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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Hi everybody, thank you for coming to my presentation. My name is Wang Yi, from the University of Waikato, New Zealand. My presentation today is about “the issue of power and control shift in constructing learner autonomy in Chinese language classrooms”. This is part of my PhD project which looks at learner autonomy from the perspective of teacher cognition and practice. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here is the outline of my presentation. Please have a look. 



Why this research 
 Learner autonomy has been mandated as a key goal of English 

language learning in the national curriculum of China since 2001, 
and teachers have been required to provide opportunities for 
students to learn autonomously. 

 In the field of teacher education, it is well established that teachers’ 
understanding of a notion plays a crucial role in its implementation in 
the classroom. (Wedell, 2009)

 With research into learner autonomy, while much has been studied 
and written, teachers’ perspectives on what autonomy means have 
not been awarded much attention. (Borg & Al-Busaidi, 2012)
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
My interest in this area derives from my personal beliefs in the value of autonomy for one’s learning and personal development. Also autonomy has been stated as a key goal in the national curriculum since 2001. I’ve been wondering how it is being implemented in the everyday classrooms. Literature review reveals that …



Notion of autonomy 
 “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)

 “not a single, easily describable 
behaviour” (Little, 1990, p. 7)

 For effective research and 
classroom practice, it must be 
describable in terms of 
observable behaviours. (Benson, 2001)
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Control 

Content of 
learning

Learning 
management

Cognitive 
processing

Benson (2001)



Power and control shift in classroom
 As classroom is a ‘social context’

for learning and communication
(Breen, 1986; Breen and Candlin, 1980), autonomy
could be developed by a shift in
relationships of power and control
within the classroom (Benson, 2011, p. 15).
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Ts letting 
go control

Ss taking 
control

 No empirical studies have been
found focusing on such control
and power shift in everyday
classrooms in the Asian context,
particularly from the perspective
of teacher cognition and practice.



Research questions
1. If any, to what extent and in what ways was control 

and power shift reflected in language learning in the 

given context?

2. If any, to what extent were the teachers aware of such 

shift in their classroom practices, and how did they 

perceive this?  
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Based on the above literature review, here are my research questions. Please have a read by yourself? … three questions: What are they doing? What do they think about what they are doing? and a tentative explanation? 



The school in study
 The study was conducted in a private 

secondary school in China, which was 

newly established in 2009. 

 The principal as well as the founder 

was a  well-recognised educator in 

China with overseas educational 

background and successful experience 

in school administration. 

 Student autonomous development was 

a key school value at Zia. 

Zia
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Now,  here is the research setting. It’s based in China and the school is about here. The school is specified by the following features: … As you see, compared to the massive ordinary public schools, this school does have some competitive ‘edges’, and the rationale for that go to Robson’s ‘test bed’ theory, meaning  ‘If it cannot work here, it is unlikely to work elsewhere.’ 



Participants & Methods 

interpretative paradigm

case study 

the school principal

1 interview

the school director

2 interviews 

9 English 
teachers

22 observations &        
14 post-lesson discussions
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Let data talk, 
and themes 

emerge. 
grounded analysis 

(Charmaz, 2006)



group presentation

peer feedback 

peer evaluation

Findings _ A school innovative project
• An innovative project was in progress at Zia at the time of the study,

promoting learner autonomy with a suggested instructional model
entitled “Autonomous and Collaborative Learning Class Model”
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ss self-study

ss sharing learning in groups 
through discussion 

ss sharing learning in class 
through presentation

ss self-internailisation

(Summarised from Interview 1 with the school director )



Findings _ The principal’s voice 

• “To cultivate learner autonomy, teachers must trust students and let 

them go and try. Freedom is essential, and teachers must let go 

some control for students”. (Interview with the principal)

• “For autonomy, I don’t believe in any model. In fact, the forming of 

any model has gone against the nature of autonomy. However, 

there is valuable element in this model, and my way is to let him 

(the school director as well as project leader) go and see how it 

goes”. (Interview with the principal)
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Findings

Teachers’ practices and perceptions

in relation to control and power shift 
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Overview of classroom 
activities 

Student-fronted lessons

Pair work

Group work

Self-study session

Beginning-of-class presentations

Learning a language is like learning 
playing a game. The best way to learn it 
is by playing it. Coaching is helpful, but 
coaching alone does not work. 

- It is evidenced that for a 
considerable amount  of class time, 
students were “playing”, rather than 
listening to the teacher coaching. 

- It also shows that students were 
“playing” both individually and 
collaboratively with peers. 

- Students’ “playing” time varied 
significantly, from less than five 
minutes to the whole class session. 
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X

Evidence of student control
- Presenters choosing their own materials (T1, T3, T5, T8)

- Presenters creating their materials (T9)

- Ss negotiating with T who to present what (T2, T4)

- Presenters teaching the class new vocabulary (T1, T3, T5, T8)

- Presenters and ss asking and answering questions (T1, T3, T5, T8)

- Ss giving presenters critical comments (T1, T3, T4, T6)

- Ss-T co-evaluating the presentations (T1, T9)

- Team presenting (T4, T8, T9)

About this activity

- At the beginning of the class 

- Supposed to take 3-5 minutes 

- Not a school required activity

- Common practice of 8/9 ts

- Consistent in 3/9 ts

Presenter
Presentation Notes
About this activityAt the beginning of the class Supposed to take 3-5 minutes Not a school required activityCommon practice of 8/9 tsConsistent in 3/9 tsEvidence of teacher autonomy Evidence of teacher collaboration 
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Beginning-of-class presentations 
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X

… Students choose their own materials, but I ask 
them to come to me for a training before they 
present, pronunciation, intonation and emotions in 
the text. They don’t know how to deal with those. I 
must train them first. They pass my training, then I 
let them go. (T6)

… Why have I invited students to mark the 
presentation together? Well, I didn’t think much. 
Just a bit fun, otherwise they are bored. (T9)

… Well, just to enlarge their vocabulary, nothing 
much… maybe, yeah, they want to show well, so 
they try to understand well first… right, right, to get 
them more autonomous, actually this is a focus of 
mine… (T3) 

…I let them choose any topic freely, so they’re 
interested. They want to show the best of 
themselves, and they really put efforts in it. They 
come to me to ask questions or check 
pronunciation, etc. (T1, T3, T8)

… I let students decide who to recite which text. 
They feel empowered and get excited. I trust them. 
They choose tough work to challenge each other. 
(T2)

… They are keen to do more because they earn 
points for the job done, and they keep checking 
their points. (T4)

I let you go. I know 
what I’m doing.

I let you go, 
but…

Well, I 
don’t know

Ah ha…

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What was happening in this longest session?In 6.1, the teacher first showed on the PPT and explained to the class some rules for recitation. Then a student recited a poem to the class. After that, the teacher asked the class to make critical comments on the poem, during which the teacher nominated a number of students to demonstrate how to read the last sentence “We’re a great team” with the RIGHT emotion. During the post-lesson discussion, T6 explained the mechanism of this practice, from which it was learned that she let students choose materials freely, but asked them to meet her with the selected materials to receive her training before presenting.… It’s important that they have a solid foundation of language, such as pronunciation, intonation and emotion expressing, so I asked them to come to me for a training first. They pass my training, for example, they know how to deal with the emotions when reciting. Then I let them go. I try to give each student a training and showing opportunity. As you’ve seen, they didn’t know how to read with the right emotion, so I must train them first. 
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Group work
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• Discussing the given questions
• Making a dialogue based on the learned ones
• Conducting a survey 
• Rewriting a paragraph 
• Peer-review of each other’s writing 
• Co-creating a story 

About this activity

- Identified by the name of 

group work

- Suggested by the school 

project leader

- Common practice of 9/9 ts

- Consistent in 9/9 ts

- Time taken ranged from more 

than 20 to less than 1 minute. 

• Doing gap-filling vocabulary / grammar exercises
• Finding information from the text
• Peer-checking grammar rules
• Peer-teaching language points
• Summarising grammar rules 

More closed-ended, and 
less authentic language 

use

More open-ended, and 
more authentic language 

use

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In all the observed lessons, a variety of activities were conducted under the name of  group work. A close examination of these activities revealed that space allowed for autonomy varied considerably. For example, more critical / creative thinking and interaction would be required to co-make a story than drilling a sentence pattern. Peer-checking grammar rulesFinding answers to the questionsFilling in a chart with information from the textSentence pattern drilling Sharing personal storiesDiscussing the given questionsDescribing and guessing a place Making a dialogue based on the learned onesMaking a story Conducting a survey Gap-filling grammar/vocabulary exercisesRewriting a paragraph Peer-review of each other’s writing Identifying new phrases from the textSummarising grammar rules Peer instruction 



Students worked in groups 

Students group presented by writing 
on the blackboard

Students group presented by speaking to class 

Peer students gave critical/additional 
comments

T/ss co-evaluated the presented group work

T: … you can discuss in groups…

SS: <silence for 30’’>

T: OK, let’s come back…
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That boy is quite stubborn, very different. 

I’ve tried all means but still can’t control 

him… Maybe subconsciously I’m quite 

dominant. I just think, I must straighten 

him out! (T3)

… well, that didn’t work well. I should 

have given then a push… push  again if 

there was still no response… (T6)

In groups, they have a sense of group 
honour. The more able students try to 
help those less able ones. Actually they 
take over some of my jobs. (T1)

They don’t just listen to me passively. 
They are more engaged. They think 
more actively. (T1, T3)

I don’t worry that about their mistakes. 
They learn from mistakes. (T3)
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Ss taking more 
responsibility

Ss more engaged

T tolerance of trial 
and error

T-ss tug of war for 
control 

T pushing ss to work

Presenter
Presentation Notes
What was happening in this longest session?In 6.1, the teacher first showed on the PPT and explained to the class some rules for recitation. Then a student recited a poem to the class. After that, the teacher asked the class to make critical comments on the poem, during which the teacher nominated a number of students to demonstrate how to read the last sentence “We’re a great team” with the RIGHT emotion. During the post-lesson discussion, T6 explained the mechanism of this practice, from which it was learned that she let students choose materials freely, but asked them to meet her with the selected materials to receive her training before presenting.… It’s important that they have a solid foundation of language, such as pronunciation, intonation and emotion expressing, so I asked them to come to me for a training first. They pass my training, for example, they know how to deal with the emotions when reciting. Then I let them go. I try to give each student a training and showing opportunity. As you’ve seen, they didn’t know how to read with the right emotion, so I must train them first. Major points in extract #5:The aim of group discussion was to get everyone to know the answer; In response to students’ slow/no action, the teacher’s would choose to push; then punish, when pushing fails too;Strong students might offer to help weak ones but would tell the answer directly, and the purpose was to get the group marks. 
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Student-fronted lessons
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- You look bored with my lecturing.
- Sth different? But are you ok?
- Let’ s have a try, but take this
guide with you in case you get lost.
- How is it going?
- Oh, no, you’re not really fine.
- What’s next? ? ?

- Don’t want to listen to me?
- Ok, you have a go!
- How is it going?
- Not perfect, but not bad. I believe
you’re fine.
- Let’s do more!

Ss have great potential. As long as
you TEACH him the right stuff, as
long as he acts as told, he’ ll surely
do well.
I certainly give them opportunity,
but you see, they couldn’t say
much, they couldn’t get the point at
all!
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Self-study session
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T2: I do get ss work on their 
own a lot. Collaboration is 
important of course, but 

independent learning first 
makes better collaboration. 

T7: I prefer ss working 
on their own to find out 
the answers. Once you 
get them into groups, 
they tend to grab an 
answer from others, 

not to think much then.
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The follow-up of ss
individual work, e.g. 
“talk to yourself first, 
and then talk to your 
partner”, with some 

authentic language use.

mostly  ss
drilling, limited 
space for ss

control. 



Summary of findings 
1. If any, to what extent and in what ways was control 

and power shift reflected in language learning in the 
given context?
 Sign of control and power shift from teacher to students was

seen in most of the observed lessons, but the extent of such
shift varied from lesson to lesson and from teacher to teacher.
Sign of false empowerment was detected, in which the teacher
relinquished control to students on the surface, but withdrew it
in actuality.
 Students were seen taking control in various activities such as

giving presentations, studying by themselves, doing pair or
group work, and even playing the role of the teacher. However,
the extent to which these activities were autonomy-oriented
varied, depending on the open-endedness of the
tasks/questions involved and the degree of authentic language
use.
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Summary of findings 
2. If any, to what extent were the teachers aware of 

such shift in their classroom practices, and how did 
they perceive this? 

 Teachers’ awareness of the control and power shift in their 
practice varied considerably, ranging from fully conscious to 
almost unconscious. Contradictory cognitions and practices 
were detected in some teachers. 

 Teachers’ perceptions of the control and power shift in 
their practices also varied considerably. The most 
significant differences were the degree of trust that 
teachers held in their students’ abilities for taking such 
control, and accordingly the degree of teachers’ support 
or intervention. 
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Discussions and implications  
• The study provides an example of weak version of autonomy (Smith,

2003) in classroom, which shows that autonomy can be usable in
everyday instruction without necessarily challenging the constraints of
classroom and curriculum organization to which they are subject
(Benson, 2007).

• The findings demonstrate that teachers can relinquish a certain
degree of control to students over learning management, cognitive
processing and learning content (Benson, 2001) in everyday
classroom. Collaborative control (White, 2003) is feasible between
learners and teachers and between learners and learners.

• The findings display the complexity and the uniqueness of each
individual teacher’s cognitions and classroom practices, and the
significant impact of the former on the latter (Borg, 2006).
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Discussions and implications  
• The variety and divergences shown in teachers’ understandings and

practices about developing learner autonomy questions the value and
necessity of an instruction MODEL. The evidence of “false
empowerment” implies a more urgent need for a real understanding
of the notion of autonomy than a blind implementation in some
superficial ‘seeming-autonomy-oriented’ forms.

• The findings provide real-world pictures of teachers’ practices of
developing learner autonomy, which differs to an extent from the self-
reported practices reported in previous studies in this area. This
resonates Borg’s (2006) warnings of the risk of teacher cognition
research without observed classroom data, and calls for the
methodological amendment in this respect.

25



References 

• Benson, P. (2001). Teaching and researching autonomy in language learning. London: Longman.
• Benson, P. (2007). Autonomy in language teaching and learning. Language Teaching, 40(1), 21-40.
• Benson, P. (2011). Teaching and Researching Autonomy (2ed.). London, England: Pearson.
• Borg, S. (2006). Teacher cognition and language education: research and practice. London, 

England: Continuum.
• Borg, S., & Al-Busaidi, S. (2012). Teachers' beliefs and practices regarding learner autonomy. ELT 

Journal, 66(3), 283-292. 10.1093/elt/ccr065
• Breen, M. P. (1986). The social context of language learning: A neglected situation. Studies in 

Second Language Acquisition, 7, 135-158.
• Breen, M. P., & Candlin, C. (1980). The essentials of a communicative curriculum in language 

teaching. Applied Linguistics, 1(2), 89-112.
• Holec, H. (1981). Autonomy and foreign language learning. Oxford, England: Pergamon.
• Little, D. (1990). Autonomy in language learning. In I. Gathercole (Ed.), Autonomy in language 

learning (pp. 7-15). London, England: CILT.
• Wedell, M. (2009). Planning educational change: Putting people and their contexts first. London, 

England: Continuum.
• White, C. (2003). Language learning in distance education. Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press.

26



27


	The issue of power and control shift �in constructing learner autonomy�in Chinese language classrooms
	Outline 
	Why this research 
	Notion of autonomy 
	Power and control shift in classroom
	Research questions
	The school in study
	Participants & Methods 
	Findings _ A school innovative project
	Findings _ The principal’s voice 
	Slide Number 11
	Slide Number 12
	Slide Number 13
	Slide Number 14
	Slide Number 15
	Slide Number 16
	Slide Number 17
	Slide Number 18
	Slide Number 19
	Slide Number 20
	Slide Number 21
	Summary of findings 
	Summary of findings  
	Discussions and implications  
	Discussions and implications  
	References 
	Slide Number 27

