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Abstract 

The article investigates the development of learner autonomy as one of the major trends 

in the 21st century language learning. Learner autonomy is viewed as a combination of 

interrelated elements: awareness, responsibility and decision making. Effective ways of 

fostering the development of basic elements of learner autonomy are suggested. The essence 

of the decision-making process as a complex phenomenon is considered, its four-step 

structure being analyzed. It is stated that the decision-making process requires purposeful 

actions on the part of the teacher and learners. 
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Introduction 

 

One of the major trends in the 21st century language learning is the development of 

learner autonomy. It has been stated by a number of scientists (Benson, 2001; Little, 2004; 

Cohen, 2003; Woods, 1996) that learner autonomy allows learners to make best use of 

learning opportunities inside and outside of the classroom and improves the quality of 

language learning. Moreover, it fosters democratic educational environment and prepares 

learners for life-long learning. Autonomous learners are capable of taking charge of their own 

learning, which lies, above all, in identifying their strengths, weaknesses, personal and 

educational needs, and then, in accepting responsibility, making independent decisions about 

their learning, being ready to cooperate (even with a teacher to a certain extent), reflect on 

their progress, or give feedback to their peers. It follows that awareness, responsibility and 

decision making are considered to be basic elements of learner autonomy which can be 

supplemented by a number of others, depending on learning context and personal 

characteristics.  

Learner autonomy grows out of the individual learner’s awareness, or consciousness, of 

their strong and weak points in the process of learning the language. Awareness focuses on 

language itself as well as stresses the cognitive advantages of reflecting upon language. As an 

individual’s ability, awareness often depends on the existing knowledge about the alternatives 

from which choices can be made by the learners, and skills, necessary for selecting which of 

them are the most suitable for specific environments. Building language awareness involves 

helping students gain a positive attitude towards the language by developing their confidence 

to make attempts or take risks. Learning more about the language in general as well as 

integrating knowledge and skills from other subject areas can also raise learners’ awareness 

and, in such a way, prepare them for taking responsibility.  

Being aware of their strengths and weaknesses, learners accept responsibility for their 

own learning in terms of learning styles, capacities and needs. Responsibility is very much 

connected with willingness and taking the initiative in planning and accomplishing learning 

activities both independently and in cooperation with others. Willingness depends on having 

motivation and confidence to take responsibility for the choices required. It is important to 

note that every learner, without any exception, possesses a certain degree of a sense of 

responsibility. If the degree is not enough for an individual to cope with a task on his own, the 

responsibility for the outcome can be shared with a teacher. However, the learners need to 

https://sites.educ.ualberta.ca/staff/olenka.bilash/Best%20of%20Bilash/positiveattitude.html
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know how to learn in the classroom and outside of it independently in order to understand 

what strategies work for them personally. Acquiring individual learning styles and strategies 

(sometimes with a teacher’s guidance or assistance) can help students become more creative 

and autonomous language learners. Consequently, they will be able to see the effectiveness of 

their learning, and consciously control how they learn so that they can be efficient, motivated, 

and independent language learners. Transferring roles might be very helpful at this point. 

 

1. Decision-Making Process 

 

While awareness and responsibility are somewhat intangible elements of learner 

autonomy, decision making is more tangible and, thus, can be split into steps.  

In psychology, decision making is regarded as the cognitive process resulting in the 

selection of a course of action among several alternative possibilities. Decisions in language 

learning can be made on intuitive or reasoned basis, or sometimes combine both. Every 

decision-making process produces a final choice based on the values and needs of the 

decision-maker, which may or may not prompt action. The autonomous learner’s control over 

making decisions about their own learning presupposes a four-step structure: determining the 

objectives, defining content, selecting methods and techniques as well as assessing progress. 

 

2. Steps of Decision Making 

 

Determining the Objectives  

Students always have expectations about what will happen in the process of learning the 

language. These expectations can be considered an “implicit plan” that they hold (Woods, 

1996). Making practical plans about what, why and how to learn presupposes defining what 

matters about the decision. This can be done when learners are already aware of their role as 

well as the role of others in the learning process. Learners can be involved into making 

choices from a range of objectives, they can modify and adapt them, or create their own. The 

learning objectives should be SMART (Specific, Measureable, Attainable, Realistic, Time-

bound) and interest-based. In other words, they will help learners to clarify ideas, focus on 

their efforts, use their time and resources productively, and thus, increase chances of 

achieving good results. One of the ways for teachers to foster the skill of determining the 

objectives is by investigating their learners’ beliefs about language learning. Learners can be 

asked to write in different formats, such as learning journals, learning diaries, letters to the 

teacher, expectation cards, compositions or paragraphs. It is also considered appropriate to ask 

learners to talk about their learning privately or with the whole class, using a simple 

questionnaire to survey learners’ beliefs (Little, 2004). 

Defining Content  

The next step in the decision-making process is giving learners a voice to choose, modify, 

or create their own content, activities, resources, the sequence of the content and activities, the 

ways of interaction with the content selected. If encouraged, students can cope with some of 

the teacher’s roles. A careful, gradual involvement can increase their motivation and interest 

for language learning. All the tasks and activities need to be directed and evaluated by 

learners themselves. In this way they will have an opportunity to become critical consumers 

or creative producers rather than passive recipients. Besides, delegating responsibility to 

students to choose the content of the learning will help them to establish the link between the 

classroom and the world beyond. Defining content can take place in the format of choosing 

from some options within the plan offered by the teacher, “action planning meetings” as a 

way of involving learners in modifying course content, looking for authentic materials from 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cognition
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outside the school to be used in the classroom, assessing learners’ personal and educational 

needs. 

Selecting Methods and Techniques  

The step of selecting methods and techniques is connected to how activities or tasks are 

to be accomplished, that is in what way to comprehend, learn, or retain new information. 

Learners should be able to choose direct or indirect learning strategies appropriate to the 

given task. Direct learning strategies mainly include memory, cognitive and compensation 

strategies. Metacognitive, affective and social strategies belong to indirect learning strategies. 

Both direct and indirect strategies help students to learn more effectively without the constant 

guidance and monitoring of their instructors. Usually the strategies they select are based on 

personal preferences. A good starting point is to identify the strategies they already use, for 

example, with the help of standardized Strategy Inventories for Language Learning (SILLs) 

which are available online: https://sites.educ.ualberta.ca/staff/olenka.bilash/Best%20of%20Bil

ash/SILL%20survey.pdf.; https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/9ZB5TFG; https://richarddpetty.

files.wordpress.com/2010/03/sill-english.pdf; http://www.educationplanner.org/students/self-

assessments/learning-styles-quiz.shtml. The strategies chosen by the learners should relate 

both to their short-term and long-term learning objectives, as well as learning context or 

individual learner differences. Appropriate strategy use might not be a set of tested 

techniques, but more a question of learners learning to select, combine, and deploy those 

strategies which are suitable for the task in hand depending on factors such as level of 

competence, learner type, prevailing multiple intelligences, cognitive style or motivation 

(Cohen, 2003). Successful and highly motivated learners use a wider range of strategies, are 

aware of their strengths and weaknesses, and therefore are capable of developing autonomous 

control over their learning. Learning strategies are the tools for active, self-directed 

involvement needed for developing second/ foreign language communicative skills as well as 

for critical mental processing of what they are going to learn. 

Assessing Progress  

The final step of decision making – assessing progress – means that learners need to 

develop ability to track their own progress and revise their own plans accordingly. This 

includes mainly reflection on their problems and successes of learning, identifying their 

strengths and weaknesses, for example skill gaps. Classroom assessment and evaluation can 

be administered in the format of whole-class and small-group discussions, teacher-student 

interviews, or feedback, both from the teacher and from peers. However, it is to be noted that 

if feedback is held through reflection (or self-reflection), learners should start from examining 

the outcomes of their attempts to learn on the basis of specific assessment criteria which they 

themselves agree upon. This will help them to stay engaged and motivated and will encourage 

responsibility for their learning. Self-assessment may be combined with peer assessment as 

long as experience gained through peer assessment can actively promote their own learning 

and achievement. 

 Students also need to be given opportunities for alternative assessment, for example, 

self-assessment worksheets, checklists and inventories, retrospective self-reports, learning 

diaries, reflection journals, portfolios (European Language Portfolio) or online tools, such as 

blogs (weblogs) platforms, Ning, Web 2.0 applications, Eduspaces and PeerStudio. 

 

Conclusions 

 

Having considered all the elements of learner autonomy, we have arrived at a conclusion 

that the decision-making process appears to be the most diversified, tangible and well-

structured. To develop learners’ decision-making skills teachers should follow a four-step 

procedure. Each step (determining the objectives, defining content, selecting methods and 

https://sites.educ.ualberta.ca/staff/olenka.bilash/Best%20of%20Bilash/SILL%20survey.pdf
https://sites.educ.ualberta.ca/staff/olenka.bilash/Best%20of%20Bilash/SILL%20survey.pdf
https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/9ZB5TFG
https://richarddpetty.files.wordpress.com/2010/03/sill-english.pdf
https://richarddpetty.files.wordpress.com/2010/03/sill-english.pdf
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techniques and assessing progress) requires using appropriate methods and techniques on the 

teacher’s part and a set of direct and indirect strategies on the learner’s part. 
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