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Overview

 Learner autonomy (LA) in Chinese education

 Research questions 

 Research setting and participants 

 Data collection and analysis 

 Major findings 

 Discussions and implications



LA as a western concept

 LA has been introduced into Chinese EFL education as a western 
concept. For example:

‘the ability to take charge of one’s own learning’

(Holec,  1981, p.3)

‘the capacity to take control of one’s own learning
(Benson, 2001, p. 47)



LA & Chinese traditional culture

 LA has its origins in traditional Chinese educational culture.  

Self-instruction or self-discovery/acquisition was well-advocated and 
applied in Confucianism and Neo-Confucianism 

(Pang and Xue, 2001)

Confucius’ saying “bu fen bu qi, bu fei bu fa” reinforced the value of 
students initiating inquiry as a prerequisite for LA.

(Wu, 2011)



Current Chinese LA theories

 LA was also embedded in 20th century education theories: 
Yu Ziyi’s (1896-1970) emphasis on the willingness for learning,
Chen Heqin’s (1892-1982) maxim of “learning in doing” and 
Ye Shengtao’s (1894-1988) vision of “to teach in order not to teach”. 

(cited by Xu & Zhu, 2014) 

 Chen Heqin and Ye Shengtao also emphasized teacher’s roles as 
guide, supporter and facilitator in genuine education. 



Chinese interpretations of LA

 4 dimensions of LA (Yu, 2001): 
learners acting on initiative, 
independent learning prior to teachers’ instruction, 
addressing individual differences,
whole-person education.  

 4 essential elements in LA (Pang, 2001): : 
learners’ agency, 
willingness for learning, 
knowing how to learn,
learning persistently. 
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A few modern Chinese educators have provided their own interpretations of LA.  Yu (2001) used the term autonomous learning and defined it as learner-directed rather than directed by teachers or others.  He elaborated the term from four dimensions - learners acting on initiative, independent learning prior to teachers’ instruction, addressing individual differences, and whole-person education.  Pang (2001) proposed horizontal and vertical perspectives of LA, the former emphasizing learners consciously making decisions on all aspects of their learning, and the latter on the dynamic and continual nature of such decision-making behaviors such as setting a goal, making a plan, monitoring progress and adjusting the plan (p. 37).  Pang further highlighted four essential elements in LA, comprising learners’ agency, willingness for learning, knowing how to learn, and learning persistently. 



LA & Chinese EFL teaching reform

 College English Teaching Requirements - the national guideline 
for tertiary EFL teaching reform:

“to promote the development of individualized study methods and 
the autonomous learning ability” (Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 8).  

Shift the instructional control from teachers to students, in which 
“the ability to use the language and the ability to learn independently 
are cultivated” (Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 8). 
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A milestone of LA research in Chinese language education was the release earlier this century of the national guideline for tertiary English education, entitled College English Teaching Requirements. The Requirements make it explicit that the language teaching reform is “to promote the development of individualized study methods and the autonomous learning ability” (Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 8).  For the implementation of the reform, the Requirements highlighted the importance of changing “teaching philosophy and practice”, and shifting the instructional control from teachers to students, in which “the ability to use the language and the ability to learn independently are cultivated” (Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 8). 



The present study: Research space 

The publication of the Requirements led to many LA-oriented 
teaching reforms and research after 2004. 

However, problems and limitations were detected in both the 
promotion of the idea and the corresponding research. 

Importantly,

Studies of English teachers’ understanding of the concept of LA 
have been as scarce in China as elsewhere in the world (Borg & Al-
Busaidi, 2012a). 



Research questions 

1. How did a group of Chinese university EFL teachers perceive LA?

2. What practices did the teachers report regarding the 
development of LA?

3. How did the teachers perceive the desirability and feasibility of 
implementing LA in their specific contexts?

4. How have the teachers’ perceptions and practices regarding LA 
been affected by professional development workshops? 
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On the basis of the above review, this study addressed the following research questions: 



Setting and Participants

 The study was conducted in a non-national-key university in 
northern China (referred to as LGU).  

 44 English teachers participated

 75 female: 25% male

 Experience: from 5 to 20+ years

 Qualifications: BA = 6.8%; MA =91%; PhD = 2.3%

 Students: English majors =  34.1%; non-English majors = 65.9%



Data collection: Borg & Al-Busaidi, 2012b 

Questionnaire
Bilingual in English and Chinese; 44 valid responses 

Interviews
10 participants from survey

LA-focused PD workshops
Workshops 1 & 2: understanding the concept of LA 
Workshops 3 & 4: LA-oriented reflective practices and action research  

Follow-up emails 
To elicit participants’ feedback on the PD workshops 
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Data was collected by four means: a questionnaire, interviews, LA-focused professional development workshops and follow-up emails.  Both the questionnaire and interview schedule adopted Borg and Al-Busaidi’s (2012b) with minor changes regarding participants’ profile information and contextual situations (See the appendices to the editorial introduction to this volume). The questionnaire was translated as well as cross-checked by both researchers, and then piloted with colleagues.  Delivery was conducted in a bi-lingual version both online and through hard copies, which generated a total number of 47 responses.  Three were excluded for analysis due to incompleteness.The interview participants comprised ten teachers, who were selected from the eighteen questionnaire respondents who expressed interest of further participation, with consideration of the type of students they taught, years of teaching, and gender.  The chosen interviewees approximately represented the overall composition of the questionnaire respondents.  The interviews were conducted mainly in Chinese language and by two means: face-to-face communication and QQ Voice Chat.  The interviews were recorded, and summaries were provided afterwards for respondent validation.  The recordings were stored, transcribed and translated in NVivo 10 for analysis. Following the interviews, four professional development workshops were organized with the ten teachers.  The first two workshops focused on teachers’ understanding of the concept of LA and its applications in the given context, and the last two concerned possible LA reflective practices as well as ideas for action research.   In terms of the manner in which the workshops were conducted, while workshops 1 and 2 were administered physically at LGU by the researchers, 3 and 4 encouraged autonomous and collaboration development with facilitation of videoed presentations, PowerPoint slides and task worksheets.  The working language throughout all workshops was English.  All the materials created for and used in the workshops were saved and collected.  Follow-up emails were sent to elicit participants’ feedback on these workshops. 



Data Analysis 

Questionnaire data were analyzed (through MS Excel) to  generate 
descriptive statistics.  

Qualitative data were subjected (through NVivo 10) to a grounded 
analysis (Charmaz, 2006): a systematic process of initial and axial 
coding, categorizing, and constant comparison and contrast.  

Triangulation was implemented within and across data from the 
multiple sources.  
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The questionnaire results were analyzed initially through MS Excel.  Analysis of the other data was conducted through NVivo 10, adopting a grounded approach (Charmaz, 2006) which went through a systematic process of coding, categorizing, and constant comparisons and contrast.  Triangulation was implemented within and across data from multi sources.  



Teachers’ conceptions of LA

These opinions are illustrative of the general tone:

Students having the ability to learn by themselves (Peng). 

Learners take initiative for their own learning, not forced by 
teachers, responsible for his or her own learning, self-management 
and self-decision-making (Ling).  

Learners know their own aims, have their own learning methods, 
control their learning pace and assess their own learning outcomes 
(Mei). 

Students are able to complete tasks independently, using various 
resources including internet resources, and knowing appropriate 
methods (Xiao). 



Impact of LA on (language) learning

The surveyed  teachers’ views were overwhelmingly positive. 
97.7%: agreed/strongly agreed on the positive effect of LA
95.5%:  LA allows language learners to learn more effectively

Interviewed teachers further stressed the significance of LA in:
general learning
lifelong personal development
the fulfillment of individual needs
adapting to changes
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Regarding the impact of LA on language learning, the teachers’ views were overwhelmingly positive.  Specifically, 97.7% of the teachers agreed/strongly agreed on the positive effect of LA, and 95.5% believed that LA allows language learners to learn more effectively.  In the subsequent interviews, the teachers further stressed the significance of LA in general learning and lifelong personal development as well as the fulfillment of individual needs and adapting to changes.  However the data also showed that LA is not necessarily essential for effective language learning.  Only 65.9% agreed that individuals who lack autonomy are not likely to be effective language learners, and similar uncertain belief was expressed in the interviews.  



Teachers’ LA-Oriented Practices 

 Teachers’ responses were highly positive: 
88.64% felt they did promote LA with their students;
4.54% disagreed;
6.82% were unsure.  

 The open questions in the questionnaire and the follow-up 
interviews provided various examples of tasks and activities that 
the teachers used to foster LA.
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Teachers’ LA-Oriented Practices With regard to teachers’ practices oriented towards LA, the teachers’ responses were highly positive: 88.64% felt they did promote LA with their students; 4.54% disagreed, and 6.82% were unsure.  The open questions in the questionnaire and the follow-up interviews provided various examples of tasks and activities that the teachers used to foster LA, which are summarized as below:  Getting students to research given topics in relation to classroom learningAsking students to self-edit and/or peer-grade their writingusing various groupwork assigning students to teach textbook materials conducting unit quizzes assigning online workgetting students to do free reading out of class and share in classorganizing extracurricular activities (e.g., debates, speaking / singing / film dubbing contests, short plays)allowing opportunities for students to share learning experiences and methodsrecommending useful web sources and encourage self-directed study talking to students about the importance of LA training students with autonomous learning strategies 



Reported LA Practices 

 Getting students to research 
given topics in relation to 
classroom learning

 Asking students to self-edit 
and/or peer-grade their writing

 using various groupwork tasks
 assigning students to teach 

textbook materials 
 conducting unit quizzes 
 assigning online work
 getting students to do free 

reading out of class and share 
in class

 organizing extracurricular activities 
(e.g., debates, speaking / singing / 
film dubbing contests, short plays)

 allowing opportunities for students 
to share learning experiences and 
methods

 recommending useful web sources 
and encourage self-directed study 

 talking to students about the 
importance of LA 

 training students with autonomous 
learning strategies 



Desirability& feasibility of promoting LA 

1 2 3 4

The objectivesof a course

The materials used

The kinds of tasks and activities

The topics discussed

How learningis assessed

The teaching methods used

Classroom management

feasibility desirability
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The Desirability and Feasibility of Promoting LA in LGU Figure 1 below shows the teachers’ responses to desirability and feasibility of involving students in a range of language course decision making. This reveals the general tendency that all these ideas were more desirable than feasible, with the discussion topics and tasks and activities being the two most likely areas for students’ decision-making in terms of both desirability and feasibility.  On the other hand, the course objectives and teaching methods appeared the two least likely areas for students’ decision-making.  The desirability and feasibility of learning assessment and learning materials were very close to those of teaching methods. 



Desirability & feasibility of promoting LA 

1 2 3 4

Identify their own needs
Identify their own strengths

Identify their own weaknesses
Monitor their progress

Evaluate their own learning
Learn cooperatively

Learn independently

feasibility desirability
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Figure 2 below shows teachers’ responses to the desirability and feasibility of students having a series of autonomous learning skills.This shows an overall positive attitude of the teachers towards the desirability of students having all these skills.  However, the correspondent feasibility of students having each skill was significantly lower, with monitoring and evaluating learning the two lowest. 



Constraints to LA

• Poor attitude; passivity; low motivation; lack of study 
skills (except for exams)Students 

• Administrators’ lack of understanding;  strictly-fixed 
syllabus and regulations;  limited teaching autonomy, 
large class sizes; insufficient resources and facilities;  
lack of training opportunities

Institution 

• Teachers used to traditional approach; administrators’ 
concern for stability

Chinese 
culture 

• understanding the concept; practical skills for its 
implementation;  willingness and perseverance of long-term 
investment of extra time and energy;

Teachers 
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The interview data revealed various constraints that affected the feasibility of promoting LA in LGU.  These factors fell into four main categories involving students, teachers, the institution and Chinese culture.  Regarding students, a prominent issue shared among the teachers concerned their students’ poor attitude towards English learning. The teachers reported that many students, especially the large number of non-English majors, had very low motivation because they neither liked English nor viewed it useful for future development.  Consequently, and unsurprisingly, these students appeared passive, aimless and perfunctory. In addition, many students showed lack of general study skills (e.g., poor time management) or had misbeliefs about language learning (e.g., seeing language learning simply as memorizing vocabulary). In terms of the institutional factors, commonly identified issues included administrators’ lack of understanding of LA or LA-encouraging policy, strictly-fixed syllabus and regulations with limited teaching autonomy, large class sizes which hindered catering for individual needs, insufficient/user-unfriendly resources and facilities, as well as lack of teacher/student training opportunities for LA.  While pointing out the various external factors summarized as above, the teachers also admitted internal hindrances with themselves involving both understanding the concept and practical skills for its implementation as well as willingness and perseverance of long-term investment of extra time and energy demanded for good LA practices. Noticeably, an issue was detected intertwining the three aspects mentioned above which pointed to Chinese cultural influences.  A commonly-heard point was that Chinese students were used to passively listening to teachers, being spoon-fed, and concentrating too much on exams.  This finding conflicted with the questionnaire result that showed high agreement (86.36%) with the statement that LA can be achieved by learners of all cultural backgrounds.  Also, the teachers held that Chinese teachers were familiar with the traditional teacher-fronted approach, therefore often dominated the class unconsciously.  Additionally, one teacher pointed out that there existed a common concern among Chinese administrators for stability and secureness, which, at least to some extent, inhibited the experimental nature of innovatory projects. 



Impact of the workshops: 1

Teachers’ understanding about LA was generally enhanced.

Some teachers developed different ideas about LA from what they 
held before and some had deeper insights and more critical 
perceptions. 

“These workshops make me rethink what learner autonomy is.  
It does not just mean studying all by oneself, it’s more about 
genuinely taking responsibility. Teachers must consider what 
roles they should play, when and how to play the different roles.   
It’s an ever-changing dynamic process” (Mei)
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Feedback collected both at the time and from the follow-up emails showed that the workshops had positive impact on teachers’ understanding and practices about LA, as well as the extent of their research engagement in this regard. Firstly, teachers’ understanding about the concept was enhanced to some extent.  Some teachers developed different ideas about LA from what they held before and some had deeper insights and more critical perceptions. For example, Mei wrote that “These workshops make me rethink what learner autonomy is.  It does not just mean studying all by oneself, it’s more about genuinely taking responsibility. Teachers must consider what roles they should play, when and how to play the different roles.   It’s an ever-changing dynamic process”. 



Impact of the workshops: 2

The workshops also enhanced teachers’ understanding of LA 
practices:  

“I learned that group division plays an important role in the 
effectiveness of group work, so next semester I will re-group my 
students, with more consideration about differences in a group”. 
(Yuan)
“speaking is not the only way for presentation, and group-work 
is not just limited to speaking activities, and speaking is not the 
only way to share opinions”.  (Hong)
“I decide to ask students to write reflective journal for the next 
semester and I myself will do a reflective teaching journal.” 
(Peng) 
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Secondly, the workshops also contributed in a positive way to enhancing the teachers’ practices of developing LA.  Some admitted that they had better understanding about their existing practices, some planned new actions or made modifications to their on-going implementation. For example, Juan commented that the workshops helped her understand her own practices as well as those by her colleagues, including LA-oriented strategies and contextual challenges. Yuan said “I learned that group division plays an important role in the effectiveness of group work, so next semester I will re-group my students, with more consideration about differences in a group”.  Hong wrote that “speaking is not the only way for presentation, and group-work is not just limited to speaking activities, and speaking is not the only way to share opinions”.  Peng decided to ask her students to write reflective journal for the next semester and she herself would do a reflective teaching journal.



Impact of the PD Workshops: 3

The workshops developed teachers’ understanding of research 
engagement regarding LA:

I used to just think about teaching, like a teaching machine, not 
having the awareness of linking my practice with doing research. 
(Juan)

Seeing some of what the research experts are doing is what I’m 
doing. This builds up my confidence to continue my minor 
research about LA. (Peng)

They provided me some primary knowledge about action 
research and reflective practice. I began to feel like I want to do 
one. (Ling)
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Finally and most importantly, the workshops developed teachers’ ideas of research engagement regarding LA, particularly in such aspects as awareness, confidence, research ideas and methodological considerations.  The quotations below illustrated this point: I used to just think about teaching, like a teaching machine, not having the awareness of linking my practice with doing research. (Juan)Seeing some of what the research experts are doing is what I’m doing. This builds up my confidence to continue my minor research about LA. (Peng)They provided me some primary knowledge about action research and reflective practice. I began to feel like I want to do one. (Ling)



Cultural appropriacy

Some teachers argued that LA was hard to promote in the Chinese 
context.  

Is LA culturally appropriate? (Palfreyman & Smith, 2003)

Chinese learners are no more passive than their Western 
counterparts (Zhang & Li, 2004),

The cultural stereotype of Chinese students remains an issue which 
should be addressed. 



Constraints

Constraints to the development of LA were shared 
among the LGU teachers .

These were also found in other studies conducted in 
Asian contexts (Ding, 2013; Nakata, 2011). 

But no context is free of constraints at any time.

Therefore, teachers should critically engage with 
situated constraints and re-conceptualize autonomy as 
a “useable” construct for the normal classroom 
condition. (Benson, 2007, 2011)



Intake and take up

The professional development workshops enhanced 
teachers’ understanding of LA as well as some specific 
operational skills. 

However, feedback teachers’ enthusiasm for the 
discussion of the topic faded as time passed.  

On this basis and after some further discussions with 
some teachers on this issue, an idea for a virtual 
teacher learning community (McGrath, 2000) was 
initiated and is now under construction.
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As Borg and Al-Busaidi (2012a and b) found, the LA-focused professional development workshops enhanced, at least to some extent, teachers’ understanding of the notion of LA as well as some specific operational skills.  Also, in order to follow up the progression with the two online workshops, email contact with the participants was maintained during the following semester.  These correspondence emails served four main functions: keeping the researcher-participant relationship warm; acknowledging ongoing participation and cooperation; seeking ongoing feedback, comments and advice; and offering further help and support for any subsequent LA-related classroom practices or action research. Sadly but importantly, it was found that teachers’ enthusiasm for the discussion of the topic faded as time passed.  While this was understandable in consideration of the teachers’ normal busy schedule, a question arose regarding the extent to which the teachers could maintain their motivation for LA practices or innovation in their everyday classrooms.  On this basis and after some further discussions with some teachers on this issue, an idea for a virtual teacher learning community (McGrath, 2000) was initiated and under construction now. Further explanation of this virtual group is beyond the scope of this chapter. 



Conclusion

The teachers fully agreed with the notion of learner autonomy

The aim of LA is as culturally appropriate and relevant in Chinese 
contexts as elsewhere.

Their pedagogical know-how knowledge in relation to actual 
implementation needs to be further enhanced.  

The same reported constraints to LA exist in China as elsewhere.

The question is: how can these constraints be overcome?

So, where do we go from here?



Thank you!
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