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ABSTRACT 

This chapter discusses the development of the concept of autonomy in ELT and makes particular 

reference to its role in helping teachers come to terms with changing landscapes of teaching and learning. 

It then goes on to outline what we know about autonomy and its implementation to date and to discuss 

three current issues of concern: the social character of autonomy, learners’ knowledge of the learning 

process, and teacher autonomy. The chapter concludes by indicating possible future developments in the 

field.

AUTONOMY IN LEARNING: WHAT IT IS AND WHERE IT COMES 

FROM 

In the field of political philosophy, autonomy signifies “the free choice of goals and 

relations as an essential ingredient of personal well-being” (Raz, 1986, p. 369). The 

fundamental idea in autonomy, according to Young (1986, p. 35), “is that of 

authoring one’s own world without being subject to the will of others.” In this broad 

sense, personal autonomy has long been an acknowledged goal of education systems 

that seek to develop individuals who are capable of free and critical participation in 

the societies in which they live. The acknowledgment of this goal does not, 

however, necessarily imply the exercise of autonomy within the learning process 

itself. As Boud (1988) observes, “as long as autonomy remains an abstract concept 

divorced from any particular situation, it can be an ideal to which we can aspire but 

it is not something that we can realistically expect to emerge from any given course” 

(p. 20).  

Thus, although the concept of personal autonomy provides a point of reference, 

theorists of autonomy in learning are especially concerned with learners’ active 

participation in the day-to-day processes of their learning. This participation is seen 

as being both essential to the development of personal autonomy and beneficial to 

the learning process itself. In this sense, the origins of the idea of autonomy in 

language learning lie more in the radically student-centered educational thought of 

writers such as Dewey (1916), Freire (1970), Illich (1971), and Rogers (1969); in 

work on adult self-directed learning by writers such as Brookfield (1986), Candy 

(1991), Knowles (1975), and Tough (1971); and in work on the psychology of 
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learning by writers such as Kelly (1963), Barnes (1976), Kolb (1984), and Vygotsky 

(1978). 

The theory and practice of autonomy in language learning was first developed 

systematically in the 1970s in the context of the Council of Europe’s Modern 

Languages Project, which at that time aimed to provide adults with opportunities for 

lifelong foreign language learning. Since the early 1980s, autonomy has become an 

increasingly important concept in foreign language education, and a number of 

books, collections of papers, and journal special issues have appeared (e.g., Barfield 

& Nix, 2003; Benson, 2001; Benson & Toogood, 2002; Benson & Voller, 1997; 

Brookes & Grundy, 1988; Cotterall & Crabbe, 1999; Dam, 1995; Dickinson, 1987; 

Dickinson & Wenden, 1995; Holec, 1988; Little, 1991; Palfreyman & Smith, 2003; 

Pemberton, Li, Or, & Pierson, 1996; Riley, 1985; Sinclair, McGrath, & Lamb, 

2000). Indeed, it is mainly within the field of language education that the theory and 

practice of autonomy in learning has developed in recent years. Before discussing 

the concept of autonomy in more detail, it is therefore worth pausing to consider 

why it has come to have a particular resonance for language teachers and 

researchers. 

The Significance of Autonomy in ELT 

Gremmo and Riley (1995) have suggested that the rise of the concept of autonomy 

in learning in the 1970s corresponded to an ideological shift away from 

consumerism and materialism towards an emphasis on the value of personal 

experience, quality of life, personal freedom, and minority rights. In its origins, 

therefore, autonomy was an antiauthoritarian idea, which was, even in the late 

1980s, often “associated with a radical restructuring of language pedagogy, a 

restructuring that involves the rejection of the traditional classroom and the 

introduction of wholly new ways of working” (Allwright, 1988, p. 35). These new 

ways of working, as they were developed at the Centre de Recherches et 

d’Applications en Langues (CRAPEL) at the University of Nancy, France, and 

elsewhere, included self-access (Riley & Zoppis, 1985) and learner training (Holec, 

1980), two modes of practice that were specifically intended to foster autonomy.  

The more widespread current interest in the concept of autonomy could be seen 

as a sign of growing acceptance of its radical implications within the ELT 

community. However, this acceptance also has much to do with changes in the 

landscape of ELT as a social and economic practice over the past two decades. In 

particular, rapid increases in the number and variety of language learners in 

educational institutions and new conceptions of the successful learner are already 

making the radical restructuring of language pedagogy, to which Allwright (1988)

referred, a reality. In particular, autonomy-related practices have been widely 

accepted by ELT providers for reasons that often have little to do with fostering 

autonomy in learning. In this context, the concept of autonomy serves less as a focal 

point for educational reform and more as a means of identifying the interests of 

learners within this changing landscape of teaching and learning.  

The nature of the changes to which I am referring is illustrated by two articles on 

British ELT published in the Guardian Weekly. In the first of these, Schellekens 

(2001) observed that, in the previous year, approximately 600,000 adults had come 
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to the UK to learn English and that a further 100,000 permanent settlers had 

received ELT. She also noted that 546,000 schoolchildren had been identified as 

speakers of English as an additional language, although the number actually 

receiving ELT support was not known. The implication of such figures is that very 

large numbers of individuals with varying needs (including ESL tourists, 

professionals, immigrants and their children, and asylum seekers) now receive ELT 

in a wide variety of commercial and non-commercial institutional contexts.  

In this context, which has its parallels elsewhere in the world, language teaching 

institutions are increasingly open to “flexible” ways of meeting the diverse learning 

needs of growing student numbers. In a companion piece in the same issue of the 

Guardian Weekly, for example, Blue (2001) noted that many universities had 

recently created self-access multimedia resource centers and that, although English 

for academic purposes (EAP) classes still took place, “many students opt for 

independent language learning, either alongside support classes, or in some cases, as 

an alternative to attending classes” (p. 3). Distance learning, which increasingly 

involves Internet-based learning, is also an option for flexible delivery that is 

growing in importance—the Open University in the UK, for example, now offers 

foreign language diplomas to more than 5,000 distance students (Hurd, 2001). At the 

same time, there is a tendency for classroom-based courses to become shorter and 

more intensive. Whether these classroom courses are connected to some formalized 

process of independent learning or not, there is an increasing emphasis on support 

for independent learning as a legitimate use of classroom time. 

The changing nature of the international labor market, combined with ideologies 

of globalization, the information age, and the knowledge economy is also leading to 

a focus on flexibility in learning. Successful learners are increasingly seen less as 

individuals who are responsive to instruction and more as individuals who are 

capable of instructing and training themselves. Little (1996) has noted, for example, 

a convergence between ideas of autonomy in learning and new management styles 

such as Total Quality Management. Learning-to-learn skills, in particular, are 

becoming a key theme of educational policy around the world. In Hong Kong, for 

example, the idea of learning to learn has been advertised on TV as one element in a 

proposed educational reform that is supported at the highest official levels (Benson, 

2004). 

One of the consequences of these changes is that autonomy-related practices and 

ideas are often imposed upon teachers from above. The reasons for change are often 

economic, either in the narrow sense of providing language learning opportunities at 

minimum cost or in the broader sense of a perceived need to meet the demands of 

changing labor markets. In this context, change may represent both an opportunity 

and a threat as valid concerns are raised about the quality of learning and the role of 

teachers in new modes of learning. Discussion of the concept of autonomy 

represents a way of making sense of these new modes of learning and of ensuring 

that their implementation genuinely serves the interests of their learners. Also, as 

Breen and Mann (1997) have suggested, interest in autonomy among teachers may 

be related to a much broader “sense that the locus of control over their work is 

shifting away from themselves and their immediate institutions to centralized 

bureaucracies.” (p. 16). Personal uncertainty and feelings of powerlessness, they 

argue, may well be leading teachers to “question the culture of ‘authority’ as it 

manifests itself towards the end of the century, including that which they themselves 

represent as teachers.”  
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To ascribe the current interest in autonomy in ELT exclusively to the success of 

the work of those who have advocated it in the past would therefore be a mistake. 

But it would be equally wrong to suggest that the idea of autonomy in learning has 

entirely lost its earlier radical character. The changing landscape of ELT presents us 

with a complex picture, in which the economic and pragmatic interests of ELT 

providers interact with teachers’ perceptions of the nature of teaching and learning 

in the context of global debate over what it means to be an educated person in the 

twenty-first century. Within this changing and dynamic landscape, the concept of 

autonomy continues to play a role as a point of reference for the interests of the 

learner in ELT. 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

A great deal of the research in the field of autonomy to date has focused on two 

questions: How should we define and describe autonomy? And how is autonomy 

best fostered through the teaching and learning process? 

Defining Autonomy 

Research aimed at the definition of autonomy in learning is important for the simple 

reason that, if we are to foster autonomy, we need know what it is that we are trying 

to foster. Holec (1979/1981) defined autonomy as “the ability to take charge of 

one’s own learning” (p. 3). This often-quoted definition has stood the test of time 

and has worked well as a broad framework for research and practice. In order to 

define autonomy more delicately, however, we need to specify what taking charge 

of one’s own language learning means. Elaborating on his definition, Holec (p. 3) 

mentioned determining objectives, content, and progression, selecting methods and 

techniques, monitoring acquisition, and evaluating what has been acquired—the key 

behaviors involved in the self-management of learning. Other researchers, however, 

have placed greater emphasis on the psychological capacities underlying these 

behaviors. A later definition of autonomy offered by Little (1991, based on a much 

longer definition agreed upon at a conference in Bergen, Norway, and reprinted in 

Dam, 1995, pp. 1-2), for example, argues that 

Autonomy is a capacity—for detachment, critical reflection, decision-making, and 

independent action. It presupposes, but also entails, that the learner will develop a 

particular kind of psychological relation to the process and content of his learning. The 

capacity for autonomy will be displayed both in the way the learner learns and in the 

way he or she transfers what has been learned to wider contexts. (p. 4)  

Researchers are, however, broadly agreed that autonomy involves abilities and 

capacities that are both behavioral and psychological. One of the problems in 

defining autonomy in any concise way, however, lies in the sheer number of abilities 

and capacities that could be listed under the heading of autonomy. Candy (1991, pp. 

459-466), for example, has identified more than 100 competencies associated with 

autonomy in the literature. Ultimately, there is also a concern that any competency 

associated with good learning could be listed as a competency involved in 

autonomy.  
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One alternative to attempting to define the construct of autonomy precisely is to 

accept that it can take a variety of forms. Elsewhere, I have suggested that autonomy 

might be located in any combination of directly or indirectly observable behaviors in 

which control over an aspect of the learning process is displayed (Benson, 2001). I 

have also suggested that, in the context of language learning, these behaviors can be 

concerned with control over the management of learning, the cognitive processes 

involved in second language acquisition, or the content of learning. Although this 

does not solve the problem of concise definition, it does allow for the coexistence of 

differences of emphasis and for the identification of observable behaviors associated 

with autonomy through empirical research. 

Little (1990, p. 7) has also provided us with a remarkably useful definition of 

what autonomy is not. He argues that autonomy is (a) not a synonym for self-

instruction, (b) not a matter of letting learners get on with things as best they can, 

(c) not a teaching method, (d) not a single easily described behavior, and (e) not a 

steady state. This definition of what autonomy is not is probably more widely 

accepted within the field than any definition of what autonomy is! Its value lies, in 

part, in its emphasis on attributes of the learner, as opposed to the learning situation, 

and, in part, on its emphasis on the fact that autonomy is likely to be displayed 

variably both from learner to learner and from context to context. 

Fostering Autonomy 

One of the questions often asked of advocates of autonomy is whether greater 

autonomy, in fact, leads to more effective language learning. This is a legitimate 

question because, in the context of language learning programs, autonomy is rarely 

an end in itself. It is, however, important to make a distinction between two issues: 

the relationship between autonomy and learning and the effectiveness of our 

attempts to foster autonomy in practice. 

On the first of these issues, Little (1994) argues that “all genuinely successful 

learning is in the end autonomous” (p. 341). Support for this argument is found 

principally within constructivist approaches to the theory of learning, where it is 

assumed that knowledge leading to a change in the learner’s systems of meaning is 

of a higher order than knowledge leading to the accumulation of facts or 

enhancement of skills. This higher-order knowledge, it is argued, cannot be taught 

and demands the learner’s active participation in the learning process. In the context 

of language learning, it could be argued, the genuinely successful learners are those 

who succeed in constructing the target language system as a system for the 

interpretation and communication of their own meanings, a process that necessarily 

involves some degree of control over management, acquisition, and content. Thus, if 

we assume that the goal of language teaching and learning is not simply the 

accumulation of facts and technical skills, autonomous language learning is, almost 

by definition, equivalent to effective language learning. 

But this theoretical premise does not imply that our efforts to foster autonomy 

will necessarily lead to more effective language learning in practice. Our efforts are 

necessarily mediated through modes of learning of various kinds, and it is 

principally the effectiveness of these modes of learning in fostering autonomy that is 

open to question. Studies that have succeeded in empirically demonstrating the 

effectiveness of any mode of teaching of learning in fostering autonomy are, in fact, 

few, and, as Sinclair (1999) has pointed out, there is currently “little evidence to 
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suggest that learners who have followed a programme that promotes greater learner 

responsibility develop greater language proficiency than those who do not” (p. 97). 

One reason for this is that the assessment of gains in autonomy is problematic in 

itself. In particular, many of the psychological attributes associated with autonomy 

are not directly observable, and the display, or lack of display, of directly observable 

behaviors associated with self-management of learning can be misleading. Breen 

and Mann (1997, p. 52), for example, have suggested that learners who are explicitly 

expected to develop autonomy may simply “put on the mask of autonomous 

behaviour” in order to show they meet the goals of a course. Sinclair (1999), on the 

other hand, considers the case of a learner working on a reading task in a self-access, 

who gets up to ask the adviser on duty the meaning of a word. While this behavior 

may seem to represent a lack of autonomy, she argues, it could represent the 

opposite if it were the outcome of a careful consideration of various options for 

finding out the meaning of the word. The essence of autonomous behavior, in other 

words, does not lie in the behavior itself, but in the fact that it is authentic, self-

initiated, and considered—factors that are extremely difficult to assess. 

Researchers have, however, explored methods of measuring gains in autonomy 

with some degree of success. In a study of learners using self-instructional materials, 

for example, Rosewell and Libben (1994) devised an inventory of autonomously 

controlled tasks based on diary entries indicating when the learners deviated from 

the instructions in the materials. Simmons and Wheeler (1995) analyzed the 

discourse of meetings in which course content and procedures were discussed in 

order to find out the extent to which learners actually participated in the decision-

making process. And Sinclair (1999) has devised a method of questioning students 

in order to discover the extent of their metacognitive awareness, or their awareness 

of the processes underlying their approach to learning tasks. Questions such as What 

did you do? and What else could you have done? might, for example, reveal more 

about the learner’s capacity for autonomous behavior in the context of a task than 

direct observation of the way in which the task was actually performed. Each of 

these methods has succeeded in discriminating among individual learners and 

measuring change over time. At the same time, it should be emphasized that each 

method is context bound and measures a particular aspect of control over the 

learning process rather than the more global construct of autonomy itself.  

Difficulties in assessing gains in autonomy clearly underlie difficulties in 

assessing the relationship between any such gains and language proficiency (to date 

the best indicator that we have of effective language learning). Important work in 

this area has, however, been carried out by Dam and Legenhausen, who found that 

students in autonomous classrooms in Denmark developed greater proficiency in 

aspects of vocabulary, grammar, and spoken communication than students in more 

traditional classrooms in Denmark and Germany (Dam & Legenhausen, 1996; 

Legenhausen, 1999a, 1999b, 1999c). Although Dam and Legenhausen acknowledge 

that their results are problematic from an experimental point of view (in particular, 

the comparability of the groups observed is questionable), they do show 

conclusively that the attempts of Dam and her colleagues to foster autonomy are not 

harmful to their students’ language learning. This conclusion is all the more 

significant because their work (described in detail in Dam, 1995), represents the 

single most sustained attempt to foster autonomy in language learning reported in 
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the literature to date. Much of the research in this area, it should be noted, is based 

on short-term interventions, which, if it is acknowledged that the development of 

autonomy is a long-term process, are unlikely to yield valid or reliable results. 

CURRENT DEBATES AND CONCERNS 

Important as the evaluation of our attempts to foster autonomy may be, current 

debates within the field tend to be related more to developing theoretical and 

philosophical issues. Here, I will discuss three of these issues: the social dimensions 

of autonomy, learners’ knowledge of the learning process, and teacher autonomy. 

The Social Dimensions of Autonomy 

In its early days, the theory and practice of autonomy in language learning enjoyed 

an uneasy relationship with the notion of individualization, especially in collections 

of papers that covered both areas (Altman & James, 1980; Brookes & Grundy, 1988; 

Geddes & Sturtridge, 1982). The insistence that autonomy be defined as a capacity 

of the individual learner, an emphasis on methods of meeting individual needs, and 

the fact that the term autonomy was occasionally used loosely to describe situations 

in which learners studied on their own led to concern about an inherent 

individualism within the concept. Countering this concern, more recent work has 

tended to stress the social character of autonomy. Kohonen (1992), for example, has 

argued that autonomy involves “being responsible for one’s own conduct in the 

social context: being able to cooperate with others and solve conflicts in constructive 

ways” (p. 19), while Little (1996) has argued that “a capacity to participate fully and 

critically in social interactions” is central to autonomy (p. 210). 

Concerns about social dimensions of autonomy have largely been addressed in 

the context of a shift in the locus of the practice away from self-access and learner 

training towards classroom and curriculum-based approaches, including experiential 

learning (Kohonen, 1992, 2000), the process or negotiated syllabus (Breen & 

Littlejohn, 2000), project learning (Legutke & Thomas, 1991; Ribé & Vidal, 1993), 

and cooperative and collaborative learning (Littlewood, 2002). Debate has also 

begun on the more general nature of the social interactions within classroom and 

curriculum practice that are likely to foster autonomy. Crabbe (1993), for example, 

has emphasized the nature of the minute-by-minute interaction between teachers and 

learners in the classroom, while Kenny (1993) has emphasized the learner’s role in 

the determination of curriculum tasks. 

Learners’ Knowledge of the Learning Process 

In its early days, the theory and practice of autonomy were also largely concerned 

with the self-management of learning. More recently emphasis has shifted towards 

the cognitive capacities involved in autonomous learning and in particular towards 

learners’ knowledge. Important developments in this respect have been the forging 

of links between work on autonomy and work on learning strategies (e.g., Cohen, 

1998; Dickinson, 1992; Wenden, 1991) and learner beliefs (Benson & Lor, 1998, 

1999; Cotterall, 1995, 1999; Riley, 1997; Wenden, 1995, 1998, 1999). The central 

assumption in research on learner beliefs is that systems of belief condition learning 

behavior. Cotterall (1995, p. 195) argues, therefore that the development of 
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autonomy in a behavioral sense implies changes in the learner’s beliefs. The area of 

learner beliefs has been described by Riley as “rather untidy,” and research to date 

has been dogged by difficulties in defining exactly what beliefs about language 

learning are and how they are related to behavior. Research on metacognitive 

knowledge and conceptions of language learning offers some potential for a more 

systematic understanding of these issues. 

The construct of metacognitive knowledge derives from work in the field of 

educational psychology by Flavell (1979). Wenden (1995) uses the term to describe 

the “stable, statable and sometimes fallible knowledge learners acquire about 

themselves as learners and the learning process” (p. 185). Metacognitive knowledge 

constitutes a specialized portion of the learner’s knowledge base in regard to a 

particular subject matter and is distinct from the learner’s knowledge of its content. 

Flavell classifies this knowledge in terms of three categories of person, task, and 

strategic knowledge. In the context of language learning, person knowledge includes 

general knowledge of factors that facilitate or inhibit learning and specific 

knowledge of the ways in which these factors apply in the learner’s own experience. 

Task knowledge involves knowledge of the purpose, nature, and demands of the 

tasks involved in learning a language. Strategic knowledge involves general 

knowledge of what language learning strategies are and specific knowledge about 

how and when to use them (Wenden, 1998). The importance of the construct of 

metacognitive knowledge lies in an assumption that it is learners’ knowledge of the 

language learning process that underlies their ability to employ the planning, 

monitoring, and evaluation strategies that are associated with autonomous learning 

behavior. “If they fail to make contact with a rich knowledge base,” she argues, 

“these three strategies are weak” (pp. 518-519). 

The construct of conceptions of language learning also derives from work in 

field of educational psychology by Marton and his associates. According to Marton, 

Dall’Alba, & Beaty (1993), a conception of learning refers to a distinct conception 

of the ontological status of learning, or what the objects and processes involved in 

learning are from the learner’s point of view. Research by Benson and Lor (1998, 

1999) has suggested that conceptions of learning may be also contextualized within 

conceptions of the phenomena towards which learning efforts are directed. In other 

words, learners’ conceptions of what the target language is and what the process of 

learning it involves will tend to condition specific beliefs about language learning. 

The constructs of metacognitive knowledge and conceptions of language 

learning both point to the importance of the development of learners’ knowledge of 

the learning process in the development of autonomy.  Also, because both of these 

constructs have been shown to be describable on the basis of learners’ accounts of 

their learning, they appear to hold considerable potential for a better understanding 

of the long-term processes involved in the development of autonomy and of 

learners’ responses to our attempts to foster autonomy through the teaching and 

learning process. 

Teacher Autonomy 

A third important area of current debate concerns the role of teachers in the 

development of learner autonomy. Discussion of teacher autonomy has two major 
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origins. First, it has long been clear that in order to foster autonomy, teachers must 

possess capacities that correspond in some sense to those that they expect to develop 

within their learners. The ways in which these capacities are translated into teaching 

behavior has therefore become a matter of concern (Crabbe, 1993; Little, 1995; 

Voller, 1997). Second, as the theory and practice of autonomy has matured, it has 

become a matter of concern within teacher education, where it is strongly linked to 

the idea of the teacher as reflective practitioner (Lamb, 2000; McGrath, 2000; 

Thavenius, 1999; Vieira, 1999). As Aoki (2002) points out, teacher autonomy may 

mean one of two things: teachers’ ability to help their learners towards autonomy, or 

their freedom to exercise their professional competence and judgment to teach what 

and how they think best. This second aspect of teacher autonomy, which involves 

what have been described as constraints on autonomy, is linked to the first aspect 

because teachers often find that constraints on their freedom restrict their 

opportunities to foster autonomy among their learners. Although Benson (2000) has 

made an initial attempt to model constraints on teacher autonomy (which range from 

immediate conditions of employment to broader issues concerned with methods and 

ideologies of teaching and learning), there is considerable potential for future 

research in this area. 

FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

The three areas of debate and concern discussed in the previous section are perhaps 

indicative of a fundamental shift in the focus of theory and practice in the field of 

autonomy that is likely to continue in the future. At the root of this shift is the fact 

that autonomy is now seen less as a clearly definable goal that can be achieved 

through clearly definable methods, and more as a guiding concept that is relevant to 

varied fields of practice within ELT. Better understanding of the social dimensions 

of autonomous learning, in particular, has established the relevance of the idea of 

autonomy to a wide range of modes of teaching and learning. Research into learners’ 

knowledge of the learning process and teacher autonomy is also important in this 

respect because it helps us to understand both the roles in which learners and 

teachers are cast within particular modes of teaching and learning and the 

possibilities for modifying these roles. In this sense, the idea of autonomy serves as 

a compass within changing and increasingly varied landscapes of teaching and 

learning. The questions that researchers are now asking, therefore, are much less 

concerned with the modes of practice that are most likely to foster autonomy, and 

much more concerned with the possibilities for any given mode of practice to lead 

either in the broad direction of autonomy or away from it. In view of this 

development, we see considerable potential for dialogue between researchers in the 

field of autonomy and researchers in other fields of ELT in the future. 

One aspect of this dialogue is likely to involve further development of research 

into the qualitative nature of teacher-learner interaction and the experience of 

language learning and language teaching. Here we may perhaps expect the field of 

autonomy to benefit especially from fields such as classroom interaction and teacher 

education, in which participatory, ethnographic, reflective, biographical methods 

have been used. We may also expect greater emphasis in research on the long-term 

development of autonomy as we begin to investigate the ways in which learners 

move through varied contexts of learning in the course of their language learning 

careers and the ways in which their knowledge and identities develop (see, for 
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example, Benson & Nunan, 2002, 2004). This emphasis will inevitably lead us to 

pay much greater attention to out-of-class learning, an area that has, perhaps 

surprisingly, attracted little attention in the field of autonomy in the past. Here, links 

with sociocultural and critical perspectives on language learning may also be forged 

as we begin to look more closely at relationships between the long-term 

development of autonomy and social contexts of learning. 

A second aspect of this dialogue is likely to involve greater prominence for the 

idea of autonomy in other fields of language learning research. When the idea of 

autonomy enters other fields, it often does so as a potential guiding concept for 

theory and practice. This has already been seen, for example, in the fields of strategy 

training (e.g., Cohen, 1998; Wenden, 1991), computer-assisted language learning 

(e.g., Healy, 1999; Warschauer, Turbee, & Roberts, 1996), the learner-centered 

approach (e.g., Nunan, 1996, 1997), communicative language learning (Breen & 

Mann, 1997; Littlewood, 1997, 1999), and motivation (Dörnyei, 2001; Ushioda, 

1996). The inclusion of a chapter on autonomy in Nation’s (2001) recent book on 

vocabulary learning, however, represents a new departure and perhaps the promise 

that the idea of autonomy will become as pervasive within the broader field of 

language learning as ideas such as communication and authenticity have become in 

the past.  

REFERENCES 

Allwright, R. L. (1988). Autonomy and individualization in whole-class instruction. In A. Brookes & 

P. Grundy (Eds.), Individualization and autonomy in language learning (pp. 35–44). ELT 

Documents, 131. London: Modern English Publications and the British Council. 

Altman, H. B., & James, C. V. (Eds.). (1980). Foreign language teaching: Meeting individual needs.

Oxford: Pergamon. 

Aoki, N. (2002). Aspects of teacher autonomy: Capacity, freedom, and responsibility. In P. Benson & 

S. Toogood (Eds.), Learner autonomy: Challenges to research and practice (pp. 11–124). Dublin: 

Authentik.

Barfield, A., & Nix, M. (Eds.) (2003). Learner and teacher autonomy in Japan 1: Autonomy you ask!

Tokyo: Learner Development Special Interest Group of the Japan Association of Language Teachers. 

Barnes, D. (1976). From communication to curriculum. Harmondsworth: Penguin. 

Benson, P. (2000). Autonomy as a learners’ and teachers’ right. In B. Sinclair, I. McGrath, & T. Lamb 

(Eds.), Learner autonomy, teacher autonomy: Future directions (pp. 111–117). London: Longman. 

Benson, P. (2001). Teaching and researching autonomy in language learning. London: Longman. 

Benson, P. (2002). Autonomy and communication. In P. Benson & S. Toogood (Eds.), Learner 

autonomy: Challenges to research and practice (pp. 10–28). Dublin: Authentik. 

Benson, P. (2004). Autonomy and information technology in the educational discourse of the information 

age. In C. Davison (Ed.) Information technology and innovation in language education.

(pp. 173–192). Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press. 

Benson, P., & Lor, W. (1998). Making sense of autonomous language learning: Conceptions of learning 

and readiness for autonomy (English Centre Monograph, No. 2). Hong Kong: University of Hong 

Kong, English Centre. 

Benson, P., & Lor, W. (1999). Conceptions of language and language learning. System, 27, 459–472. 

Benson. P., & Nunan, D. (Eds.) (2002). Special issue on the experience of language learning. Hong Kong 

Journal of Applied Linguistics, 7(2).

Benson. P., & Nunan, D. (Eds.) (2004). Learners’ stories: Difference and diversity in language learning.

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Benson, P., & S. Toogood (Eds.). (2002). Learner autonomy: Challenges to research and practice.

Dublin: Authentik. 

Benson, P., & Voller, P. (Eds.). (1997). Autonomy and independence in language learning. London: 

Longman. 



Autonomy and Its Role in Learning 743

Blue, G. (2001, 27 September–3 October). Declaring campus independence. [Supplement on Learning 

English]. Guardian Weekly.  p. 3.

Boud, D. (1988). Developing student autonomy in learning. London: Kogan Page. 

Breen, M. P., & Littlejohn, A. (Eds.). (2000). The process syllabus: Negotiation in the language 

classroom. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Breen, M. P., & Mann, S. (1997). Shooting arrows at the sun: Perspectives on a pedagogy for autonomy. 

In P. Benson & P. Voller (Eds.), Autonomy and independence in language learning (pp. 132–149).

London: Longman. 

Brookes, A., & Grundy, P. (Eds.). (1988). Individualization and autonomy in language learning. (ELT 

Documents No. 131). Modern English Publications / British Council. 

Brookfield, S. (1986). Understanding and facilitating adult learning. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Candy, P. C. (1991). Self-direction for lifelong learning. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. 

Cohen, A. D. (1998). Strategies in learning and using a second language. London: Longman. 

Cotterall, S. (1995). Readiness for autonomy: Investigating learner beliefs. System, 23, 195–206. 

Cotterall, S. (1999). Key variables in language learning: What do learners believe about them? System,

27, 493–515. 

Cotterall, S., & Crabbe, D. (Eds.). (1999). Learner autonomy in language learning: Defining the field and 

effecting change. Bayreuth Contributions to Glottodidactics, Vol. 8. Frankfurt am Main: Lang. 

Crabbe, D. (1993). Fostering autonomy from within the classroom: The teacher’s responsibility. System,

21, 443–452. 

Dam, L. (1995). Learner autonomy 3: From theory to classroom practice. Dublin: Authentik. 

Dam, L., & Legenhausen, L. (1996). The acquisition of vocabulary in an autonomous learning 

environment-the first months of beginning English. In R. Pemberton, E. Li, W. Or, & H. Pierson 

(Eds.), Taking control: Autonomy in language learning (pp. 265–280). Hong Kong: Hong Kong 

University Press. 

Dewey, J. (1916). Democracy and education. New York: The Free Press. 

Dickinson, L. (1987). Self-instruction in language learning. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Dickinson, L. (1992). Learner autonomy 2: Learner training for language learning. Dublin: Authentik.  

Dickinson, L., & Wenden, A. (Eds.). (1995). Special issue on autonomy. System, 23.

Dörnyei, Z. (2001). Teaching and researching motivation. London: Longman. 

Flavell, J. H. (1979). Metacognition and cognitive monitoring: A new area of cognitive-developmental 

inquiry. American Psychologist, 34, 906–911. 

Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed. New York: Herder & Herder. 

Geddes, M., & Sturtridge, G. (Eds.). (1982). Individualisation. London: Modern English Publications. 

Gremmo, M-J., & Riley, P. (1995). Autonomy, self-direction and self-access in language teaching and 

learning: The history of an idea. System, 23, 151–164. 

Healy, D. (1999). Theory and research: Autonomy and language learning. In J. Egbert & E. Hanson-

Smith (Eds.), CALL environments: Research, practice and critical issues (pp. 391–402). Alexandria, 

VA: TESOL. 

Holec, H. (1980). Learner training: Meeting needs in self-directed learning. In H. B. Altman & 

C. Vaughan James (Eds.), Foreign language learning: Meeting individual needs (pp. 30–45). Oxford: 

Pergamon. 

Holec, H. (1981). Autonomy in foreign language learning. Oxford: Pergamon. (Original work published 

1979, Strasbourg: Council of Europe).  

Holec, H. (Ed.). (1988). Autonomy and self-directed learning: Present fields of application, Strasbourg: 

Council of Europe. 

Hurd, S. (2001). Managing and supporting language learners in open and distance learning environments. 

In M. Mozzon-McPherson & R. Visman (Eds.), Beyond language teaching towards language 

advising. London: CILT, in association with the University of Hull. 

Illich, I. (1971). Deschooling society. New York: Harper & Row. 

Kelly, G. (1963). A theory of personality. New York: Norton. 

Kenny, B. (1993). For more autonomy. System, 21, 431–442. 

Knowles, M. (1975). Self-directed learning: A guide for learners and teachers. New York/Cambridge: 

The Adult Education Company. 

Kohonen, V. (1992). Experiential language learning: Second language learning as cooperative learner 

education. In D. Nunan (Ed.), Collaborative language learning and teaching (pp. 14–39). 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Kohonen, V. (Ed.) (2000). Experiential learning in foreign language education. London: Longman.  

Kolb, D. (1984). Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and development.

Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall. 



Benson 744

Lamb, T. (2000). Finding a voice: Learner autonomy and teacher education in an urban context. In 

B. Sinclair, I. McGrath, & T. Lamb (Eds.), Learner autonomy, teacher autonomy: Future directions 

(pp. 118–127). London: Longman. 

Legenhausen, L. (1999a). Language acquisition without grammar instruction? The evidence from an 

autonomous classroom, Revista Canaria de Estudios Ingleses, 38.

Legenhausen, L. (1999b). The emergence and use of grammatical structures in conversational 

interactions: Comparing traditional and autonomous learners. In B. Mißler & U. Multhaup (Eds.), 

The construction of knowledge, learner autonomy and related issues in foreign language learning 

(pp. 27–40). Tübingen: Stauffenberg. 

Legenhausen, L. (1999c). Traditional and autonomous learners compared: The impact of classroom 

culture on communicative attitudes and behaviour. In C. Edelhoff & R. Weskamp (Eds.), Autonomes 

fremdsprachenlernen (pp. 166–182). Munich: Max Hueber Verlag. 

Legutke, M., & Thomas, H. (1991). Process and experience in the language classroom. London: 

Longman. 

Little, D. (1990). Autonomy in language learning. In I. Gathercole (Ed.), Autonomy in language learning 

(pp. 7–15). London: CILT. 

Little, D. (1991). Learner autonomy. 1: Definitions, issues and problems. Dublin: Authentik. 

Little, D. (1994). Learner autonomy: A theoretical construct and its practical application. Die Neueren 

Sprachen, 93, 430–442. 

Little, D. (1995). Learning as dialogue: The dependence of learner autonomy on teacher autonomy. 

System, 23, 175–182. 

Little, D. (1996). The politics of learner autonomy. Learning Learning, 2, 7–10. 

Littlewood, W. T. (1997). Self-access: Why do want it and what can it do? In P. Benson & P. Voller 

(Eds.), Autonomy and independence in language learning (pp. 79–92). London: Longman. 

Littlewood, W. T. (1999). Defining and developing autonomy in East Asian contexts. Applied Linguistics, 

20, 71–94. 

Littlewood, W. T. (2002). Co-operative and collaborative learning tasks as pathways to autonomous 

interdependence. In P. Benson & S. Toogood (Eds.), Learner autonomy: Challenges to research and 

practice (pp. 29–40). Dublin: Authentik. 

Marton, F., Dall’Alba, G., & Beaty, E. (1993). Conceptions of learning. International Journal of 

Educational Research, 19, 277–300. 

McGrath, I. (2000). Teacher autonomy. In B. Sinclair, I. McGrath, & T. Lamb (Eds.), Learner autonomy, 

teacher autonomy: Future directions (pp. 100–110). London: Longman. 

Nation, P. (2001). Learning vocabulary in another language. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Nunan, D. (1996). Towards autonomous learning: Some theoretical, empirical and practical issues. In 

R. Pemberton, E. Li, W. Or, & H. Pierson (Eds.), Taking control: Autonomy in language learning

(pp. 13–26). Hong Kong University Press.  

Nunan, D. (1997). Designing and adapting materials to encourage learner autonomy. In P. Benson & 

P. Voller (Eds.), Autonomy and independence in language learning (pp. 192–203). London: 

Longman. 

Palfreyman, D. & Smith, R. C. (Eds.) (2003). Learner autonomy across cultures: Language education 

perspectives. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan. 

Pemberton, R., Li, E. S. L., Or, W. W. F., & Pierson, H. D. (Eds.). (1996). Taking control: Autonomy in 

language learning. Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press. 

Raz, J. (1986). The morality of freedom. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Ribé, R., & Vidal, N. (1993). Project work. London: Heinemann. 

Riley, P. (Ed.). (1985). Discourse and learning. London: Longman.  

Riley, P. (1997). ‘BATs’ and ‘BALLs’: Beliefs about talk and beliefs about language learning. Autonomy

2000: The Development of Learning Independence in Language Learning. Conference Proceedings. 

Bangkok: King Mongkut’s Institute of Technology Thonburi. 

Riley, P., & Zoppis, C. (1985). The sound and video library. In P. Riley (Ed.), Discourse and learning 

(pp. 286–298). London: Longman. 

Rogers, C. R. (1969). Freedom to learn. Columbus, OH: Charles E. Merrill. 

Rosewell, L. V., & Libben, G. (1994). The sound of one-hand clapping: How to succeed in independent 

language learning. Canadian Modern Language Review, 50, 668–688. 

Schellekens, P. (2001, September 27–October 3). Three ways to teach won’t do [Supplement on Learning 

English]. Guardian Weekly, p. 3. 

Simmons, D., & Wheeler, S. (1995). The process syllabus in action. Sydney: National Centre for English 

Language Teaching and Research. 



Autonomy and Its Role in Learning 745

Sinclair, B. (1999). Wrestling with a jelly: The evaluation of learner autonomy. In B. Morrison (Ed.), 

Experiments and evaluation in self-access language learning (pp. 95–109). Hong Kong: Hong Kong 

Association for Self-Access Learning and Development. 

Sinclair, B., McGrath, I., & Lamb, T. (Eds.). (2000). Learner autonomy, teacher autonomy: Future 

directions. London: Longman. 

Thavenius, C. (1999). Teacher autonomy for learner autonomy. In S. Cotterall & D. Crabbe (Eds.), 

Learner autonomy in language learning: Defining the field and effecting change (pp. 163–166). 

Bayreuth Contributions to Glottodidactics, Vol. 8. Frankfurt am Main: Lang. 

Tough, A. (1971). The adult’s learning projects. Toronto: Ontario Institute for Studies in Education. 

Ushioda, E. (1996). Learner autonomy 5: The role of motivation. Dublin: Authentik. 

Vieira, F. (1999). Pedagogy for autonomy: Teacher development and pedagogical experimentation-an in-

service teacher training project. In S. Cotterall & D. Crabbe (Eds.), Learner autonomy in language 

learning: Defining the field and effecting change (pp. 153–162). Bayreuth Contributions to 

Glottodidactics, Vol. 8. Frankfurt am Main: Lang. 

Voller, P. (1997). Does the teacher have a role in autonomous learning? In P. Benson & P. Voller (Eds.), 

Autonomy and independence in language learning (pp. 98–113). London: Longman. 

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological processes. Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press. 

Warschauer, M., Turbee, L., & Roberts, B. (1996). Computer learning networks and student 

empowerment. System, 24, 1–14. 

Wenden, A. L. (1991). Learner strategies for learner autonomy. London: Prentice Hall International. 

Wenden, A. L. (1995). Learner training in context: A task-based approach to promoting autonomy. 

System, 23, 183–194. 

Wenden, A. L. (1998). Metacognitive knowledge and language learning. Applied Linguistics, 19,

515–537. 

Wenden, A. L. (Ed.). (1999). Special issue on metacognitive knowledge and beliefs in language learning, 

System, 27.

Young, R. (1986). Personal autonomy: Beyond negative and positive liberty. London: Croom Helm. 




