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1. INTRODUCTION 

As some teachers say: “Learning a language is a process of working little by little and 

every day for the rest of your life”. Although this simple saying does not overtly mention 

the concept of autonomy, it definitely expresses the need for students to become 

autonomous learners.  

 

At present, the University of Veracruz (UV) is implementing an educational system which 

intends to help students develop as whole learners: physically as well as mentally.  This 

educational system seems to be interested in the development of students‟ autonomy 

(Universidad Veracruzana, 2009).  

 

Due to the fact that most educational systems nowadays are concerned with the 

promotion of autonomy, it seems fundamental to explore whether first semester university 

students are used to working in an autonomous way. Therefore, this study explores how a 

group of first semester students of the Licenciatura en Lengua Inglesa – Plan 2008 at the 

School of Languages of the University of Veracruz experience the process of working in 

an autonomous way during their first semester and if this process helps them to achieve 

their academic goals. The general aim of the study is to understand how these students 

perceive the process of autonomy.  

 

The present study reports on three interviews that explore student perceptions of 

autonomy. The initial interview, carried out at the very beginning of the semester, was 

designed to investigate whether students considered themselves independent. The 
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second interview, carried out in the middle of the semester, aimed at finding out what 

being independent meant for these students and whether they felt free to take decisions. 

Finally, the third interview aimed to explore under what circumstances they took decisions 

on their own. The answers to the questions asked may help us understand the issue from 

the students‟ perspective. Additionally, these interviews may indirectly contribute to the 

promotion of autonomy in these students and thus help them to reach the aims that this 

new educational system demands.  

 

The first part of this work presents the context to the study and gives an overview of the 

institutional vision and mission of the University of Veracruz, the responses to this 

changeable world in terms of globalization and cultural changes. Moreover, the 

characteristic of the MEIF educational model are mentioned as well as how autonomy 

became important in the field of this current educational model at the UV.  

 

The second part of this work describes some aspects of previous studies about autonomy 

and their implications for learning a second language. Besides, it refers to some 

characteristics of autonomous learners and some important strategies used in the field of 

autonomy. It then looks at the physical environment that was created at the School of 

Languages to help students to become more autonomous language learners.  

 

The third part of this work is devoted to methodology. This section defines the study as a 

case study. It describes the participants, the data collecting instruments and the 

procedure. 
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The fourth section presents a detailed analysis of the data obtained in the three 

interviews, while section five gives a synthesis of the findings and the discussion of them.  

 

Finally, the very last section draws some conclusions and outlines possibilities for further 

research into autonomous language learning.   

 

2. CONTEXTUAL FRAMEWORK 

The contextual framework discusses the vision and mission of the University of Veracruz 

and the educational model that this university has adopted. Finally it describes the Self-

Access Centre of the School of Languages. 

 

2.1 Institutional Vision and Mission 

According to the MEIF syllabus, one of the biggest challenges of the University of 

Veracruz is dealing with a globalized world. Globalization has emphasized cultural 

diversity in human race. This has created a sense of knowing each other‟s cultures, which 

is possible due to technology (University of Veracruz, 2009). This interest in knowing 

each others‟ culture through technology could be one of the motivations to promote 

autonomy. 

 

Apparently, individuals in some cultures need more guidance than those in others to 

become autonomous when using technology. This is particularly relevant when regarding 

the concept of autonomy. At this point we need and example and/or some reference. The 

roles of the student and the teachers have been changing considerably. Nowadays, 
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students are expected to be active participants while the teachers are expected to be 

student‟s guide or facilitators.  

 

In this sense, owing to the never-ending changes in science, technology and the way of 

being, education must contribute to students becoming capable and critical professionals 

in order to change their globalised reality when this is possible (Delors, 1996) 

(Universidad of Veracruz, 2009). This way of being also involves knowing, doing and 

improving their life styles. This seems to make evident the interest of the University of 

Veracruz and specifically the School of Languages in supporting students when acquiring 

a second language. In addition, the School of Languages seems to be aware of the fact 

that students need to be guided to become autonomous in their language development.  

 

Learning a second language has three basic aims: a) The development of the economic 

area, because it favours a narrow relation between economy and international business; 

b) The development of the social area, because it contributes to a major competition 

among humans, as they are invested with the necessary tools to be involved in this 

globalized world; c)  The development of the cultural area, because it increases and 

enriches the interchange and respect among cultures; and at the same time, it allows to 

recover appreciation and preservation spaces. These three aims seem to have been the 

basis on which a new educational model at the University of Veracruz was built.  

 

2.2 The UV Educational Model System  

Nowadays, learning and teaching other languages is one of the most important concerns 

and the University of Veracruz in particular has the aim to generate the necessary 

conditions to form students that can contribute to reach this goal. As a response to this, 

the University of Veracruz has started working through a student-centred training and 
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learning process, which is now known as Modelo Educativo Integral y Flexible (MEIF), 

which means Flexible and Whole Learner Educational Model  

 

The implementation of this new educational system is based on the idea that knowledge 

should be distributed equitably in society. The MEIF academic point of view promotes a 

teaching-learning encounter to train students with a major vision of their world. The new 

educational model offers flexibility in the students‟ schedule and its methodology is to 

provide complete knowledge in their chosen area. Obviously, they can keep on 

developing this knowledge, which is only at a BA level. The School of Languages offers a 

special space where students can go individually and practice the four language skills, at 

any time they want. This place is known as the Self Access Centre. There, students can 

find relevant sources and information to increase their knowledge of the language or just 

to work on their weaknesses.   

 

In this sense, the promotion of autonomy and independent work is part of MEIF, in other 

words as Cruz (2011), headmaster of the Unidad de Servicios y Apoyo a la Resolución 

Analítica (SARA) of the University of Veracruz said: Due to Autonomy, there have been 

very important changes. MEIF is the result of autonomy that gives freedom of research to 

the already established academic freedom. This is particularly relevant at the School of 

Languages where students must find a way to stay in touch with foreign languages even 

outside the university campus. They need to look for ways or spaces in which they can 

practice the foreign language that they are learning. The University offers some models 

for environments in which students can have extra-class practice, such as a self- access 

centre. The description of this type of laboratory is explained in the following section. 
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2.3 The Self Access Centre  

The School of Languages has a special Self Access Centre (SAC), which is a structure 

created to promote the practice and self-learning of a language and even when it may 

vary in their nature, size and mode of operation. First of all, SAC has different materials 

for all language skills, created to be adapted among oral, written, multimedia, audiovisual 

and for reference. This is presented in order to allow self-correction and self-evaluation by 

the learner; it offers a variety of options for using these materials: individually or in groups 

with different levels of difficulty for different learning styles and so on; it also facilitates 

easy access to the materials for the users.   

 

The Self Access Centre, as a self-learning Centre, has a reception, where users can be 

registered. It has a booth control where users can sort out any technical problem they 

may have. There is also a reading room where users can choose among different 

magazines, books, novels, journals. There is a video room, where users can watch a 

series of films, comics, and so on. Finally, there is an audio room where users can not 

only listen to music or interviews, but also practice their own pronunciation by recording 

themselves. All these resources provide an environment in which students can make 

evident that they have covered different tasks on their own, with their own inner force and 

interest. 

 

 

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

3.1 Autonomy Background 

Jacques Delors (1996) claims that lifelong education must comprise a continuous shaping 

of the personality, of knowledge, and aptitudes, but also to create a critical faculty and the 

ability to act. In this sense, autonomy should be part of every language learner because 

learning a language is a lifelong learning process, owing to the never-ending change of 

language. In order to develop this learning throughout life, there are four pillars of 
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education which need, according to Delors, to be part of our learning process. These 

pillars are: learning to know, learning to do, learning to be and learning to live together.  

 

The first pillar refers to the need of a combination among the different subjects, that is to 

say a general education. In other words, it means to develop reflective thinking, going 

beyond the different skills and methods. For example, when you read a novel or a tale 

you do not have to focus only on the anecdote, but you need to see what the author 

actually wanted to tell you, or to infer in terms of history, life, religions, etc. This 

knowledge also needs to be put into practice and linked to the idea of how to respond to 

different situations.  The second pillar, therefore, posits that learners need to develop the 

ability to face a variety of situations and to work in teams. It is the ability to put into 

practice the acquired knowledge in everyday life; for example, when somebody faces 

problems he/she does his /het best to solve it.  

 

The third one, which I consider the most important, holds that everyone needs to exercise 

greater independence and judgment combined with a stronger sense of personal 

responsibility for the attainment of common goals. In other words, it is acting with a major 

autonomy that leads to gain independence and personal initiative. Specifically, when 

teenagers leave their homes for academic purposes they have to show to their parents 

that they can behave independently. They prove the fact that they count on certain 

knowledge, that they can apply this knowledge, be independent and that they can get 

along with others. 

 

Finally, learning to live together has to do with a development of an understanding of 

others, of their history, their traditions and their spirituality. As an example, nowadays 

globalization has been the most popular topic. In this sense, there is a need to discover 

other people, to be tolerant, to be respectful, and to accept other points of view. By doing 

this, violence may be decreased. If we talk about the ability to combine these pillars in 

order to have a better education, as a consequence we can talk about autonomy.  
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3.2 Review of Literature on Autonomy  

There is a long debate about the different meanings of the word autonomous. However, I 

will consider only some of them. For example, Benson posits that autonomous people are 

responsible of their own learning: 

 

Autonomy in learning is about people taking more control over their learning in 

classrooms and outside them. Autonomy in language learning would be about 

people taking more control over the purposes for which they learn languages and 

the ways in which they learn them. (Benson, 2006:1)  

 

Furthermore, Benson (2006) adds that autonomy can also be the ability that people have 

to be in charge of, or take responsibility for, or control over their own learning. From this 

point of view, autonomy involves abilities and attitudes that people possess, and can 

develop to various degrees. Other authors, like Dickinson (1993) and Nunan (2000), 

define autonomy as the situation in which the learner is totally responsible for all of the 

decisions concerned with his learning and the implementation of those decisions.  

 

In addition, Nunan (2000) affirms that autonomy implies a competence to exercise control 

over one‟s own learning. He says that autonomous learners should be able to determine 

the general focus of their learning, take an active role in the management of the learning 

process, and have freedom of choice with regards to learning resources and activities. 

Therefore, taking into account these definitions I could summarize that autonomy is the 

ability to express yourself, but at the same time to act maturely and consciously, to take 

more control over your knowledge and to follow your goal. In this case, it is acquiring a 

language sensibly. I do believe that inside every learner, there should be a desire of 

learning a new language; owing to this desire, there is a goal to be reached. 

Nevertheless, it is precisely the learner who needs to choose a path, taking into 

consideration different obstacles. S/he should try out a possible path and always follow 

the path chosen. However, what happens if the path needs to be adapted? Then, the 
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leaner may need certain strategies, which s/he might need to take or develop on her/his 

own. 

 

 

3.3 Autonomy Development 

According to Oxford (1990) and Wenden (1991), language learning strategies promote 

better self-direction for autonomous learners; this is important because students do not 

always have the teacher around to guide them as they use the language outside the 

classroom. The author uses the terminology “spoon-fed” to refer to language students 

when they are passive and accustomed to be told what to do. This kind of attitude makes 

the learning more difficult because learners do not rely on themselves and the use of 

strategies is bound to fail. According to Oxford, specifically learner self-direction is often a 

gradually increasing phenomenon, growing as learners become more comfortable with 

the idea of their own responsibility in terms of their learning process. Due to this fact, 

students gain greater confidence, involvement and proficiency.  

 

Nevertheless, many students may need some guidance, orientation and assessment at a 

certain level, which is why the teacher can construct scaffolding to lead students to build 

their knowledge. Students working on their own may affect their learning process, which 

is why Vygotsky´s metaphor of scaffolding is important (2002). The metaphor has to do 

with the gap between what students can do by themselves and the next learning goal that 

they can be helped to achieve with competent assistance. In other words, it is the 

appropriate balance between the student‟s choice and the teacher‟s recommendation. It 

is important to mention that in order to walk into the path of autonomy, students need to 

arrange and plan their learning by organizing and setting goals and objectives.  

 

There are two important positions in terms of the way that students manage their learning. 

On the one hand, Wenden (1991) states that what learners do to support themselves in 

their learning process is to work with cognitive strategies, which she defines as mental 
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steps or operations that learners use to process both linguistic and sociolinguistic content. 

On the other hand, Oxford (1990) states that metacognitive means beyond, beside, or 

with the cognitive. In other words, metacognitive strategies allow learners to coordinate 

their own learning process. Wenden (1998) believes in self-management strategies that 

are functions to oversee and manage their learning. This has to do with planning, 

monitoring and evaluating. In order to develop this process there has been designed a 

particular place to work with tasks related to the second language along with materials 

which foster independence.  

 

 

3.4 Self Access Centre Ideology 

As Delors (1996) has mentioned, “School should impart a desire for and pleasure in 

learning, the ability to learn how to learn, and intellectual curiosity. One might even 

imagine a society in which each individual would be in turn both teacher and learner.” (p. 

4).  In order to make Delors´ desire of promoting autonomy come true, there has to be an 

interaction with learning resources, that is why Self Access Centres have been built 

where students are expected to develop their skills in the process of learning a second 

language.  

 

In addition, Sheerin (2004) defines SAC as a way of describing materials that are 

designed and organized in such a way that students can select and work on tasks on their 

own. Gardener and Miler (1999, cited in Benson 2001:113) define the SAC as an 

environment for learning involving resources, teachers, learners and the system within 

which they are organized. Therefore, a Self Access Centre can be described as a 

learning centre where students are responsible for their own learning, where they can 

select different materials to practice aspects of the language they want to learn or 

improve in their own time and with the resources that better fix their learning. Students 

are constantly making decisions about when to move to the next level: The materials are 
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designed in a way that students can evaluate their own learning. Making decisions adding 

to being responsible is part of being involved in the process of autonomous learning.  

  

To wrap up, the main point to start this process is to know what I want and, then, try to 

join the options that are near the students. In this particular case a SAC can help them to 

develop and gain a different way, not only to learn a language, but also to see education 

from a different perspective.  

 

 

3.5 Characteristics of Autonomous Learners 

Providing that our educational system lacks promoting this new concept of education, I 

consider that it is the learners who have to work based on their own necessities and 

interests. They should be capable of monitoring their own learning; moreover, they should 

develop different strategies in order to keep growing in their process of acquiring a 

language. As a consequence, learners may be more active, independent, creative, 

participative and reflexive learners, in two words, more autonomous. 

 

People are said to be autonomous when they show interest and initiative towards a 

particular topic, theme and/or learning experience. That is, when they approach a task 

without external demand or pressure. In such a case, people show certain characteristics 

as it is shown in the table below. In table 1, the process that has developed over time is 

made evident. This shows what some authors believe to be the characteristics of 

autonomous learners:  
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Table 1: Autonomy Definitions 
 

Rousseau (1762) Wenden et al (1998) Benson (2006)  Cabral 

An Autonomous 

learner: “is 

obedient to a law 

that he prescribes 

to himself”.  

They think of seven 

main attributes: 

1. Having insights into 

their learning styles 

and strategies,  

2. Taking an active 

approach to the 

learning task, 

3. Taking risks,  

4. Good guessers, 

5. Importance on 

accuracy and 

appropriacy, 

6.Revising and 

rejecting hypotheses 

and rules that do not 

apply, 

7. Having a tolerant 

and outgoing approach 

to the target language. 

Characteristics of an 

autonomous learner 

include:  

1.Critical Reflection,  

2. Self-awareness,  

3. Taking responsibility for 

their own learning,  

4. Working creatively with 

complex situations  

5. The ability to create own 

meanings and challenge 

ideas/ theories. 

I consider that being an 

autonomous learner 

includes:  

1. Being aware of all the 

strategies they can apply 

in their learning process, 

2. Being capable to 

measure the 

effectiveness of the 

strategies used,  

3. Developing analytical 

thinking, that leads them 

to  

4. Taking responsibility 

for their own learning, 

focusing on what 

students need to 

improve their language.  

 

What has been mentioned above, the definition of what autonomy is in a universal way, 

makes the concept of MEIF relevant and a pertinent. MEIF system needs students who 

can develop this kind of characteristics in order to develop an analytical thinking in a 

context in which this type of thinking is apparently not very common. 
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4. THE STUDY 

In this section I identify the type of research, after which I describe the participants and 

the instrument used. I also explain how the research was carried out. 

4.1 Research Methodology: Case Study 

 According to Kemmis (1980, cited in Gillham 2004:130), Gillham (2004) and others, a 

case study can be defined as “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary 

phenomenon within its real–life context, especially when the boundaries between 

phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Gillham, 2004:25) (Kemmis, 

1980:130). In other words, it refers to the collection and presentation of detailed 

information about a particular participant or small group. According to The Writing Centre 

at Colorado State University, a case study refers to the collection and presentation of 

detailed information about a particular participant or small group, frequently including the 

accounts of subjects themselves. Moreover, it is a form of qualitative descriptive research 

and it looks intensely at an individual or small participant pool, drawing conclusions only 

about that participant or group and only in that specific context. 

Stake (1998) and Gillham (2004) hold that using case study in research helps to find out 

the answers to questions starting with „How‟. In this particular case, the small group of five 

students that were interviewed answered a series of questions that helped me to 

understand how they developed a certain level of autonomy during their English classes.  

 

4.2 Subjects 

For this research, five first semester students were chosen randomly. All of them 

belonged to the same group of students taking their first English class, called Inglés 

Principiantes. The group was made up by 25 students with different levels of English: 

some of them had previously studied the language during High School or in private 

lessons. Students attended their English class from Monday to Friday, two hours a day.  
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All of them were young people between 18 and 20 years old, coming from public high 

schools. The majority of them were not from Xalapa; they came from cities, towns and 

villages from all over the State of Veracruz. All the original names of the students were 

changed so as to protect the students‟ identity.  

 

4.3 Instruments 

The objective of this study was to explore the students‟ perceptions about autonomy and 

independent work. In order to collect the data, three different interviews were designed to 

be carried out at three different stages: the beginning, middle and end of the course. All of 

the interviews were carried out in Spanish as they were only beginning to learn the 

language and felt more comfortable using Spanish rather than English.  

 

This first interview took place during the second week of classes. Its purpose was to 

collect general background information of each of the students related to autonomy. They 

were asked to reflect on their own perceptions of independent work, which is why some 

synonyms of autonomy were used. Four questions were chosen. The first question asked 

whether students considered themselves independent person. The objective was to 

understand how they perceive what they are doing when learning English and the 

process they usually use to carry out a task. The second question explored whether they 

as students considered themselves as independent persons or not. This question was 

designed to gather information about their own opinion of being an independent person. 

The third one had to do with their feelings towards being independent; they were asked if 

they felt free to take their own decisions. Finally, it was necessary to define under what 

circumstances they took their own decisions and if they could give an example of their 

routine life and their academic life.  
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The second interview was carried out in the middle of the semester. Its purpose was to 

find out about the students‟ personal learning styles when learning a language. The 

students were given the opportunity to express in detail the things they did to learn 

English as part of the process of acquiring the language in order to gather information 

about identifying their own needs and preferences and their use of strategies to monitor 

and evaluate themselves. The questions were divided into three categories: 

administrative, academic and humanistic. The administrative aspect focused on the 

students‟ registration at the SAC of the School of Languages and on the reasons why 

some of them had not registered. The academic aspect wanted to measure how many 

things students did on their own and whether they did these activities because they were 

told to or whether they themselves had decided to do them. Some supportive questions 

were designed in case the students needed more clarification. This is the reason why 

they were asked if they listened to music, watched TV series or if they were interested in 

reading. Besides, they were also asked about whether these activities were carried out in 

English and whether they were capable of creating their own strategies when learning 

English.  Finally, the humanistic aspect had to do with students‟ motivation for doing 

something they really liked. The question asked how conscious they felt they were when 

they liked something, whether they practiced it on their own and with what frequency.  

 

The third interview was designed to confirm what the students had already said about 

their independent work in the previous interviews. The main focus was on the academic 

aspect in order to discover whether these MEIF students were capable of working 

autonomously, as is expected in this educational system. It basically tried to find out what 

they did on their own and whether it worked. This interview took place after their first 

English exam in order to see if students believe they had internalized the importance of 

autonomy. This issue also involved exploring whether they had been developing  

autonomous learning. 
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4.4 Procedure 

The three interviews were made at the School of Languages because it was a common 

place for students. All the interviews were made between 10 and 12 in the morning, as 

students had more free time then. Sometimes it was necessary to ask teachers for 

permission as students were in class. The interviews were recorded for a better analysis 

of the information provided.  

 

The date of the initial interview was on Monday 29th August. However, due to external 

factors, the authorities gave the day off. The interviews were postponed for the next day, 

but only three of the five students arrived. Later on, the interviews were finally completed 

with the rest of the students.  

 

The second interview was carried out in the middle of the course, before students‟ first 

English examination. This was with the purpose to see how they were dealing with the 

process of autonomy in light of their oncoming partial exam. 

 

The third interview took place after their first English exam in order to see if students 

believed that they had internalized the importance of autonomy. This issue also involves 

the fact whether they had developed in their process to become autonomous learners. 

 

5. Analysis of the Interview Data 

This section presents an analysis of the data obtained in each of the interviews 

separately.   

 



 

 

 

- 19 - 

5.1 Data of the Initial Interview 

The data of the first interview yield three main characteristics of what it means to be an 

independent person for these five first semester students at the School of Languages. 

These are: Being on one’s own, Taking your own decisions and Reaching your goals and 

objectives.  

 

Characteristic 1: Being on one’s own 

The first student, Ann, said that she did not consider herself an independent person; 

however, she mentioned that being an independent person has to do with the fact that 

one is on her own: 

I think that being independent has to do with being on my own and do not depend on 

other people to sort out my problems. (Ann – Interview 1) 

Another student, Mary, mentioned that she did not feel completely sure about being 

independent as she sometimes needs her parents‟ financial support, but she affirmed 

that:   

I consider that being independent means to be on your own in every field of your life, 

without asking for help or support of the people around you. (Mary – Interview 1)  

A third student, Samantha, also agreed with the idea that she did not feel independent at 

all because under some circumstances she needs the help and support of others,  

I do not consider myself as independent as I would like to be because I need help 

from my family and my friends, but being independent has to do with being on your 

own no matter what others would say about your work. (Samantha – Interview 1) 

It seems evident that these students believe in putting into practice the exercise of being 

on one‟s own. They demonstrate that they are moving into the state of being independent 

because of the words they use, such as giving importance to what others say about their 
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work, or the fact that they do not ask for support. This view of being on their own is very 

much in line with Nunan (2000) who sees autonomy as a “competence”, which is 

something that has to be developed, which is a state of being they are moving into. 

 

Characteristic 2: Taking your own decisions  

A fourth student, John, mentioned another characteristic of what he considered being 

independent:  

I consider myself independent, as now I have left my hometown and I live here alone, 

so being independent is when you take your own decisions and are not depending on 

others. (John – Interview 1) 

Laura, the last student, also agrees with this idea of being capable to take her own 

decisions.  Laura analyzes the situation, which seems to mean that she tries to play an 

active role in terms of what is happening in her life. She therefore shows signs of 

reflective thinking:  

I think that being independent is about taking your own decisions in every field of life, 

where you can analyze and have your own perception of the problems or thing involve 

the situation. (Laura – Interview 1) 

Ann, on the other hand, believes in this idea of taking her own decisions; however, she 

focused only on one specific situation, which is to ask her parents for advice. Apparently 

Ana needs more guidance:   

I feel free to take my own decisions depending on the situation, if it is about academic 

stuff I can decide on my own but if it is something connected with personal growth, I 

need my parents‟ advice. (Ann – Interview 1)  

Samantha additionally believes that because of her age she still needs somebody else to 

support her. In some situations learners need guidance:  
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I am giving the opportunity to take my own decisions but I am not as old as I would 

like to be, that is why I analyze the circumstance and ask for help or suggestions 

before taking a decision. (Samantha – Interview 1)  

Benson (2000) talks about autonomy in terms of taking more control over the decisions 

that the students make when they want to reach a certain goal, or when they have an 

objective. The students need to go beyond what is being done in the classroom and find 

ways that increase their knowledge and abilities to learn the language outside the 

classroom. However, they should be reflective and analytical thinkers when they take 

decisions in the process of learning a language.  

 

Characteristic 3: Reaching your goals and objectives  

Learners are said to need to exercise greater independence and judgement, combined 

with a strong sense of personal responsibility when taking their own decisions, in order to 

reach the attained goals (Delors, 1996). This seems to be Mary‟s case who believes that 

we take decisions in order to reach a specific goal:  

Even when you take your decisions as an independent person, every decision is 

because of something; maybe it is because you want to reach a desirable goal. (Mary 

– Interview 1)  

John also believes that the decisions we take have consequences which are out 

objectives. Benson (2006) affirms that autonomy is about people taking more control over 

the purposes for which they learn languages and the ways in which they learn them:   

When I take a decision, I first look at the advantages or disadvantages and then I 

decide what is better for me in order to achieve your goals without much help of the 

people close to you. (John – Interview 1) 

It can be inferred that what Nunan (2000) says  about autonomous learners is also true 

for these students: they should be able to determine the general focus of their learning, 



 

 

 

- 22 - 

take an active role in the management of the learning process, and have freedom of 

choice with regards to learning resources and activities. 

Although students have freedom of choices when they take a decision it seems evident 

that they show responsibility over the purpose. First, they analyze the situation and the 

options they have in order to distinguish what is better for them. Samantha talks about 

priorities when making a decision for specific purpose:  

When you decide something, you first need to identify the priorities: For example, I 

can work hard on my homework in order to learn the language, but I can also just do 

the minimum in order to just pass an exam or a course. It is important for me to work 

in order to learn something that will be useful in the future and not to just do things for 

the moment. (Samantha – Interview 1) 

Autonomy is about taking more control over the process of learning and choosing among 

all the opportunities there are. Students need to make an effort and prioritize their 

learning in order to achieve their goal which is acquiring a second language. By 

identifying the priorities students focus on the specific goal they really want to attain.  

In some cases, a facilitator is needed because he/she can provide feedback to students 

or guide them if they lose their path. It is then that the teacher can construct scaffolding 

(Vygotsky, 2008). In this sense, Laura says that even when she thinks that there is a 

desirable aim to accomplish at a certain point, she still needs the teacher to support her in 

order to reach her goals.  

Taking your own decisions is part of being independent, but in some cases, for 

example, here at the School of Languages, you need the teacher to tell you what to 

do or what material to use so that you can accomplish your aims. (Laura – Interview 1)  

 

Even when students drew a relationship between the questions of the first interview and 

different aspects of their life, they generally agreed on basically three main characteristics 
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of being independent, which were: being on one´s own, taking your own decisions and 

reaching your goals. To a certain point it may be inferred that these students have some  

level of autonomy and under certain circumstances they are conscious about this, for 

example, in their life as students they can choose between attending classes or not, 

applying for a scholarship or not. When talking about permissions for going out with 

friends, some of them seem to need some guidance as they depend on their parents 

because of their age and particularly because they depend on them financially. They look 

for their parents‟ consent before taking decisions.  

 

5.2 Data of the Mid-Term Interview 

The second interview was more specific. This time, the objective was to find out about 

students‟ personal learning styles and if they felt that these were relevant to what they 

were doing with their teacher inside the classroom.  

The second interview produced data that can be categorized as administrative, academic 

and humanistic aspects of what these students perceive as autonomy. Moreover, 

students also expressed what they did on their own to enrich their knowledge of the 

language.  

 

The Administrative Aspect 

To discover what students do outside the classroom to improve their language skills, one 

source was the Self-Access Centre of the School of Languages. This department was 

created with the purpose of promoting practice and self-learning of the language skills 

and can be described as a learning centre where students are responsible for their own 

learning. The students that were interviewed were asked about their registration and their 

attendance at the SAC. There are two basic answers. On the one hand, John, Samantha 

and Laura said that they worked independently. On the other hand, Mary and Ann 
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consider that the role of the teacher is important, even when they say that they go to the 

SAC. They argue that what the teacher says is the law.  

 

The Academic Aspect 

Up to the middle of the semester, students should be preparing for their first, partial, 

examination. As the semester is very short and the workload quite big, students are 

expected to also do work on their own in order to cover all the topics for the exam.  

 

Three out of five students said that they really liked to work on their own. They did not 

expect to be told what to do. This is due to the fact that they were conscious that the time 

they spent in class was not enough to cover all the aspects of the language for the 

examination.  

I work on my own because sometimes it is not enough what we do during classes and 

I consider that I need more. (Samantha – Interview 2)  

I do not wait for the teacher to tell me what to do. I just work on my own because I can 

recognize my weaknesses and work on them.  ( Laura – Interview 2) 

As I have the syllabus of the course, I do not wait until we cover something in class. I 

just try to go ahead. I study and work on my own. (John – Interview 2) 

 

As a consequence, these students got registered at the SAC so they could go and 

improve the aspects of the language that needed more attention or that they felt they 

could improve there.  Moreover, these students believed that the SAC is a place where 

they can go and make a review of the points they have working on during the class. For 

example, if it was something connected with grammar, they looked for more exercises to 
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practice a specific grammar point; if it was something connected with pronunciation, they 

watched a film or TV series and paid attention to the sounds and pronunciation.  

When I have free time I come to the SAC and watch a film to pay attention to the 

pronunciation and sounds in English. (Mary – Interview 2) 

I try to work more on the grammar points. That is why I go the SAC and look for 

exercises connected with present simple, for example. (John – Interview 2) 

In some cases, when they did not have time to go to the SAC, they kept on working, 

anyway. They adapted what they had learned during the class to their own necessities. In 

other words, they created their own strategies to work and learn in a better way:  

Samantha believed that she was able to memorize new words by using pictures or 

images; this proves that she is a visual learner and that she looks for extra activities 

according to her learning style:  

I like to work on my own. During classes we see a long list of vocabulary but when I 

arrive home, I pick up the list and look for images or I draw them on my own to have 

flashcards for that vocabulary. It is easy and I learn things without getting bored. 

(Samantha – Interview 2) 

Laura explained that instead of working with a long list of unknown words, she tried to 

practice the vocabulary with songs. She adapted the exercise to her own learning style:  

I really like to search for songs concerning the vocabulary because it is more fun and I 

can move at the rhythm of the music. For some students this may be boring or childish 

but it really helps for me. (Laura – Interview 2) 

 

John also believed that it was not sufficient what they learned during the classes. This 

was why he asked his classmates for help and tried to use the language as much as 

possible in every place he could:  
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In my opinion, the time we spend speaking during class is not enough and I consider 

that I need more fluency when speaking English, so I try to speak with my 

classmates or with friends from higher levels or with foreign friends.  (John – 

Interview 2) 

 

These three students seemed to be aware of how to work on their own. They were 

conscious of the aspects of the language they needed to improve. In addition, they 

adapted the input they received during class to their own necessities. It can be said that 

these students showed some characteristics of autonomous learners that have previously 

been mentioned, as they seemed to take an active role in their own learning process. 

They seemed responsible and self-aware of the things that did not work for them, or 

needed to be adapted. Finally, they were able to create their own meanings and went 

beyond what was expected from the objectives of the course. They showed that they 

learned aspects of the language in an amusing way.   

 

Nevertheless, not all students worked in such a seemingly independent way as those 

mentioned above. There were other students who needed support and in this case a 

scaffolding procedure turned up. As previously mentioned, the scaffolding process implies 

that there should be a balance between the teachers‟ suggestions and the students‟ 

needs. This seems to make evident that some students need some guidance, orientation 

and assessment at a certain level. As a consequence, students are given support in order 

to apply new skills and strategies that they will be able to develop independently later on.  

In this aspect, two of the five students interviewed showed that they really needed the 

teacher figure for them to work. These students may be considered as spoon-fed 

learners.  
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Mary explained that she did not work on her own. She only worked on what the teacher 

had told her to do. That is why she only went to the SAC when she needed to give her 

teacher a report of activities: 

I depend on what my teacher tells me to do. I do not work on aspects of the language 

unless he tells me. I do my homework and attend my classes and that is all. (Mary – 

Interview 2) 

 Ann also believed that she needed the teacher‟s support in order to start working; 

otherwise, she felt that it would not be useful for her as a student. In consequence, she 

was not able to perform independently:  

It helps me a lot to work on the exercise that my teacher imposes me. I think that what 

he says is good for me so I do it just the way he asks me to. Sometimes, I come to the 

SAC in order to practice a little bit more about the topics we saw during class.  (Ann – 

Interview 2) 

For these two students, it was important to rely on the teacher as somebody who gives 

the instructions. As a result, they depended on the teacher. They were working with a 

minimum effort and can again be “spoon- fed”. We may infer that they needed the 

assistance of their teacher to build the understanding of new content and process. 

Apparently, for these students the scaffolding process worked as a temporary process 

until they took the responsibility for their learning. However, it seemed evident that they 

did not have a lifelong purpose when learning a language. The only purpose for them was 

to pass an examination. 

 

The Humanistic Aspect 

In order for students to attain their goals, there should be a desire to learn. Students need 

to be conscious that when they carry out an activity, they do them because they really like 
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it; otherwise, it may be seen as a burden for them and not as a motivating, interesting or 

relevant action.  

Up to now we have seen that three of the students were conscious of the aspects they 

needed to do. Besides, they were able to change the strategies according to their own 

needs. However, even when the rest of them did not feel independent at all, they also 

mentioned some characteristics of what they considered being conscious of the activities 

they liked. Every time they learned or discovered something useful or interesting, they 

really liked it and could not put it away. 

 

Another important point that these students mentioned wais that when they liked a 

particular theme, they tried to focus on it as much as possible, and tried to avoid 

distracters or issues, which were not important or relevant to them. It can be said that if 

students talk about focusing on a particular object, then they talk about priorities.  

Every time I really like something I keep on doing it or practicing as I cannot let it go. I 

leave everything that it is not important and focus on what I like. (John – Interview 2) 

When something really catches my attention, I try to avoid all the distracters and focus 

on that particular thing that catches my attention.  (Laura – Interview 2) 

 

Students expressed that they worked on their own because the topic or learning 

experiences were interesting to them. This may be due to the fact that they knew that 

what they were learning would be useful to them at a certain point.   

I focus on things I really like and I do it because I know that it is useful for me and I 

enjoy it as much as I can.  (Samantha – Interview 2) 

I really love languages and as I really like them I always do as much as I can to 

practice and learn new things about it because it is practical for me.  (Ann – Interview 

2) 
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Therefore, it should be no surprise that students may invest time working in their free 

time. In other words, when they like a particular language aspect, they really work on it as 

much as they can.  

 

5.3 Data of the Final Interview 

The last interview focused on the students‟ reflection on their own autonomous work 

during the semester. They expressed consciously whether what they had done on their 

own during the course had helped them to pass their English examination.   

 

The last part of this project intended to confirm the way the students had been working up 

to then. In this last interview, the students were given the opportunity to express 

themselves about how they performed in their examination and if they felt that the work 

they had been doing was sufficient enough to reach their objectives as learners of a 

second language. 

 

John said that he has passed the examination with a higher mark than he had expected. 

He believed that all the strategies provided during class were fine, but working on his own 

had given him the opportunity to get a higher mark and had allowed him to acquire new 

things about the language that he would not be able to forget:  

I really feel that everything I have practised during classes was good but while I was 

working on my own I feel that I was increasing aspects of the language that I need. 

(John – Interview 3) 
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Another student, Samantha, also believed that being a hard worker gave her the 

opportunity to attain two of her goals, the first to know more about the language and the 

second one to pass the exam:  

I can say that I am very proud of myself as by working independently I could make 

connections between what we saw in class with other activities I performed at the 

SAC. I not only passed my exam but I also learned many aspects about the language 

that really help me to increase the knowledge I have. (Samantha – Interview 3)  

Apparently, those students who did not work completely independently did not get the 

higher marks but they felt satisfied with the fact that they had passed the examination:  

I have passed my exam, I did not get a higher mark but now I know more vocabulary 

and I realize that if I have work more on my own I would have got better results. 

(Mary – Interview 3)  

It seems evident that when students did not focus on their objective and did not prioritize 

the things they had to, the results were good but they could have been better:  

I am not content with my result on the exam although I have passed.  I think that if I 

had not spent my time on things that were not relevant I would have got a better 

mark.  (Ann – Interview 3)  

 

Every student expressed what they felt in terms of their work through all the semester. 

Some of them felt overconfident about their learning, some others felt the contrary. In a 

way they all had different opinions.  On the one hand, some of them showed more 

characteristics of being responsible and awareness of how to work in order to reach their 

objective properly. On the other hand, some others felt that they had worked only a 

minimum, so even when they reached their objective, they did not feel satisfied with the 

results. 
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6. SUMMARY OF THE FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION  

6.1 Findings 

While doing the first stage, students believed that in order to perform well either in the 

academic field or in their personal life, they first needed to be aware of their personal 

situation. For example, if they needed to attend their classes or not, if they could go out 

with friends or not, or if they needed to study just to pass an exam or to learn for 

something relevant in their life. Then, they were able to make judgments that helped them 

to accomplish their objectives, which is the third pillar of education according to Delors 

(1996).  

 

When we reached the second stage, students expressed in detail their own perception of 

working on their own. Some of them did not wait for the teachers and kept on working at 

all times on aspects of the language that they considered relevant for them. They showed 

certain characteristics of being aware of their limitations of the language but they also 

went forward and looked for activities or exercises to practice.  

 

Autonomous learners need to forget about the things that are not useful and that can be 

distracters for them, and prioritize the main aspects that they need to work on. Among all 

the options that students have and even when they are free to take their decisions, 

autonomous learners should focus on what is the choice for them, in other words, they 

need to find what is relevant to them. As a consequence, we can talk about being 

responsible for the process of acquiring a language. 

 

Finally, the findings in the third stage confirmed that those students who worked on their 

own reached their objective with better results and showed that they will keep on working 
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the same way. At a certain point it could be inferred that these students had a certain 

level of autonomy that could really help them to find a place in the field of this B.A. This 

means that they may be capable to face and deal with the main purpose of the 

Educational Model MEIF. 

 

6.2 Discussion of Issues 

According to what students said, three main characteristics were important in this 

research study about autonomy on MEIF students. The first one has to do with 

Prioritizing. Being a responsible person allows you to be objective about the things you 

need to work. Once people have defined their purpose, they should focus on all the paths 

that can lead them to their desired goal. There is a particular motivation that moves them 

to keep on working and not to get lost by the distracters that may appear on the road. 

The second characteristic has to do with Relevance. When you want to reach a goal there 

may be all kinds of options but not all of them are good, necessary or helpful to attain 

your goal. Autonomous learners are said to be analytical thinkers and taking actions 

about their learning.  As a consequence, when people develop these characteristic they 

are able to measure the effectiveness of a method, a strategy and/ or skills. Therefore, 

autonomous learners can vary or adapt the strategies to their own necessities.  

 

Finally, there is the characteristic of Uniqueness. Every person is considered different 

from others. In this MEIF context, it is evident that because of time and the large size of 

the groups, the teacher may not be able to cover all the aspects and points mentioned in 

the syllabus. This is because other external factors can contribute to this point, for 

example, the absence of the teacher because of personal reasons, the climate conditions, 

the strikes, etc.  
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Even when these unforeseen circumstances do happen, the teacher needs to provide 

activities that help students to enrich their knowledge of the language. Some students will 

need the teacher as a facilitator and as somebody who supports them in their process of 

learning. However, this may not be of help to others who like to work independently, since 

they are aware of their own learning and when they need some guidance they ask the 

teacher but do not rely on him/her. Every person has different characteristics that 

describe and distinguish them as unique. 

 

 7. Implications, Conclusion and Further Research 

Besides demonstrating the benefits that students have when working independently, this 

work also identified specific characteristics that are required of MEIF students. On the one 

hand, when talking about being independent in their everyday life, they need their 

parent‟s approval or consent. Students feel that they are not old enough or that they need 

their parents financial support in order to attain their goal.  

On the other hand, when talking about their academic life, some of them need guidance 

and the teacher support in order to reach their objectives, while others just focus on what 

they really want and work on their own.  Apparently, autonomy links to expectations, in 

this context, student‟s expectations that lead them to be successful in the process of 

acquiring a language.   

 

It can be inferred that in the context of the MEIF educational system, students cannot be 

a hundred percent autonomous as in a way they will need the support of a teacher or a 

peer. They need the financial support of their parents and maybe the affective support 

from their colleagues. However, it is necessary to promote a sense of autonomy in order 

to raise students‟ awareness about being responsible for their own learning and working 

on becoming proficient in the language.  
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At least at the School of Languages, little is known about the autonomous behaviour of 

students. There is still no evidence of the impact and effectiveness of the MEIF  

educational system in the Licenciatura en Lengua Inglesa – Plan 2008 at the School of 

Languages, as no cohort of students has graduated so far. However, the promotion of a 

sense of autonomy is necessary for language learners, since learning a language is a life- 

long process. Languages are constantly changing in terms of culture and globalization 

and we never master a foreign language completely.  
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9. Appendices 

Sample Questions – Interview 1 

1. ¿Te consideras una persona independiente?  

2. ¿Qué  es para ti ser independiente?  

3. ¿Te sientes libre para tomar decisiones?  

4. ¿Bajo qué circunstancias tomas una decisión por ti mismo? Ejemplo de la vida 

cotidiana y ejemplo en lo académico  

 

Sample Answers – Interview 1 

1. No me considero una persona 100% independiente, ya que aún dependo 

económicamente de mis padres, pero en ciertas circunstancias sí puedo decir que 

soy independiente.  

2. Ser independiente es valerse por uno mismo y tomar tus decisiones sin depender 

tanto de las personas que te rodean. 

3. Sí, me dan esa libertad pero a veces necesito preguntarle a mis papás si me dan 

permiso o no.  

4. Yo decido si asistir a clases o no o si me ofrecen alguna beca pregunto a mis 

papás si tengo permiso. Primero trato de ver las opciones y luego decidir la mejor 

opción.  

 

Sample Questions – Interview 2  

Aspecto Administrativo: ¿Ya  has hecho tu registro en el centro de auto acceso de la 

Facultad de idiomas?  Si no ¿por qué? 
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Aspecto Académico: ¿trabajas por tu cuenta o dependes básicamente de lo que te dice tu 

maestro que hagas? 

 ¿Escuchas canciones, ves series de televisión, que tipo de lecturas te interesan, y de esto 

que tanto dirías que es en inglés? ¿Podrías darme ejemplos? 

 ¿Qué tanto haces tú por tu cuenta, eres capaz de crear propias estrategias para el 

aprendizaje del inglés?  

Aspecto Humanístico: ¿Qué tan consiente estás de que cuando te gusta algo lo realizas, lo 

practicas por tu cuenta y con frecuencia? 

 

Sample Answers 2 – Interview 2:  

A: ¿Ya  has hecho tu registro en el centro de auto acceso de la Facultad de idiomas?  Si no 

¿por qué? 

B: Sí, ya lo he hecho.  

A: ok., ¿trabajas por tu cuenta o dependes básicamente de lo que te dice tu maestro que 

hagas? 

B: hasta ahorita hemos trabajado por nuestra cuenta porque el maestro no nos ha pedido que 

viniéramos a ciertas horas, hasta apenas la vez pasada, pero ya he venido varias veces. Yo 

intento apegarme más o menos a lo que viene en el programa para hacer una especie de 

repaso aquí en el CAAFI y de ampliar el vocabulario.  

A: Ok. Entonces, ¿Qué tanto haces tú por tu cuenta, eres capaz de crear propias estrategias 

para el aprendizaje del inglés?  

B: Pues en sí, yo creo que sí porque no soy tan apegada a hacer una sola cosa, por ejemplo, 

se trata un tema en clase, y ese tema yo vengo y estudio el vocabulario, al otra día entro a 

audio a ver la pronunciación, y todo depende el tema que vea pero en si yo he estado 

siguiendo mis pasos.  
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A: Bien, ¿Qué tan consiente estás de que cuando te gusta algo lo realizas, lo practicas por tu 

cuenta y con frecuencia? 

B: Bueno, yo creo que sí en especial lo que es idiomas y en particular el inglés me gusta 

mucho, este hay varios programas en Internet con los que tú puedes repasar  en si esos 

también los tengo en mi computadora, porque me gusta igual ahorita no está tan cargado el 

programa de estudios así que en mi tiempo libre o escucho canciones o veo películas con 

subtítulos en inglés, presto atención en la pronunciación, en la fonética, etc. Pero en si, si te 

gusta hacer algo yo creo que lo vas a estar practicando constantemente.  

 

Sample Questions – Interview 3 

1. ¿Cómo te fue en tu examen de inglés? 

2. ¿Sentiste que las estrategias utilizadas han sido útiles para aprobar o no tu 

examen?  

3. ¿Ha sido útil tu manera de trabajar? ¿dependiendo del maestro o trabajando por 

tu cuenta?  

Sample Answers – Interview 3  

1. Me ha ido bastante bien, saque 9. 6.  

2. Algunas sí me han ayudado bastante, pero otras no, lo cual las he dejado de lado 

y buscado otras.  

3. Sí me ha sido útil porque se refleja en mi calificación. La manera de trabajar por mi 

cuenta me ha dado resultados porque aprendo más rápido.  


