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Krisztina Szécs

YOUNG LEARNERS AND AUTONOMY SUPPORT IN
LANGUAGE LEARNING

Justifications for promoting learner autonomy are manifold, however, through-
out the previous decades, the majority of research on learner autonomy has fo-
cused on adult or teenage language learners, with limited attention given to ele-
mentary school students. This led to a lack of research on young learners, even
though this group is recognized as the fastest growing group of language learners
worldwide.

The concept of autonomy in learning suggests that knowledge is not just
passed on and learned but is instead created actively by individuals in the learning
process and is developed through social interaction. Over the past 40 years, re-
searchers have embraced different research methodologies to investigate the de-
velopment of learner autonomy. According to one of the most influential defini-
tions of the concept, learner autonomy is the ability to take charge of one’s own
learning,! which implies that it is an attribute of the learner, there are degrees of
autonomy, which are unstable and variable. Autonomy in learning refers to learn-
ers’ ability and desire to manage their learning both in and outside of the class-
room using learning strategies and resources, recognize their strengths and weak-
nesses, and evaluate their learning process through reflection. The term
autonomy has been used in at least five different ways:2 for situations in which
students learn entirely on their own; for a set of skills which can be learned and
applied for self-directed learning; for an inborn capacity which is suppressed by
institutional education; for the practice of learners’ responsibility for their own
learning; for the right of learners to determine the direction of their own learning.

Researchs revealed that autonomy grows the most in the area where ability,
desire, and freedom intersect, defining freedom as the extent to which learners
can manage their own learning process. While the overlap is limited, teachers
have a clear impact on learners’ skills, knowledge, motivation, and autonomy in
learning. Autonomy comes in various dimensions and forms, which vary depend-
ing on the person and their surroundings and learners display independent ac-
tions in diverse manners.

The main field of autonomy research is the interaction between motivation
and self-regulated learning. It has been recognized that motivation is crucial in
autonomous learning and now motivation and autonomy are seen as closely in-
terconnected concepts,4 research identified learner autonomy as one of the

t HOLEC, Henri: Autonomy and foreign language learning. Pergamon Press, Oxford, 1979.

2 BENSON, Phil; VOLLER, Peter: Autonomy and independence in language learning. Routledge,
2014.

3 BENSON, Phil: Teaching and researching: Autonomy in language learning. Routledge, 2013.

4 KORMOS Judit: A nyelvtanulasi autonémia, az énszabalyozo stratégiak és a motivacié kapesola-
tanak vizsgalata. Magyar Pedagogia, 2012/1. 3—17.; USHIODA, Ema: Motivation and good langu-
age learners. Cambridge University Press, 2008.
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essential factors for motivating language learners. Autonomous learners experi-
ence increased enjoyment in learning, highlighting the relationship between in-
trinsic motivation, self-directedness and autonomy, motivation being one of the
most important predictors of the success in language learning.

Despite the benefits of learner autonomy, teachers may encounter various
obstacles when guiding their students in developing autonomy: success depends
on individual differences, level of motivation, momentary state of mind, students’
socioeconomic background, and the learning environment, including classroom
atmosphere, group dynamics, and time constraints.5 Furthermore, supporting
autonomy with young learners can be even more difficult because they may not
be mature enough to make decisions, and teachers may face challenges such as
institutional restrictions and requirements from school management when trying
to promote autonomy. Also, learners show autonomous behaviours in various
ways, this leads to different approaches to autonomy that should be taken into
consideration when fostering learner autonomy in different school contexts.

Teachers play a crucial role in autonomy development® by establishing a
classroom environment that encourages learner independence. This often entails
acknowledging students’ past learning experiences and highlighting the advant-
ages of taking more control over their own learning. Teachers need to recognize
their impact on learning and the need of change in their roles: they are expected
to be not only knowledge providers but also managers, resource persons, and
counsellors. Therefore, it is important to understand teachers’ perspectives on
autonomy” as teachers’ attitudes influence the choices they make, ultimately
shaping how they behave in the classroom. Nevertheless, beliefs can be intricate,
sometimes conflicting, and subject to change.® Additionally, teachers may not al-
ways align their beliefs with their classroom practices, which can be influenced by
experience, context, and situational constraints. According to a case study,?
teachers were open to the idea of including learner autonomy in their teaching
but hesitated to engage students in methodological choices and referred to insti-
tutional limitations as hindering them in autonomy support.

The importance of autonomy in learning had been acknowledged to the ex-
tent that it was integrated into the main objectives of the National Core Curricu-
lum, which was implemented in 1996 and established the criteria for various
knowledge areas, since then it has undergone multiple revisions. The modifica-
tions to the curriculum led to a transition from focusing on encyclopaedic
knowledge to emphasizing the use of knowledge and skills. However, the overview

5 SZOCS Krisztina: Teachers’ and learners’ beliefs about language learning autonomy and its impli-
cations in the classroom: A mixed method study. Apples: Journal of Applied Language Studies,
2017. 11.

6 BENSON, Phil: Teaching and researching: Autonomy in language learning. Routledge, 2013.

7 BORG, Simon—AL-BUSAIDI, Saleh: Learner autonomy: English language teachers’ beliefs and
practices. British Council, London, 2012.

8 BORG, Simon: Teacher cognition and language education. Continuum, London, 2015.; SZOCS
Krisztina: Teachers’ and learners’ beliefs about language learning autonomy and its implications
in the classroom: A mixed method study. Apples: Journal of Applied Language Studies, 2017. 11.

9 CAMILLERI GRIMA, Antoinette: Pedagogy for autonomy, teachers’ attitudes and institutional
change: A case study. Peter Lang GmbH, 2007.
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on recent research in the Hungarian language teaching and learning context show
that willingness to learn autonomously decreases with age,© there may be a dif-
ference between different types of schools, more experienced language learners
also have problems in managing their learning process autonomously, further-
more, there is not a complete overlap between learners’ beliefs and autonomous
behaviour, and negative language learning experiences are more likely to lead to
autonomy than positive ones.!

Reasons for encouraging self-directed learning are manifold: learner in-
volvement in decision-making concerning the learning process boosts motiva-
tion, makes learning more purposeful, thus resulting in more efficient learning.:2
Since it is impossible to teach everything that students need, it is essential to im-
part skills that can be applied to various learning situations, recognizing that
learning continues beyond the classroom.!3 In the 21st century content knowledge
is increasingly shifting to skill and competence knowledge; the development of
autonomous learning competences may be one of the answers to the problems
and challenges of education today.

It is agreed4 that autonomous learners have insights into their learning
styles and strategies, play active role in their learning, use learning resources, they
can identify their strengths and weaknesses, make the most of their time in the
classroom and organize their own learning outside the classroom. They are also
willing to take risks, i.e., to communicate in the target language at all costs, are
good guessers, place importance on accuracy as well as appropriacy; develop the
target language into a separate reference system, have a tolerant and outgoing
approach to the target language, reflect on their learning process and evaluate
their learning. Altogether, autonomous learners understand the purpose of their
learning, show responsibility, and are voluntarily involved in opportunities for
practice. Furthermore, looking into young learners’ characteristics, there can be
seen several features that point towards autonomy: young learners are agreed to
be curious and enthusiastic, open for interaction, keen to make guesses.’s There-
fore, keeping in mind that children learn by doing, have an instinct for fun and
play, and have capacity for indirect learning, i.e. choosing age-appropriate tech-
niques, it is reasonable to introduce autonomy development at an early age.

As mentioned earlier, teachers play a paramount role in autonomy support,
therefore, investigating their beliefs concerning learner autonomy could lead to

10 ALBERT Agnes—TANKO Gyula—PINIEL Katalin: A tanulék valaszai a 11. évfolyamon. Vizsgdlat a
koznevelésben foly6 idegennyelv-oktatas hatékonysagarol. Kutatasi jelentés, OH-EMMI, Bp.,
2018. 93—-63.

1 CSIZER Kata—OVEGES Eniké: Nyelvtanulasi autonémia és nyelvi tervezés: egy vegyes médszerti
kutatds eredményei. Modern Nyelvoktatas, 2020/1-2. 44—58. https://ojs.elte.hu/modernnyelvok/
article/view/1459/1241 [02.11.2024]

2 LITTLE, David: Language learner autonomy: Some fundamental considerations revisited. Inter-
national Journal of Innovation in Language Learning and Teaching, 2007/1. 14—29.

13 NUNAN, David: Learner-centered English language education: The selected works of David
Nunan. Routledge, 2012.

14 LITTLE, David: Language learner autonomy: Rethinking language teaching. Language Teaching,
2022/1. 64-73.; BENSON, Phil: Teaching and researching: Autonomy in language learning. Rout-
ledge, 2013.

15 PINTER Annamaria: Teaching young language learners. Oxford University Press, 2017.
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deeper understanding regarding their practices as beliefs affect teachers’ decision
making which has an impact on classroom practices. However, researching be-
liefs can be challenging as they are complex, not directly observable and can
change over time.?® Looking into teachers’ perceptions, research revealed that
teachers agreed on the positive effects of learner autonomy and emphasised the
importance of the personalised pace of learning, deeper understanding and sense
of achievement.?” They viewed motivation as the most powerful factor to influence
autonomy in language learning, considered learners’ socioeconomic background
essential in autonomy development and found life experience and language learn-
ing experience more relevant than age. Teachers’ views on autonomy were shaped
by their own learning experiences and the impact of their previous teachers. Re-
search revealed that teachers were aware of the strong potential of technology,
although they emphasised the need for proper guidance. As drawbacks, they
found error correction problematic, feared to lose control over their lessons and
agreed on the importance of teacher-directedness.!8 Altogether, teachers believed
that most students were not ready to take control over their learning, they were
more concerned about immediate learning goals and driven by extrinsic motives.

The study

The purpose of the study was to gain insight into primary school teachers’ auton-
omy supportive practices and perceived difficulties in autonomy support with
young learners. The participants of the research were six elementary school Eng-
lish teachers, from a medium sized elementary school in a county seat in the cen-
tral part of Hungary, where English as a foreign language is taught from the first
grade starting from one lesson per week, reaching three lessons per week in the
6t grade. The number of pupils in a language class ranged between 11—17. The
age of the participants varied between 34-57, five female and one male, they
spent 10—35 years on the field of education. Data was collected with semi-struc-
tured interviews in Hungarian in 2023 December.

Looking for emerging patterns, the interviews revealed that even though
supporting autonomy has its acknowledged benefits, practicing teachers faced
several challenges when trying to support it with young learners. From the re-
sponses of the participants three major areas could be identified as when they
were asked about the most challenging factors in promoting autonomy with their
pupils: individual differences, temporary- and external factors. Among the indi-
vidual differences the most frequently mentioned characteristics were lack of mo-
tivation, passivity, students not willing to speak up or cooperate in different work
forms, referring to a great variety of excuses or expect the teacher to make deci-
sions for them. Four of the respondents mentioned that their pupils might not be

16 BORG, Simon: Teacher cognition and language education. Continuum, London, 2015. 1-384.

17 BORG, Simon—AL-BUSAIDI, Saleh: Learner autonomy: English language teachers’ beliefs and
practices. British Council, London, 2012.

18 SZOCS Krisztina: Teachers’ and learners’ beliefs about language learning autonomy and its imp-
lications in the classroom: A mixed method study. Apples: Journal of Applied Language Studies,
2017. 11.
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mature enough for decision making. As for temporary factors, all the participants
recalled the short attention span as a characteristic of young age, early fatigue,
being easily distracted, and pupils’ momentary state of mind. Teachers agreed
that autonomy requires lots of skills and they could observe different levels of
autonomy with their learners.

External factors were also prevalent when discussing the challenges partic-
ipants faced during autonomy support: learning context, classroom atmosphere,
group dynamics were identified from the immediate circumstances. As for the
larger scale, institutional expectations and constraints and the effects of the pe-
riod of digital education generated by the Covid-19 pandemics were recalled to
hinder autonomy support. Students’ socio-educational background was also men-
tioned by half of the respondents as a cause for different levels of autonomy and
different extent of openness towards learning autonomously. All teachers agreed
that one of the biggest difficulties for them to integrate autonomy supportive
practices into their daily classroom routine is cause by time constraints. Although
autonomy was viewed as a desirable goal to reach, teachers had diverging views
about the level of freedom their students should be given in the classroom.

As learning continues beyond the classroom, teachers must provide stu-
dents with skills and strategies that they can apply to different learning scenarios
to become their own most effective helpers,9 I asked the interviewees to describe
activities and techniques that they included into their everyday practice that sup-
ported pupils’ autonomy in language learning, that they found sustainable and
feasible in their teaching context.

Offering appropriate learning strategies tailored to the learners’ age is cru-
cial. To achieve this, two of the respondents mentioned that they started the
schoolyear with a “Learning to learn” module, where they provided pupils with
language learning strategies in a playful way (i.e. how to organize notes, learn
vocabulary, etc.). This can empower students to oversee their own progress in dif-
ferent areas of language learning, such as learning new vocabulary or organizing
study materials.

Teachers found important to grab the attention of their young learners at
the beginning of the learning process. Taking small steps was found especially
important with young learners, just like taking advantage of play and scaffolding
activities to increase confidence by making the activities familiar to the children.
Three participants believed that it was simpler to handle a group of pupils when
they were offered a selection of materials and tasks that cater to diverse learning
styles and varying levels of abilities. They supported making smaller choices at
the beginning, for example, students could choose between singing a song or act-
ing out a story at the end of a lesson, select their role in a performance, determine
the sequence of activities (if possible), make presentations on topics of their own
choice (6t grade), and choose tasks based on their preferences from a list of op-
tions (e.g.: crossword or a wordsearch activity). Some of these opportunities for
decision making were offered by the coursebook material. Four teachers provided
learners with extra language exercises to differentiate between the higher

19 BENSON, Phil: Teaching and researching: Autonomy in language learning. Routledge, 2013.
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achievers and/ or pupils with special needs, one of them relied heavily on Kréta
IFM, a language learning application with a gamification approach, which made
differentiation on the level of individual students more feasible and manageable.
When students were given the opportunity to choose topics for the upcoming
class or were motivated to bring or create resources relevant to the lesson, it fos-
ters a sense of importance in their contributions to the classroom, ultimately
boosting their engagement in their own learning.2c Moreover, enhancing lesson
plans by incorporating real-life examples and referencing their own language
learning experiences will increase involvement and motivation.

Encouraging students to act independently can be achieved by shifting
from deductive to inductive methods when teaching grammar, vocabulary, and
writing. Instead of direct instruction, students can deduce rules and meanings
from examples, promoting guessing and taking risks in their learning process.
Even though worded differently and in different classroom contexts, but allowing
space for guessing and risk-taking in their daily practice was mentioned by five
teachers.

As for work forms, participants agreed that group work and pair work was
less manageable in the 15t and 21d grade than with the older students, however,
they tried to introduce all work forms early. Two teachers mentioned to introduce
groupwork to discuss the instructions of the next activity, pupils could ask from
the teacher only afterwards. Project work was found very time-consuming but en-
joyable and rewarding for the pupils.

Concerning feedback and assessment, the interviewees said that they pro-
vided relevant feedback bearing in mind the individual level of autonomy of each
pupil, worded accordingly. Three participants mentioned different ways of peer-
assessment, where pupils could give opinion about or correct each other’s work.
An interviewee mentioned to include self-assessment in the language class by en-
couraging students to edit their written work starting from the 4th grade. She be-
lieved that mistakes are necessary and useful, they help pupils improve, also, sup-
port risk-taking. She asked her pupils to revise their corrected work (5th and 6th
grade) and categorise their mistakes according to the following: a. I know this,
but somehow forgot; b. I didn’t know this, but it’d be good to remember it; c. I
don’t understand this.

Reflection on learning and identifying strengths and weaknesses is an im-
portant element in the process of becoming a self-directed learner,2! however,
asking students to reflect on their learning experiences might not be realistic with
young learners. Still, teachers assisted them in recognizing their strong points and
areas needing improvement. To become more independent and to acquire the
skill of assessing their own learning accurately, the series of coursebooks used at
the institution offer checklists for self-assessment and reflection. Incorporating
“Can do” statements at the conclusion of a lesson was found to be an easy method
to do this. Additionally, a more detailed self-evaluation could be done by assign-
ing a number between 1—5 to the statements to indicate their confidence levels in

20 USHIODA, Ema: Motivation and good language learners. Cambridge University Press, 2008.
21 BENSON, Phil: Teaching and researching: Autonomy in language learning. Routledge, 2013.
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the language area, however, only one participant mentioned that she incorpo-
rated in into her monthly practice.

To sum up, teachers believed that it is crucial to spark curiosity and capti-
vate their students’ attention at the beginning of the learning process. Additional
support should be given in the early stages, with a gradual reduction in guidance
as learning progresses, similarly, opportunities for practicing decision making
should also be provided. They found that young learners showed some level of
independence as they had some understanding of their learning styles and strat-
egies, they understood their preferences but their actions were more based on
what they liked rather than conscious strategy choice, several pupils approached
learning tasks actively, however, they required additional encouragement and
teacher support at times. Just like teenage and adult language learners,2? young
learners were found to be open to taking risks, such as willingly communicating
in English but not without limitations, enjoying experimenting with English.

Conclusions

The research showed that teachers had positive attitudes towards autonomy in
language learning and were aware of autonomy supportive strategies that they
integrated into their practices. Young learners’ autonomy showed similar pat-
terns as that of teenage learners’: pupils could take some responsibility for their
work if favourable conditions are provided and encouraged by the teacher. In a
learner-friendly, positive environment where children feel safe it is more likely to
be enthusiastic and motivated to work. Young learners also work more effectively
if they are allowed to choose activities from options provided to them. Striving for
autonomy with young learners is only the initial stage in their journey towards
self-directed learning, self-awareness, and taking ownership of their growth. De-
veloping learner autonomy with young learners is a lengthy process, not one step,
but many, its successful implementation depends largely on the persistence of the
teacher. The findings of the research carry pedagogical implications to practicing
teachers and teacher educators as teachers’ awareness should be raised about the
importance of learner autonomy to help primary school teachers shape their
learners’ early learning experiences positively regarding autonomy development
as they are the fastest growing group of language learners globally.
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Absztrakt

FIATAL TANULOK ES AZ ONALLOSAG TAMOGATASA A NYELVTANULASBAN

A nyelvtanul6i 6nallosag tdmogatasa a nyelvtanulasban mér korai életkort6l kezdve
alapvetd fontossaga, mivel ez képessé teszi a tanuldkat arra, hogy maguk iranyitsak a
tanulasi folyamatot, noveli a motivaciot és az elkotelezettséget. Az autondmia
elémozditaséval a tanirok hat4ssal vannak az olyan alapvet$ készségek fejlédésére,
mint a kritikus gondolkodas, a problémamegoldas és a dontéshozatal. Ezzel a tanul-
manyommal a tanul6i 6nallosag megértését kivinom elmélyiteni, és a gyakorlo altala-
nos iskolai tanarok autonémiatadmogaté gyakorlatanak vizsgalataval néhany stratégiat
kivanok feltarni az autonémia korai nyelvtanulasban val6 kiépitésére.

A gyakorlati stratégiak kozé tartozik a tanulokozponta kornyezet megteremtése,
a valasztas és a reflexi6 lehetGségeinek felkinalasa, valamint a tanulok onértékelési
készségeinek erdsitése. A technoldgia integraldsa tovabba erdsitheti az autonémiat
azaltal, hogy személyre szabott tanulési tapasztalatokat és a kiilonb6z6 forrasokhoz
val6 hozzaférést kinal. A nyelvtudas novelése mellett a tanul6i 6nallosag elfogadasa az
alap-foka nyelvoktatasban az egész életen at tart6 tanulas szokasait is kialakitja, és
felké-sziti a fiatal tanuldkat a sikerre egy egyre inkabb 0sszekapcsolddo és dinamikus
vilagban. Ezen elképzelések megvalositasat hangsulyozva a tanulmény kiemeli a tanar-
képzés, a tantervek adaptéalasa és a folyamatos tAmogatasi rendszerek sziikségességét.
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