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Benefits of Learner Autonomy in Language Learning Process 

 Language learning can be a significantly challenging process, especially for non-native 

speakers. The effectiveness of language teaching is dependent on many factors, including the 

relationship between the teacher and the learner. There is a wide body of research defining ways 

in which the learner-teacher relationship should be designed to enhance language learning 

effectiveness (Widayanti, n.d). One of the ideas that have gained popularity in English language 

learning is learner autonomy. The idea of language learning looks at learning effectiveness as a 

responsibility of the learner. It is believed that learners ought to direct their learning independently 

to enhance effectiveness (Benson & Voller, 2014). The purpose of this essay is to explore the 

benefits and challenges of learner autonomy and strategies to help enhance independence in 

language learning. 

Definition of Learner Autonomy 

 According to Chan (2000), learner autonomy is not an easy concept to fully define since it 

has different interpretations. However, this concept generally defines a type of learning that is 

independent of the learner. It can be defined as, "the ability to take charge of one's own learning" 

and "a potential capacity to act in the learning situation" (Chan, 2000, p. 75). Autonomous learners 

take independent control over their learning in that they decide when, what, and how they want to 

influence their learning. Learner autonomy is a style of learning that gives the learners the chance 

to set the agenda on their own learning. The learner sets their own learning goals, creates a plan to 

achieve those goals, identifies the resources they will need to achieve that goal, and sets the best 

evaluation plan according to their learning goals (Chan, 2000). Generally, learner autonomy 

represents a situation where the learner is in full control over their achievements.   



  Learner Autonomy 3 

 

Benefits of Learner Autonomy 

 Learner autonomy has been found to be an effective strategy for enhancing the success of 

language teaching and learning. One of the direct benefits of this strategy is that it gives learners 

control over their learning process. According to Little (2007, p.15), the essence of learner 

autonomy is to give students “the ability to take charge of their own learning.” This form of 

learning respects the importance of students’ freedom when learning a new language. They get a 

chance to determine the strategies of learning that will work best for them. Students are able to 

pursue their own conceptions of what is effective in language learning. This is especially important 

because the strategies of language learning work differently for different people. For instance, 

while one learner may like to learn through having conversations with other speakers, another may 

prefer a listening approach to learning. Autonomy gives the learners to choose what works best for 

them. 

 Learner autonomy is also beneficial because it enhances students’ motivation to learn. 

Autonomy gives learners the chance to find the effective side of their learning, thus motivating 

them actually to learn (Asadinik & Suzani, 2015). Learning becomes easier when the students have 

a chance to choose the techniques that work best for them to improve their proficiency. They are 

able to find their own unique ways to motivate themselves. Motivation is the quality that makes a 

person to either do or refuse to do something. Motivation is the underlying cause of all behavior. 

There are many sources of motivation, including intrinsic and extrinsic factors (Gandhimathi & 

Devi, 2016). According to the self-determination theory of motivation, people are motivated by 

innate psychological needs (Gagné & Deci, 2005). Human motivation is driven by intrinsic factors 

from within a person. The internal decision to learn is a motivating factor in language learning. 

Students are more effective when they are encouraged by an internal, self-determined drive. 
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Allowing students to be independent helps them to find this drive and use it to be better learners. 

Therefore, autonomous students often have a higher level of motivation that increases their 

chances of being effective learners. 

 Learner autonomy is also important because it caters for individual learner needs. 

Language learners often have very significant differences that influence their learning processes. 

Some common differences among students may include differences in levels of proficiency and 

learning styles (Jiao, 2005). When learning is entirely controlled by the educator, it is hard to take 

these differences into consideration in a manner that considers the individual differences of each 

student. For example, a student who is at a lower level of proficiency may feel left behind when 

the teacher used an advanced teaching strategy (Asadinik & Suzani, 2015). On the other hand, 

slowing down to avoid leaving the student with the lower proficiency style behind can stagnate 

the progress of the other students. Similarly, the same learning styles used in a classroom setting 

may not be equally effective for all students. The benefit of learner autonomy is that it allows the 

students to design their learning based on their proficiency level and their style of learning 

(Asadinik & Suzani, 2015). They are able to lean in a way that is best for them without affecting 

the learning of other students. 

 Autonomous learning is also beneficial to language learning because it gives students the chance 

to learn in non-conventional learning environments. Autonomous learning occurs beyond the 

classroom setting. Regardless of the environment that a student is in, they can design a learning 

strategy that is effective for them. For instance, a student can practice their language speaking 

skills at home. The extension of learning beyond the classroom relieves the students of the fear of 

practicing (Jiao, 2007). A leaner can practice their language skills without fear of being ridiculed 

because they are in a safe environment either alone or with people with whom they are 
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comfortable. The teacher sets the tone for the appropriate environment for learning by explaining 

it to the students and allowing them to implement it (Jiao, 2007) independently. Therefore, 

independence gives the students the chance to be comfortable enough to take an active role in 

enhancing their proficiency. This increases the chances of successful learning.  

 Most importantly, autonomous learning has been found to have lasting impacts on students. Tran 

and Duong (2018) studied the experiences of language learners in relation to learner autonomy. 

The study found that students have a higher chance of experiencing a long term effect on their 

learning when they use independent learning techniques. When students exercise learner 

autonomy, they set their own goals and determine how to achieve those goals. As a result, there is 

a higher chance of remembering the content they learn (Tran and Duong, 2018). Therefore, learner 

autonomy helps students to learn and maintain their new level of proficiency for a long-term 

period. Widayanti (n.d) adds that learner autonomy teaches students to be responsible members of 

society. In addition to enhancing proficiency skills, the responsibility that comes with autonomous 

learning teaches a person to take control of the things they want to achieve. Therefore, it is not just 

beneficial in enhancing language skills but also other life skills.  

Challenges of Learner Autonomy in Language Learning 

 While learner autonomy has been proven to be an effective strategy for improving language 

learning, there are several challenges that limit its use in language instruction. First, developing 

the kind of autonomy that is effective is not very easy. Creating such a learning structure is shared 

responsibility between the teachers and the students. Students do not just naturally gain the skills 

to independently improve their language proficiency (Smith, 2008). They need the guidance of the 

educators to enhance the practical abilities and psychological attributes that are needed for 

independent learning to be done successfully. The challenge is that sometimes either the teachers 



  Learner Autonomy 6 

 

or the students or both fail to play their role effectively (Smith, 2008). Without a proper 

understanding of the skills needed to learn independently, it is likely that the process will be 

ineffective.   

 Another challenge to learner autonomy is that some students lack the discipline and 

motivation to make an independent effort to learn. While learner autonomy is taught by the 

instructor, its effectiveness is more dependent on the actions of the students. The role of the teacher 

is to show the students the ways they can use to expand their learning beyond the classroom. It is 

the role of the students to take responsibility to do the actual expansion beyond the conventional 

learning setting (Maghalaes, 2014). A lot of students fail to take this responsibility. In all learning 

settings, it can be difficult to get students to make an additional effort beyond the compulsory 

learning curriculum to improve their proficiency. For instance, even getting students to do their 

homework as required can be a challenge for teachers. Giving the students full control over the 

planning and execution of their learning is similarly difficult (Maghalaes, 2014). Successful 

autonomous learning requires a student’s willingness to take responsibility and to make an active 

effort to learn.  

 Autonomy in learning can also be influenced by a student's cultural background. Some students 

are unable to independently learn because of the type of learning culture to which they are exposed 

for a long time. A student's learning background will determine the kinds of learning styles that 

they will be likely to find as effective. For example, Chan (2001) reported that Asian students are 

less likely to accept and implement learner autonomy. In Asian culture, learning is viewed as 

something that is done by teachers to students. Students tend to have the belief that teachers should 

be in full control of the learning process (Chan, 2001). They expect to get explicit instructions 

from the educators from which they learn new information. These kinds of students tend to have 
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very little or no control over their study content and method of knowledge delivery. For such 

students, an introduction of an autonomous strategy to education can seem too foreign. Therefore, 

they tend to feel inclined to their traditionally used learning techniques (Chan, 2001). In a class 

with such students, it can be hard to implement autonomy in learning.  

 The psychological and emotional state of a student can affect their ability to engage in 

autonomous learning. A student’s attitudes and perceptions towards their learning will affect how 

effectively they are able to independently teach themselves language (Pichugova, Stepura, & 

Pravosudov, 2016). One of the psychological factors that can affect autonomy in learning is a 

negative attitude towards the self and the learning. Student self-esteem is directly linked to their 

learning motivation. A student with a high level of esteem has a higher chance of taking action to 

improve their language proficiency independently. However, when students do not have the right 

mindset to learn, it is difficult for them to independently take action to improve their language 

skills (Pichugova, Stepura, & Pravosudov, 2016). Therefore, autonomous learning may not always 

be successful because of the students’ state of mind. 

 Given the above challenges, it is important that strategies are implemented to help learners to gain 

the ability to successfully learn a language independently. Learner autonomy has been proven to 

be an effective way of enhancing language proficiency as explained above. The current barriers to 

autonomy are issues that can be solved with the right strategies. The following section explains 

some efforts that can be made to enhance learner autonomy.  

Strategies to encourage and enhance Autonomy in Learners 

 Teachers can help to enhance learner autonomy by defining the tools of success for the 

students. Students need assistance to understand the goals and objectives that they should achieve 



  Learner Autonomy 8 

 

in language learning (Najeeb, 2013). Students will be able to gain the motivation to learn when 

they know what they are working towards. While learner autonomy involves students setting their 

own learning goals, the teacher cannot just fully transfer this responsibility to the learners (Najeeb, 

2013). Teachers have a better understanding of the learning achievements that will improve the 

students’ proficiency. Hence, by defining the overall goals they need to achieve, the students can 

then plan their smaller goals that take them closer to the ultimate goals of learning. 

 Teachers can also encourage autonomy in learning by helping students to define the right 

environments for learning. It is the responsibility of the teachers to find the safest possible 

environment where the students can be comfortable to perform autonomous learning. The teacher 

must set the tone for the right kind of learning environment for a given student and help them to 

create it. In this process, they should encourage students and recognize the efforts that they make 

to create the perfect learning environment. Teachers have a better understanding of the qualities 

that make up a good learning environment. By helping the students to create their autonomous 

learning setting, they ensure that the learners have included the characteristics that will make their 

learning more effective. Therefore, teachers’ assistance helps to make process autonomous 

learning more effective.  

 To encourage students to learn autonomously, it is important to help them determine their learning 

styles. The very purpose of autonomous learning is to help students to learn according to their 

individual differences. Students with unique preferences for learning styles can be able to apply 

them when learning autonomously. However, not all students know their learning styles. It is the 

role of the teacher to help the student to find this important detail out. There are several strategies 

that teachers can use to achieve this. For example, the teacher can ask students about the kinds of 

learning activities that they find to be exciting. They should also find out the difficulties that the 
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students have in learning. With this information, they can help the students to learn about the 

students' preferred learning styles. When a student knows their learning styles, the learning process 

becomes more exciting for them. They have a higher chance of being motivated to engage in 

autonomous learning when they know how to do it in the best way possible. Some common 

examples of learning styles for students include auditory, visual, kinaesthetic, and tactical learning. 

A student with a preference for auditory learning styles will be more inclined towards listening; 

hence, they can use strategies such as music and podcasts as their way of learning a language. 

When both the student and the teacher are aware of this, then they can help each other to design 

the best learning program for the student.  

 Teachers can also motivate students to perform autonomous learning by teaching them how 

to evaluate their learning. A student is likely to be more motivated when they see some progress 

in their learning. One can only learn their progression in something if they know how to evaluate 

the result (Chan, 2001). Teaching the students how to self-evaluate will help them to track how 

they are doing. The assistance from the teacher helps to develop an assessment strategy that fits 

the proficiency level of the student. Hence, the student is able to determine their progress without 

feeling embarrassed. Self-evaluation also gives the students a chance to share their progress with 

the teacher. They can have a chance to share their success so that they can get the recognition that 

drives motivation. Aside from the intrinsic drive to do something, people may be extrinsically 

motivated by the external gains of an action (Gandhimathi & Devi, 2016). Being recognized for 

making a fruitful effort can be a motivating factor for the students. The self-assessment is what 

enables them to determine and share their progress for this gain. Most importantly, evaluation 

helps students to know the effectiveness of autonomous learning, hence, motivating them to 

continue doing it. For students who believe only in the effectiveness of traditional learning, seeing 
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the effectiveness of learner autonomy can help them to gain interest in performing this activity 

more. Chan (2001) reported that this strategy was effective in helping Asian students who only 

believed in the teacher-to-student transfer of knowledge to gain more interest in autonomous 

learning.  

 Learner autonomy can be improved by helping students to understand the importance of 

this activity. It is important for students to know the benefits of independently developing their 

own learning goals and implementing a learning plan that suits them (Smith, 2008). Right from 

the beginning. Students who understand the importance of learner autonomy will be more likely 

to dedicate responsibility towards autonomous learning. It is easier to encourage someone to 

engage in an activity whose ultimate goal they understand. Students who know the effectiveness 

of this form of learning will be more likely to be motivated to engage in it. 

 Additionally, changing attitudes and perceptions on learner autonomy is important to make 

it successful. The misconception that traditional learning in a classroom setting is the only effective 

form of learning needs to be discouraged on both teachers and learners. Teachers need to believe 

in the effectiveness of learner-centred approaches in language learning so that they can structure 

their instruction plans in a manner that encourages autonomy (Smith, 2008). They should also 

make an active effort to change the perceptions of the students on learner autonomy. Students need 

to understand that classroom learning may be the most commonly applied method of instruction, 

but it is not the only or most effective method of learning. Teachers should empower students to 

foster attitudes that support the effectiveness of autonomous learning.   

 Most importantly, teachers and students need to be patient when implementing autonomy 

in language learning. Mastering autonomy is not easy (Austin, 2006). It requires patience from the 

students as well as the teachers as the skills of learner autonomy are being developed. It may be 
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tempting to abandon these learning styles and revert to traditional classroom instruction. Austin 

(2006) encourages teachers to exercise patience when they are faced with the challenges of 

implementing learner autonomy. Instead, they should focus their attention on dealing with the 

challenges and achieving the highest level of autonomy possible. The teacher must have faith in 

the student's ability to achieve this, and the student should have faith in their ability to learn with 

minimal assistance. Recognizing the potential challenges is important because they will be dealt 

with as obstacles to be crossed rather than reasons to abandon autonomy entirely. 

Conclusion 

 Learner autonomy is a method of language learning that gives the students the chance to 

take control of their learning. The students using this strategy of learning have a chance to develop 

the strategies of learning that work best for them to achieve proficiency. This style of learning has 

been proven to be effective in teaching language. This essay has shown that autonomy in learning 

gives students a chance to use the strategies of learning that work best for them. It is a motivating 

strategy because it allows students to practice in different environments than in the classroom. This 

learning strategy has lasting impacts on the students in education and other areas of life. Regardless 

of these benefits, learner autonomy has been a challenge to implement. Challenges like learner 

attitudes against autonomy, differences in learning cultures, and lack of motivation affect its 

implementation. The essay encourages teachers to act as leaders to guide the students as they 

develop their autonomy in learning. As much as this learning style transfers responsibility to the 

students, it cannot be effective without the guidance and assistance of teachers.   
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