HP learners in the long run and enable them to reflect
upon their language learning (Noguchi & McCarthy, 2010).

Likewise, the LP learners also viewed most of the decisions in language learning as
more of their teachers’ responsibility than their own. However, in follow-up interviews,
LP learners voiced their willingness to be involved in decision-making. Encouraging
learners’ choices (Nunan, 2003) can be a path toward more involvement of learners in
the classroom decision-making process. When asked to self-evaluate their own ability to
make decisions in their learning process, more than two thirds of the LP learners tended
to be confident about most decisions, with the exception of class-related decisions. This
low self-perceived ability to make class-related decisions can be attributed to various
factors. Considering the LP learners’ statements that their high school language educa-
tion was more prescriptive, unfamiliarity with the notion of making choices (Reinders,
2010) should be addressed. Teachers can start with simple actions such as encouraging
students to choose topics, types of activities, and even the order of activities. In addition,
the mismatch between LP learners’ goals and their means implies that there is a need
for assisting them with improving their ability to choose appropriate means (Littlewood,
1996). Although selecting resources is usually done by teachers (Reinders, 2010), training
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students to choose appropriate means that will achieve their goals might be a possible
way to show them what options are available and to help them clarify their objectives
(Nunan, 2003). Although transferring all learning-related responsibilities to the learners
might be unrealistic, these scaffolding processes can pave a path for learners to be more
autonomous.
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The Questionnaire, Adapted From Spratt, Humphreys, and Chan
(2002)
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Interview Questions
1. What does autonomy mean to you?
2. Do you think it is necessary to improve your autonomy to elevate your English level
in general? Why do you think so?
3. Do you think there is any connection between improvement on your English profi-
ciency and autonomy?
4. Compared with the past, do you think that you have increased your autonomy over
the years or after you entered the university up to now?
5. How have you improved your autonomy over the past years or after you entered
the university up to now?
6. How often do you reflect on your English language learning or the learning process?
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10.

11.

12.

13.

What is your reaction if your teacher gives you some room to decide classroom con-
tent and grading criteria?

Why did you put more weight on teachers’ role on ltem X in the first section of

the questionnaire? What would your answer toward this question have been when
you were a 1st-year student? How has your answer changed?

Based on your experience, what do you think are the differences between English
education up until high school and university?

Have your English teachers in university given you opportunities to improve your
learner autonomy?

How do you monitor your language learning, how do you check your improvement
on your language learning, and how often do you reflect on your study plan and
goals?

You said you are “confident enough” to Item X in Section 2 of the questionnaire.
Why do you think so? Have you ever received any training for that?

Would you like to add anything to what you have said?
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