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ABSTRACT 

The concept of learner autonomy (LA) in second/foreign language education has been the 

central focus for many researchers (Benson, 2007, 2011, 2013; Holec, 1981; Gu & Nguyen, 2013; 

Little, 2007, 2009 and others) and has become a part of mainstream practice of language 

education in some educational contexts; however, there is still a high interest in researching 

language learner autonomy and ways to foster it.  Partially, this renewed interest is due to 

advances in technology and pedagogy such as self-access centers, distance learning, blended 

learning and Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL) in general and changes in 

educational policies (Benson 2011, 2013).  Modern language learners are exposed to various 

choices in their language education such as numerous learning modes and a variety of language 

learning resources.  However, this change means that learners must be capable of making 

informed decisions about their language education and taking some control over it in order to 

become successful and maximize their learning experience.   There are examples of autonomous 

learning programs which place autonomy at the center, worldwide.  Recently, the Center of 

English as a Second Language (CESL) at the University of Arizona (UA) created and 

implemented a new educational practice, Program for Intentional Learning (PIL).  The goal of this 

program is to foster LA as well as equip CESL students with knowledge, skills, tools, and 

resources to be successful in both language learning and their future American college education. 

PIL is a hybrid program in terms of combining different approaches to fostering LA: resource-

based, technology-based, curriculum-based, learner-based, and teacher-based (Benson, 2011). 

Responding to Benson’s (2011) and Nguyen’s (2012) call for more rigor in research on 

LA and educational interventions to promote LA, this dissertation follows the guidelines proposed 
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by Nguyen (2012): a) having a clear operationalized definition of LA, (b) implementing both 

quantitative and qualitative research methods, and (c) piloting and validating tools. 

This dissertation examines the effectiveness of the PIL program in terms of its capacity to 

foster LA and to help CESL students to become more successful in learning English.  The 

evaluation of the program was conducted as a multiple-case study of four participants with a 

mixed-method research design.  The present study draws upon a main survey which measures a 

degree of LA as pre- and post-test, interviews with case study participants and their instructors, 

learning diary, and action plan comparison. Even though the comparison of pre- and post-  survey 

scores revealed that only two case study participants had a significant change towards greater LA, 

all four participants reported changes in their learning behaviors.  These changes point to a higher 

degree of LA, and all participants shared a positive overall evaluation of the PIL workshops.  The 

study suggests that this type of educational intervention to promote LA can be effective, 

especially in developing metacognitive knowledge and skills, increasing participants’ motivation 

and changing their attitude towards language learning and their teachers. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Background of the Issue 

Foreign/second language education has changed drastically in the past couple of decades 

due to new affordances and opportunities that have become available to language teachers and 

learners through technological advances, pedagogical innovations, travel opportunities, and 

globalization.  Modern language learners are exposed to various choices in their language 

education: numerous learning modes (traditional classroom, blended learning, distance learning, 

self-access centers, etc.) and a variety of language learning resources.  While these are 

educational advances, these changes mean that language learners must be capable of making 

informed decisions about their second/foreign language education and take some control over it in 

order to become successful and maximize their learning experience.   

The concept of learner autonomy (LA) entered language education four decades ago when 

in 1971 the Council of Europe’s Modern Languages Project and its institution CRAPEL (Centre 

de Recherches et d'Applications en Langues, France) were established.  The aim of CRAPEL was 

to promote adult lifelong self-directed language learning by establishing self-access language 

resource centers.  Learner autonomy gained a “buzzword” status and acceptance among 

researchers and language educators over a short period from 1980s-1990s because of the overlap 

of this notion with a pedagogical paradigm change to a learner-centered approach in education 

and independence (Benson 2011, Ogawa, 2012).   Even though autonomy has been a central focus 

for many researchers (Benson, 2007, 2011, 2013; Holec, 1981; Gu & Nguyen, 2013; Little, 2007, 

2009; Nguyen 2008, 2012) and became part of mainstream practice among language education in 
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some educational contexts (China, Japan, Mexico, parts of Europe, New Zealand, etc.), there still 

remains a high interest in researching language learner autonomy and ways to foster it.  In 

addition to technological and pedagogical tendencies that sparked interest in LA, there were also 

changes in educational policies in favor of autonomous learning that involved various reasons.  

Some of these reasons include potential financial benefits due to a reduction of human resources 

and tapping into new affordances provided by modern technology (Benson 2011, 2013).  This 

renewed interest is also due to an attempt to create exemplar studies that investigate changes in 

LA because of some educational intervention through implementation of rigorous design.  

LA is often defined as a capacity to take charge of one’s own learning in terms of goals, 

contents, methods, evaluation, etc. (Holec, 1981).  Even though this notion was originally 

associated with adult self-directed learning, the current understanding of LA additionally 

recognizes its flexibility, multidimensionality, and applicability to various educational contexts 

including formal language educations.    

1.2 Statement of the Problem 

 The present study investigates a newly developed and implemented educational practice, 

the Program for Intentional Learning (PIL), at the Center for English as a Second Language 

(CESL) at the University of Arizona.  The main goal of this program is to provide CESL students 

with training in order to foster their LA, develop effective study skills as well as to provide 

students with knowledge and tools to continue their language learning after they graduate CESL.  

Since PIL was implemented for the first time in the fall of 2015, it was a crucial developmental 

step to conduct a comprehensive evaluation of this program and to learn from the first experience 

in order to modify and further develop the program.  On the local level, the main need for this 
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study is to gain insights into the effectiveness of PIL education intervention on the development 

of LA through conducting a multiple-case study.  The results of this investigation are to be shared 

with PIL program employees.   

 There are also several gaps in the literature on LA which will be addressed by the present 

study.  The first gap is related to both research and practice of LA in language education.  Most 

educational practices or autonomous learning programs described in the literature are located 

within Self-Access Centers (e.g., Kanda University of International Studies) and / or  integrated 

into the language curriculum where students receive some credit for taking an autonomous 

learning course (e.g., Autonomous Learning Modules (ALMs) at Helsinki University).  However, 

many second / foreign language programs might be limited in terms of finances and space to 

establish a Self-Access Center (SAC) and to create autonomous learning program.  The PIL 

program is a unique and pedagogically innovative practice because it does not depend on an 

ability to establish a SAC; PIL functions on its own but it can be run within self-access learning 

environment if this option is available.  Moreover, in the context of English as a Second 

Language (ESL) education, PIL is an example of integrating autonomous educational practice in a 

place where ESL students cannot receive credit for participation in such a program because all 

ESL classes are not for credit.  The students choose to participate in this kind of a program on a 

purely voluntary basis without any external award which is actually the first step to becoming 

more autonomous.  These students make their own decision to engage and develop as language 

learners and they might feel more intrinsically motivated and ready to positively respond to new 

ideas related to autonomous learning.  This dissertation describes the design and implementation 

process of PIL and might be of a great interest to language educators who seek a new format to 

promote LA in their institution. 

http://www.kandagaigo.ac.jp/kuis/
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 Another major gap is that there is little research on educational practices that aim at 

fostering LA and the effects of these educational interventions on the development of LA over a 

period of time.  Moreover, most of the research on LA development was criticized for absence of 

rigorous study design (Benson, 2011, Nguyen, 2012, Ogawa, 2012).  Nguyen (2012) suggests 

three principles to improve the quality of LA studies and to measure the changes in degree of LA 

rigorously: 1) having a carefully developed operationalized notion of LA, 2) implementing both 

qualitative and quantitative data collection tools, and 3) piloting all instruments and revising.  

This dissertation was based on these guidelines and serves an exemplary study on investigating 

the effects of educational interventions on the development of LA. 

 Finally, there were different attempts to create a dynamic model to measure degrees of LA 

and to shed light on the internal and external changes.  The combination of several qualitative and 

quantitative data collection tools used in this dissertation proved to be an effective dynamic model 

that was able to capture these changes.  The findings provide insights into learner perceptions and 

their teachers’ perceptions of activities hypothesized to promote LA. 

1.3 Purpose and Significance of the Study 

 The Program for Intentional Learning and its workshops provide CESL students with 

training and practice of various study skills and knowledge about effective language learning 

processes.  The main purpose of this dissertation is to evaluate how effective these PIL workshops 

are in terms of fostering LA and positively affecting their observable learning behavior.  The 

present study explored the development of LA in four diverse ESL learners who participated in at 

least three PIL workshops.  To trace learner autonomy development over the nearly four month 

period, the study adopted a multiple-case study design with both qualitative and quantitative 

instruments.  The research also examined which sub-constructs of LA were affected most by 
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educational intervention and the extent of these effects.  The original design of the study included 

a larger quantitative phase with a repeated-measure design; however, the challenges in 

participants’ retention led to modification of this part as a component of a multiple-case study.  

Four case study participants completed the main Likert survey twice, weekly entries in Learning 

Diary, pre and post study plans, as well as participated in interviews.  Not only were the 

perspectives of the case study participants examined, but also their teachers were engaged in the 

study through weekly reports and interviews.  These various sources provided a comprehensive 

account of the changes in participants’ in-class and out of class language learning.   

 There were three additional purposes.  This present study also investigated the relationship 

between autonomy and motivation and how participation in PIL affected case study participants’ 

motivation as well as attitude to language learning.  The research also examined overall 

participants’ evaluation of the program and suggestions for future development. 

1.4 Research Questions 

 This study aimed to uncover the answers to the following research questions: 

1.  To what extent is the Program for Intentional Learning effective in terms of developing learner 

autonomy? 

a. How effective is the introduction of the five main modules of PIL in terms of the 

fostering of learner autonomy? 

b. What kinds of changes do teachers perceive in observable learning behaviors of PIL 

participants? 

c. How does training in goal settings and metacognitive strategies affect the quality of 

participants’ study plans? 
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2. To what extent do PIL participants transfer new knowledge and skills learned in PIL 

workshops to their learning inside and outside of classroom? 

a. How do they apply new knowledge and skills inside of classroom and out of the 

classroom? 

b. What knowledge and skills from PIL workshops were not acquired by participants 

and/or transferred to their everyday learning?  

3. What are participants’ perceptions of the changes in their motivation and understanding of 

language learning and attitudes to learning English? 

a. Is there any change in students’ motivation due to their participation in PIL? 

b. How did their understanding of language learning and attitude toward it change? 

4. What are participants’ overall perceptions of PIL’s effectiveness and its place within CESL? 

a. What do participants think about the program, its effectiveness, and need for it at 

CESL? 

b. Which workshops are the most useful and why? 

c. Which workshops are the least useful and why? 

d. What suggestions do participants have for program improvement? 

1.5 The Audience for the Study 

 The present study will be beneficial to several audiences within second/foreign language 

education.  First of all, researchers interested in learner autonomy and innovative teaching 

practices will gain insight into the journeys of four case study participants towards becoming 

more autonomous as a result of educational intervention.  The study will provide a comprehensive 

model for measuring LA and capturing changes due to this educational intervention.  In 
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particular, the main Likert survey which was used in a pre- and post- test research design will 

provide an example as a carefully designed and piloted tool to measure LA, which is based on an 

operationalized notion of LA.  This notion was based on extensive research and combines several 

frameworks by leading scholars in the fields of LA, motivational studies, and language learning 

strategies to create various sub-constructs of this multidimensional notion (Benson, 2007, 2011; 

Dörnyei, 2014; Ngyuen, 2012; Oxford, 1990, 2010).  The finding of the study showed that several 

sub-constructs of LA are easier to target and train and there were fruitful and promising results.  

 A detailed description of the PIL program, its workshops, its history, and implementation 

will be of great interest to second / foreign language program administrators and directors who 

want to explore innovative ways to support their language learners and to improve the quality of 

their programs.  PIL was designed in the ESL context but it might be easily modified to fit other 

language learning contexts (including foreign language educations and Self-Access Center).  The 

overall PIL design included an idea of flexibility and possibilities for future developments. 

 Finally, the last audience is second / foreign language course designers and teachers.  The 

findings include information which can be used by language course designers and teachers when 

planning and conducting classes.  In particular, the results showed which activities actually 

achieved the goal promote LA and increase students’ motivations.  Language educators can adopt 

the activities from various PIL workshops to their teaching contexts and/or create their own 

educational practices and activities to develop independent learners. 

1.6 Organization of the Dissertation 

 The format of this dissertation is a traditional monograph with five chapters.  In Chapter 2, 

I first provide an overview of learner autonomy and its development in language and general 

education in order to situate the study within a larger research tradition.  There are several 
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approaches to learner autonomy which have different emphases: political, psychological, and 

technical.  In the present study, autonomy is depoliticized and is understood and viewed within 

psychological and technical traditions.  Next, I describe in detail the operationalized notion of LA 

implemented in this study and utilized to serve as a foundation for the study design and survey 

design.  Then, I review different approaches to fostering LA: resource-based, technology-based, 

learner-based, curriculum-based, classroom-based, and teacher-based (Benson, 2011).  I also 

focus on various descriptive and empirical studies that examine the effectiveness of these 

approaches.  Finally, the two major theoretical framework components are introduced.  This study 

was partially conducted due to a need for exemplar study design for LA research.  Benson (2011) 

and Nguyen (2012) called for more rigor in studies on LA development and criticized a majority 

of LA studies because they are mostly descriptive in nature.  I outline the three principles or 

guidelines suggested by Nguyen (2012) and how they were implemented in the study.  Finally, 

some of the notions of ecological perspective on language learning are related to learner 

autonomy: affordances, emergence, context, and activity.  This chapter frames the present study 

within the previous research and provides examination of crucial theoretical concepts. 

 In Chapter 3, Methods, the research site is described.  I outline the history of the PIL 

program, its place within CESL as well as the overall design of the program.  Since this study 

investigated the effect of the first five workshops, I provide a detailed description of each one.  

After describing the research site, the research design is discussed.  The original design included 

two phases: 1) a larger quantitative phase with a pre- and post- test research design (Likert scale 

survey) and 2) a multiple-case study.  However, after facing challenges in participant retention, 

the design was modified to a multiple-case study design with a Likert scale pre- and post-test as a 
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major component.  Finally, I describe the instrumentation, data collection procedures and 

analysis. 

 Chapter 4 provides a multiple-case study analysis.  After describing four case study 

participants, I present the findings for the four main research questions with sub questions.  In 

Chapter 5, I summarize the main finding for four research questions and I suggest pedagogical 

implications followed by limitations, study contributions, and suggestions for future research 

directions. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1 Introduction 

 This chapter provides a review of research relevant to the following topics: 1) the concept 

of learner autonomy (LA) within both language education and broader educational and 

philosophical contexts and 2) the operationalized notion of LA implemented in the design of this 

study.  Once language educators realized the significance of LA development in modern language 

learners, they turned to developing educational practices that fosterer LA.  The six major 

approaches to fostering LA are briefly presented: resource-based, technology-based, learner-

based, teacher-based, curriculum-based, and classroom-based (Benson, 2011).  Finally, the two 

guiding theoretical frameworks - the ecological perspective on language learning and Nguyen’s 

(2012) guidelines on designing LA studies - are discussed. 

2.2 Learner Autonomy 

2.2.1 Roots of the concept of autonomy. 

The concept of learner autonomy closely relates to personal autonomy, which has a longer 

history in philosophy and politics.  In Ancient Greece, personal autonomy was considered a 

human right (Chan, 2012).  Eighteenth and nineteenth century European philosophy influenced 

the further development of this concept, in particular, through Kant’s and Miller’s representation 

of personal autonomy as an educational goal (Benson, 2011; Chan, 2012).  The emergence of 

autonomy in language and general education was influenced by a multitude of education-related 

philosophical ideas and propositions that directly or indirectly placed autonomy at the center of 
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the learning/teaching process. Benson (2011) provides a detailed overview of major philosophers 

and educators that contributed to the idea of learner autonomy. For instance, Rousseau in Emile 

expressed his view of children’ education that should be more natural, meaning that children 

should learn not from abstract ideas but through immediate contact with nature. Children should 

learn what they want to learn and when they are ready to learn.   John Dewey, who was a 

philosopher of the Pragmatist school, also contributed to the development of autonomy in 

education.  According to Benson (2011), Dewey’s “contributions to the ideas of autonomy lie 

mainly in three areas: the relationship between education and social participation, education as 

problem-solving, and classroom organization” (p. 29).  Dewey (1944) expressed a view of 

education from a social and political standpoint.  Education is a way to prepare individuals to 

participate in social and political life, i.e. education must help in the development of “a moral 

responsibility to engage in the betterment and reform of the societies in which they are” (Benson, 

2011, p.29).  The educational goal is not to prepare students for future situations but to solve 

current problems.     

Paulo Freire and his best known work, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1968) contributed to 

educational thought in the twentieth century.  M.K. Smith (1997, 2002) distinguishes five 

significant aspects of Freire’s work: dialog, praxis, conscientization, experience, and new 

teachers’ roles.  Even though Smith considers Freire’s work in the context of informal education, 

it is still relevant to consider some of the aspects in its relation to the current understanding of 

learner autonomy and ways to foster it.  Education must be dialogical or conversational rather 

than one-way communication where teachers transmit their knowledge to learners. According to 

Freire (1970), this “banking model” of teaching and learning with a simple transferring of 

knowledge from teachers to learners, has an assumption that this knowledge is neutral and 
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objective. However, this system aims at incorporating learners into a dominating system without a 

critical view of this system.  In Freire’s view of education, learners are expected to assume 

responsibility for education, social order and their personal role in social change.  Dialog involves 

mutual respect and co-operative activity among participants.  This dialogic nature of language 

learning is reflected in an autonomous classroom where teacher and learners participate in a 

dialog and making decisions together.  

Ivan Illich viewed the schooling system as unnecessary and economically misguided as 

well as “anti-educational.”  In the schooling system, learning becomes a commodity, “and like 

any commodity that is marketed, it becomes scarce” (Illich, 1973, p. 73, cited in Smith, M. K. 

(1997-2011)). He saw technological applications as possible alternative ways to traditional 

schools where learning ceases to be acquisition of pre-selected and pre-fabricated units of subject 

matter that ultimately deprives learners of real opportunities to learn.  Even though Illich’s ideas 

are quite radical, these ideas are related to learner autonomy.  One of his proposals for alternative 

education is the idea of “learning webs” which are technology-based networks that facilitate self-

motivated learning outside the school system.  It seems that Illich views individuals who seek 

knowledge or “education” as already autonomous learners that are capable of completing their 

own learning projects.   

Finally, Carl Rogers (1969) developed ideas on teaching and learning that are related to 

learner autonomy.  His main contribution to learner autonomy theory lies in the notion of new 

teacher roles.  Rogers describes a teacher as a facilitator who does not teach in a traditional sense, 
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but rather allows and facilitates the learning that happens within his/her learners.  Just like Freire, 

he criticized the traditional model of teaching where learners are perceived as empty containers 

that will be filled with knowledge by their teachers.  

2.2.2 Learner autonomy in language education.  

The concept of autonomy entered language education four decades ago when in 1971 the 

Council of Europe’s Modern Languages Project and its institution CRAPEL (Centre de 

Recherches et d'Applications en Langues, France) were established and since then it continues to 

gain popularity and attention among researchers and language educators.  Holec (1981), who was 

a member of CRAPEL, was the first to outline the main principles of learner autonomy in 

language education.  The aim of CRAPEL was to promote adult lifelong self-directed language 

learning by establishing self-access language resource centers (SACs).  Self-directed refers to 

independent learning projects that adult people engage in with or without using an educational 

institution.  A great variety of SACs are currently operating all over the world.  A self-access 

center is “a purpose - designed facility in which learning resources are made directly available to 

learners” (Benson, 2011, p. 128).  These resources include print materials, audio/video, computers 

and computer programs, access to Internet and online materials.  Cotterall (1995) defined 

autonomy as “the ability to set goals, create and utilize practice opportunities, and evaluate 

progress” (as cited in Smith & Craig, 2013, p. 253).  

During the 1970s and 1980s, autonomy was closely associated with individualization of 

learning.  Individualization and autonomy overlapped in their goals of meeting the needs of 

individual students.   Individualization took the form of programmed learning, which is a type of 

formal instruction where students work on their own on the materials prepared by instructors and 
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they determine their own pace.  By the late 1980s, the concept of autonomy experienced “a crisis 

of identity” (Benson, 2011, p.14).  Holec continued to emphasize that autonomy should mean the 

capacity of the learner to take charge of learning; whereas, other researchers used this term to 

refer to any independent learning situation that took place outside of a traditional language 

classroom.  Benson suggests distinguishing between three interrelated terms: learner autonomy, 

autonomous learning and autonomous learning programs. The first one is the inner capacity to 

take control over one’s own learning. Autonomous learning is a type of learning where learners 

get opportunities to exercise their autonomy. Finally, autonomous learning programs are 

educational practices that are designed to foster or develop learner autonomy (pp. 123-124). 

Even though LA was originally associated with SACs and adult self-directed learning, in 

more recent developments, learner autonomy is seen as one of the goals of language learning in 

different contexts including formal language classrooms.  Cotterall (2000) argues that “learner 

autonomy should not be seen as a goal only for highly committed students completing optional 

courses, or for students operating within selected educational or cultural contexts. Rather, it 

should be seen as an essential goal of all learning” (p. 109).   Even though autonomy has been a 

central focus for  many researchers  (Benson, 2007, 2011, 2013; Holec, 1981; Little,  2007; 

Palfreyman & Smith, 2003;  Wenden, 1991, 1998; and others) and became part of mainstream 

practice of language education in some educational contexts, there is still high interest in 

researching language learner autonomy partially due to recent advances in technology and 

pedagogy, such as self-access, distant learning, blended learning and Computer Assisted 

Language Learning (CALL)  and changes in educational policies in favor  of autonomous 

learning (Benson 2011, 2013).  

 



32 
 

2.2.3 Learner Autonomy: definitions, current understanding and characteristics. 

Autonomy is a complex dynamic concept that has changed over time; however, Holec’s 

laconic definition of autonomy as an ability “to take charge of one’s own learning” (1981, p.3) is 

widely accepted and prominent in the literature on language learner autonomy.  In his report, 

Holec (1981) defines different parts of the learning process such as contents, materials, methods 

and techniques, and evaluation.  There is another conceptualization of learner autonomy as two 

processes: self-initiation and self-regulation (Nguyen, 2012; Gu & Nguyen, 2013).  Self-initiation 

refers to “learners' volition and willingness to learn without any kind of coercion, persuasion or 

external initiation;” whereas self- regulation includes metacognitive skills of planning, 

monitoring, and evaluation (Gu & Nguyen, 2013, p.52).  As Dickinson (1995) points out, learner 

autonomy is both attitude and ability.  It is an attitude towards learning where one views oneself 

as a responsible and independent learner capable of taking on a learning task. Learner autonomy 

is also a capacity for decision-making about the learning process (p.167). 

Benson (2011) argues that it is more beneficial to use the construct of “control,” defining 

autonomy as the capacity to take control of one’s own learning because “control” appears to be 

more appropriate for research and creating valid research design.  The central idea of the 

definition of autonomy is knowing how to learn and taking responsibility for one’s own learning.  

Benson suggests that this control can be exercised over three main dimensions of the learning 

process: learning content, learning management, and cognitive processes. These three dimensions 

will be discussed in more detail later in this chapter when I present the operationalized notion of 

LA which will provide a sound theoretical background for this investigation.   
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There are numerous characteristics of autonomy discussed in the literature and many of 

them are widely accepted.  Autonomy is characterized by multidimensionality which is rooted in 

the complex and multidimensional nature of the learning process and language learning in 

particular.   It is also recognized that autonomy is “not a single, easily describable behavior” and 

“not a steady state achieved by learners” (Little, 1990, p.7).  However, it is important to be able to 

describe what it means to be an autonomous learner in order to conduct effective research and 

foster autonomy in the classroom.  There are a number of attempts to create a list of 

characteristics of autonomous learners (Benson, 2011, Wenden, 1991).   Another important 

characteristic of autonomy is that it is gradual in nature.  Students can be more or less 

autonomous and then they become more autonomous over time on their own and with training.    

Both Little (2007) and Benson (2011) provide evidence that the ability to exercise control or 

autonomy is natural for people and present in all of us in different degree.  Little (2007) illustrates 

this with an example of babies showing their active presence, their agency, and protests from a 

very young age.  Thus, it is in human nature “to be autonomous, to be proactive in exploring and 

responding to our environment and persist in following the agendas we set for ourselves” (p.17).  

Autonomy is also present in the way small children take control over learning their mother tongue 

and the world around them.   

As for formal education, Benson provides three main findings from the past research to 

support the claim that autonomy is natural even in an educational setting.  First of all, learners 

routinely initiate and carry out their learning, which can take place in and out of the context of a 

formal classroom setting.  Moreover, learners bring their own agendas to the classroom and 

follow them rather than the agendas of their instructors.  Finally, learners are found to exercise 

control over such psychological factors as motivation, affective state, beliefs and preferences 
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because these factors play an important role in the learning process and its success.  It is crucial to 

make a distinction between autonomy and other concepts that were associated with it in the past. 

Autonomy does not imply working in isolation from others.  Benson (2011) provides an overview 

of the change in conceptualizing autonomy from a concept that implies complete independence to 

interdependence.  The idea of interdependence is particularly valuable for fostering autonomy in a 

formal language learning setting and it means that learners develop a capacity to effectively work 

with other learners and teachers to achieve their learning goals.  Autonomy does not mean 

working in isolation; it means taking advantage of human resources that are available or even 

creating these human resources.   

The current view of autonomy is characterized by complexity and multidimensionality, 

which allows for application of this concept that used to be limited to only adult self-directed 

learning, to various contexts.  For instance, Lennon (2012) provides an overview of pedagogical 

suggestions for fostering language learner autonomy in primary, middle and high schools.  Other 

researchers (Gu & Nguyen, 2013; Littlewood, 1999) use the concept of autonomy in 

postsecondary foreign language education.   

An early critique of LA was a view that it reflects Western culture and values and is only 

applicable to Western societies.  Riley (1988) was the first to pose a question about the 

relationship between autonomy and cultural context, “Are there any ethnic or social groups whose 

cultural background predisposes them for or against such approaches?” (cited in Benson, 2011, p. 

69).  Riley began the discussion of appropriateness of autonomy, rooted in Western philosophy, to 

other non-Western contexts including Asia, Africa, Middle East, etc.  Little (1999) distinguishes 

between the notion of LA and educational practices associated with fostering LA.  Little argues 

that the concept of LA is universally relevant and beneficial to both language educators and 
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learners because the concept is grounded and supported by language learning theory; however, the 

practices to foster LA must be more context sensitive.  Language educators must be familiar with 

cultural context and develop their classroom practices that would be rejected or opposed by 

students.  Another practical solution is related to the gradual and flexible nature of the notion of 

autonomy; language educators can gradually implement practices to develop LA and to prepare 

their students to assume more control and responsibility in learning. Numerous implementations 

of pedagogy for LA and establishment of educational practices that place autonomy at the center 

in non-Western contexts as well as investigations of students’ perceptions demonstrate its 

applicability and relevance to non-Western contexts (Benson, 2007, 2011; Littlewood, 1999, 

Palfreyman & Smith, 2003).  However, the application and appropriateness of LA concept to non-

Western educational contexts are beyond the scope of the present study. 

2.2.4 Versions of autonomy in language learning. 

Adding to the complexity of the notion of learner autonomy, there are different versions of 

autonomy emphasized by different researchers. Hamilton (2013) provides an overview and 

comparison of the three main frameworks of autonomy developed by Littlewood, Benson, and 

Macaro.  Littlewood (1996) proposes his own framework of autonomy that incorporates notions 

of user and learner.  He considers the ability to learn and communicate independently as 

significant factors contributing to forming of personal autonomy of an individual, and proposes 

three domains of autonomy in language learning: communication, learning and as a person.  

Autonomy as a communicator is one’s ability to use the language creatively and to select 

strategies for communication appropriate for specific contexts.  Autonomy as a learner is the 

ability to learn independently within or outside classroom and to select learning strategies that 

promote language learning.  Finally, autonomy as a person is an ability to express personal 
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meaning as well as to create one’s own learning context beyond the classroom.  Littlewood 

(1999) also makes a distinction between proactive and reactive autonomy.  Proactive autonomy is 

characterized by learners’ ability “to take charge of their own learning, determine their objectives, 

select methods and techniques and evaluate what has been acquired (Holec, 1981, p.3). Reactive 

autonomy can be described as control over methods of learning content that have been determined 

by others.   In Benson’s terminology, proactive autonomy allows students to control all three 

dimensions: management, cognitive processes and learning content; whereas, reactive autonomy 

is related to control over learning management and cognitive management. 

 Benson (1997) identified three main versions of autonomy: technical, psychological, and 

political.  Each of these different versions emphasizes one of Benson’s dimensions of autonomy: 

for instance, technical autonomy focuses on learning management; psychological autonomy 

revolves around cognitive processes; and finally the political version emphasizes control over 

learning content.     

  Another classification to pedagogy for autonomy is proposed by Smith (cited in Benson, 

2011, p.63).  According to Smith, there are two versions of autonomy pedagogy: “weak” and 

“strong”.  “Weak” approaches tend to view autonomy as an ability that students currently lack 

and need to develop. Thus, students are considered to be deficient in autonomy. In the “strong” 

version, learners already possess some degree of autonomy and can exercise it. 

A final framework of autonomy was proposed by Macaro (1997).  Similarly to Littlewood, 

Macaro recognizes the importance of language use.  The author suggests three main versions: 

autonomy of language competence, autonomy of language learning competence, and autonomy of 

choice and action.  Autonomy of language competence revolves around the idea that language 
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learners gradually move towards producing their own utterances instead of formulaic expressions.  

It is similar to Littlewood’s autonomy as a communicator where the emphasis is on the ability to 

express personal meaning.  Autonomy of language learning competence is one’s ability to adapt 

to a learning environment, developing and using strategies that maximize learning opportunities, 

and making conscious choices about what, how, and when to learn.  Finally, a third version is 

autonomy of choice and action, which is the capacity for the individual to be free to make 

informed choices in planning, carrying out and assessing language learning.  However, this 

autonomy of choice and action is often restricted by sociocultural constraints: educational 

institutions.  

The present study implements a depoliticized notion of LA, in particular the emphasis is 

on two versions of LA: psychological and technical.  First of all, the notion of LA is understood 

as a learner’s psychological readiness to assume control over his or her learning, which is a 

psychological aspect.  Secondly, the focus is also in learner training in various language learning 

strategies and metacognitive knowledge. 

2.2.5. Learner autonomy and motivation. 

Motivation is a concept that is not easy to define, but researchers agree that motivation 

answers the question of why people behave as they do and the direction and magnitude of human 

behavior (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011; Dörnyei, 2014).  Motivation can explain why a person 

chooses to do something and how much effort he or she puts in this endeavor.  In language 

learning, motivation is a key factor contributing to a learner’s success.  Dörnyei & Otto (1998) 

define motivation in language learning: 
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In a general sense, motivation can be defined as the dynamically changing cumulating 

arousal in a person that initiates, directs, coordinates, amplifies, terminates, and evaluates 

the cognitive and motor processes whereby initial wishes and desires are selected, 

prioritized, operationalized, and (successfully or unsuccessfully) acted out. (cited in 

Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011, p. 6) 

This definition points out a crucial characteristic of motivation, which is its dynamic 

nature.  The relationship between LA and motivation are complex.  Spratt, Humphreys, & Chan 

(2002) provide an overview of literature on the relationship between LA and motivation and 

attempt to answer the question about directionality: which one comes first, autonomy or 

motivation.  In the earlier view, motivation was seen as only a product of autonomy: increased 

autonomy and an environment that supports autonomy lead to higher motivation (Deci & Ryan, 

1985; Dickinson, 1995).  However, Spratt et al. (2002) argue that autonomy and motivation have 

a bidirectional relationship.  In addition to the view of increased motivation as a product of 

autonomy, the authors suggest that high motivation is a prerequisite for development of learner 

autonomy.  The results of the study show that “absence of motivation seemed to inhibit practice 

of learner autonomy” (p. 262).  This bidirectional synergetic relationship between autonomy and 

motivation influences the conceptualization of LA in this study and motivation is viewed as an 

integral part of my operationalized notion of autonomy which I will turn to now. 

2.2.6 The operationalized notion of learner autonomy. 

The operationalized definition of LA which will be used in this dissertation is mainly 

based on LA constructs and dimensions proposed by Benson (2011) and Nguyen (2012), as well 

as original constructs that are relevant to the CESL context (see Figure 2.1 below).  Benson 
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presents a framework for dimensions of autonomy in language learning which includes control 

over three main parts: learning content, learning management, and cognitive processes.  

 

Figure 2.1 The Operationalized Definition of Learner Autonomy (based on Benson, 2011, 

Dörnyei, 2014, Nguyen, 2012, Spratt, Humphreys, & Chan, 2002, and original design) 

2.2.6.1 Learning Content: Reasons to learn and efforts to learn.  Control over learning 

content includes setting one’s own goals and purposes, choosing materials and tasks as well as 

discussing assessment.  However, full control over learning content is usually possible only in 

informal self-directed learning; whereas in the context of formal language education, learners can 

take some control over content in the classroom (e.g. topic for an essay or final project) but they 
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can have more control over their out-of-class learning and language use.  Nguyen (2012) 

distinguishes two constructs within control over learning, which is self-initiation in her 

terminology.  The first construct is reasons to learn, motivation which indicates the reasons to 

learn a language.  In this dissertation, the concept of motivation (or reasons to learn) is based on 

Dörnyei’s theoretical framework (Dörnyei, Csizér, & Németh, 2006; Dörnyei, 2014).  In order to 

create valid constructs for motivation, Dörnyei’s theory of the L2 motivational self system will be 

implemented in this study. The idea of possible selves represents “people’s ideas of what they 

might become, what they would like to become, and what they are afraid of becoming” (p. 521). 

There are three main parts to this system: 

1.      Ideal Self involves the characteristics that one wants to possess in the future and deals 

with one’s hopes, aspirations, and wishes. 

2.   Ought-to Self involves attributes that someone else believes a person should possess 

(e.g. personal and social duties, obligations and responsibilities). 

3.      L2 learning experience is concerned with “learner’s situation-specific motives related 

to the immediate learning environment and experience” (Dörnyei, 2014, p. 521) 

 The second construct within self-initiation is making efforts to learn which “implies acts 

of initiating learning activities and behaviors to support learning” (Nguyen, 2012, p. 52).  These 

efforts to learn include learners’ attempts to learn and use English in class and outside of 

classroom as well as PIL-related learning (see the figure below). 
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Figure 2.2 Learner Autonomy: Control over Learning Content 

2.2.6.2 Learning management.  The management of learning processes is achieved by 

conscious selection of learning strategies. Cohen (1998) defines learning strategies as “learning 

processes which are consciously selected by the learner” (p. 4).  In earlier research, Wenden 

(1991) presents the following characteristics of learning strategies:  they can be observable or not 

observable, conscious or automatized, amenable to change and finally, problem oriented.  

Wenden also provides a classification of learning strategies where she distinguishes two main 

types: cognitive and self-management strategies.  Cognitive strategies are “mental steps or 

operations the learners use to process both linguistic and sociolinguistic content” (p. 19).  In other 

words, cognitive strategies are operations carried out directly on the material or content to be 

learned.  However, self-management (also known as metacognitive) strategies are the steps taken 

by the learners to plan, self-monitor and self-evaluate their learning process.   Rivers (2001) finds 

that expert language learners implement metacognitive strategies.  Benson (2011) used a learning 

strategy classification developed by O’Malley and Chamot (1990) with three types: cognitive, 

metacognitive (self-management), and social / affective.  Social and affective strategies involve 
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actions taken by learners to exercise control over learning situations related to others and oneself.  

For instance, social strategies include asking for clarification or verification, asking for 

corrections, cooperating with others.  Affective strategies are directed at oneself and control over 

one’s own emotion, level of anxiety, and motivation.  The identification and classification of 

learning strategies has been one of the main research directions within this field (Wenden, 1991; 

O’Malley & Chamot, 1990; Oxford, 1990, 2010).  Another prolific direction is strategy training 

or Strategy-Based Instruction (SBI) and experimental studies of its effects on the development of 

learner autonomy and students’ overall language development (Yin, 2008; Gu & Nguyen, 2013).  

Brown (2002) provides a practical guide for English learners to enhance their learning English 

experience through use of different strategies.  Figure 2.3 provides a list of different learning 

strategies. 

 

Figure 2.3 Learner Autonomy: Control over Learning Management 
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2.2.6.3 Cognitive processes.  Control over cognitive processes is defined as cognitive 

competencies which underlie observable behaviors of control over learning management and 

learning content.  These competencies include attention, reflection, and metacognitive knowledge. 

Attention or learner’s active mental engagement with linguistic input or output plays an important 

role in language acquisition.  Reflection is the second cognitive capacity discussed by Benson 

(2011).  According to Louden, reflection  is  a “mental process which takes place out of the 

stream of action, looking forward or (usually) back to actions that have taken place” (cited in 

Benson, 2011, p. 104).  Little (2007) values reflection as one of the crucial cognitive processes in 

developing learner autonomy.  

Metacognitive knowledge refers to knowledge about learning which is “...the relatively 

stable information human thinkers have about their own cognitive processes and those of others” 

and can be acquired formally or informally, intentionally or unintentionally (Wenden, 1998, p. 

516).  However, this knowledge is “statable”, meaning that learners can become aware of their 

knowledge and express it.  There are three kinds of knowledge: personal, strategic and task 

knowledge.  Personal knowledge refers to the knowledge that learners have about human 

characteristics that help or create obstacles for learning (e.g. age, language aptitude, etc.).  

Strategic knowledge is related to learners understanding of what learning strategies are and how 

to use them effectively.  The last type, task analysis, is the one Benson finds most relevant to the 

idea of control over the learning process. Task analysis consists of three parts: 1) learners’ 

knowledge about the purpose of a task and how it will benefit them; 2) task needs or demands; 

and 3) a determination of a task’s nature.  Language learners must be capable of analyzing any 

given pedagogical or real life task to be performed and develop their way of approaching this task 
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in the most efficient and successful way.  Figure 2.4 provides a visual outline of cognitive process 

related to LA. 

 

Figure 2.4 Learner Autonomy: Control over Cognitive Processes    

 2.2.7 Measuring learner autonomy. 

The research literature provides valuable insights into the development of learner 

autonomy, the design of different programs that aim at the promotion of LA and the benefits of 

being an autonomous learner.  However, many studies that investigate different approaches to LA 

and their effectiveness often only present pedagogical frameworks and suggestions and/or some 

limited qualitative data on its effectiveness, which is mainly based on teachers’ and learners’ 

perceptions (Chan, 2000; Illes, 2012;  Ma & Gao, 2010; Smith & Craig, 2013).   Benson (2011) 

and Nguyen (2012) suggest and advocate for implementation of a more rigorous measurement of 

learner autonomy which includes both qualitative and quantitative data collection and a more 

careful design of the studies that aim at the evaluation of the development of LA.  Nguyen (2012) 

argues that the studies of the development of LA will be improved by more rigorous measurement 

and analysis of LA.  Nguyen suggests three principles that should guide the design of studies on 
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LA: 1) a clearly defined notion of LA based on which components of learner autonomy can be 

measured and analyzed; 2) implementation of both qualitative and quantitative data; 3) tools that 

are carefully developed, piloted, and validated.  These three principles guided the design of the 

present study.  The goal of the present study is to create a dynamic model for measuring changes 

in LA over time due to educational interventions (e.g. autonomous learning program). 

2.3 Approaches to Fostering Learner Autonomy 

2.3.1 Fostering learner autonomy. 

 The term “fostering autonomy” is widely used in the literature on learner autonomy.  

Autonomy is not something that can be “taught” but rather encouraged and developed within 

appropriate conditions (Benson, 2011, pp. 123-124).  Holec (1981) proposed that there are two 

conditions for the development of learner autonomy: 1) The learner must have the ability to take 

charge over his/her learning and must know how to make the decisions which this involves 2) 

There must be a learning structure in which control over learning can be exercised.  Such 

structure can be an autonomous learning program or autonomous learning within a classroom 

where a teacher encourages and allows learners to carry out their independent learning.  In other 

words, students must be ready to assume control over their learning, possess the necessary 

knowledge about language learning and different tools and strategies as well as there must be a 

structure that allows learners to make their choices, especially when talking about formal 

language education.  I believe that one of the main steps in developing autonomous learners is 

helping them to get ready to assume control over the learning.  Learners must have the right 

mindset and attitude to language learning where they see themselves as responsible and proactive 

agents.  As far as various skills for language learning, I believe that these skills (e.g. use of 
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metacognitive and cognitive strategies, creation of action plans) can only be taught when learners 

are ready to be taught and they are accepting these new ideas.  However, it is important to note 

that learners need multiple opportunities to practice these new skills and encouragement to use 

them within an educational setting. 

2.3.2 Rationales for fostering learner autonomy. 

Recently, LA and ways to promote it have received renewed attention and interest, which 

can be explained by many reasons within the domains of pedagogical and technological advances 

and changes in the understanding of language learning towards autonomous learners.  

Foreign/second language education has changed drastically in the past couple of decades, due to 

new affordances and opportunities that became available to language teachers and learners 

through technological advances, travel opportunities, and globalization.  Present-day language 

learners are exposed to various choices in their language education: numerous learning modes 

(traditional classroom, blended learning, distance learning, self-access centers, etc.) and a variety 

of language learning resources. This change means that language learners must be capable of 

making informed decisions about their language education and take some control over it in order 

to become successful and maximize their learning experience.   In some modes of language 

learning, especially distance, blended, and self-access learning, autonomy is actually a pre-

requisite or necessary characteristic of learners that contributes greatly to the ultimate success in 

these educational practices (Benson, 2007, 2011).  The developments in CALL allow for 

numerous opportunities and affordances for independent learning and interaction with various 

resources and access to target communities; thus the learner must be capable of taking advantage 

over those resources (Reinders & Hubbard, 2013).  
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  There are many reasons why educators in general and language educators in particular 

should understand and value learner autonomy, and should promote it in their own classrooms.  

As mentioned before, autonomy is a natural characteristic of human beings who strive to take 

charge of their lives including education (Benson, 2011; Little, 2007).  This natural tendency 

towards autonomy should be further supported and developed in educational settings.   Shulruf, 

Hattie, & Tumen (2008) found that fifty percent of the factors contributing to student success in 

education (not language specific) are from within students; whereas thirty percent can be 

explained by teacher influence, and only twenty percent are related to other factors (peers, family, 

school, etc.).    

The third reason lies in the pedagogical paradigm change towards learner-centered 

education in general education and language education.  The language learner is no longer a 

passive recipient of predetermined knowledge but an active agent in his or her education.  This 

brings up the issue of the social and political reasons why learners should have opportunities to 

exercise their control over learning.  The emergence of the concept of autonomy in language 

education and general education has been influenced by a multitude of philosophical ideas and 

propositions related to education that directly or indirectly have placed autonomy at the center of 

the learning/teaching process.  Rousseau (1762), Dewey (1916), Freire (1970), Illich (1971) and 

Rogers (1969) have contributed greatly to educational philosophy and valued learner autonomy.  

One of the main changes that have impacted education and language education in particular was a 

renouncement of the old teaching model or “banking model”.  Learners are active agents with 

their own agendas for learning, their own needs and interests.  The teaching process is far more 

complicated than a transmission of knowledge from a teacher to students, but it is even more 

complex when it comes to language learning, which differs from regular subjects like 
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mathematics, physics, and chemistry.  New roles of teachers and learners are promoted in 

autonomous learning even within the contexts of formal language education.  Learners can be 

empowered by participating, creating their own course of language learning.  Teachers are viewed 

not as only sources of information and authority but rather as facilitators, resources and guides in 

the classrooms that promote learner autonomy.  Learners should be able to shape their learning 

even though it is challenging in traditional classroom where institution, curriculum designers, 

teachers assumes control over most of the aspects of education, leave no or little space for 

students to exercise their control over learning and, thus, inhibit the development of their 

autonomy.  

Kumaravadivelu (2001) outlines the characteristics of the postmethod era of language 

pedagogy, which emerged as a reaction to dissatisfaction with the limitations of the concept of 

method and the realization that there is no best method to teach a language.  In the new 

postmethod pedagogy, teachers must have the capacity to select the best techniques from various 

methods for a particular pedagogical task.  Kumaravadivelu describes a postmethod learner as 

autonomous and encourages language educators to promote LA as one feature of postmethod 

pedagogy.  Learner autonomy can also address the issue of a mismatch between the learner’s 

learning style and the teaching style of the instructor because an autonomous learner has the 

knowledge, skills and tools to succeed.  Hashimoto (2012) suggests that the development of LA 

can be an effective answer to the problem of a classroom with heterogeneous proficiency levels.  

The author views fostering learner autonomy as a promising approach to mitigate the issue of 

heterogeneity in proficiency in the language classroom and to address students’ individual needs; 

for example, she implements blogging, which allows for such individualized learning. 
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Finally, the goal of language education is to provide students with the knowledge and 

tools they need to be capable of exploring new areas of knowledge on their own after they leave 

school.  Thus, one of the goals of language education is to equip students for lifelong language 

learning.  What happens after language learners graduate from a language program?   Hopefully, 

they continue to master their target language on their own and they are ready to carry out self-

directed learning projects with or without some assistance from teachers.   

 Benson (2011) provides a widely cited and comprehensive classification of different 

approaches that promote learner autonomy: resource-based, technology-based, learner-based, 

classroom-based, curriculum-based, and teacher-based.  It is important to remember that these 

approaches are interrelated and intertwined. For instance, the technology-based approach is 

actually part of resource-based, however, it is often analyzed separately because of the growing 

influence of technology in education.  Also, technological resources offer not only access but a 

different opportunity for interaction. 

2.3.3 Resource-based approaches. 

This term is used to cover a variety of different modes of learning.  A Self-Access Center 

(SAC) is the oldest and most widely used approach to fostering learner autonomy and is defined 

as “a purpose-designed facility in which learning resources are made directly available to 

learners” (Benson, 2011, p. 128).  These resources include any combination of print materials, 

audio / video, computers and computer programs, access to the Internet, online materials, group 

work space, and counseling services.  Providing students with ongoing support and guidance is a 

crucial element in the success of SAC (Toogood & Pemberton, 2007).  Gardner & Miller (1999, 

2013) developed extensive practical guidelines for establishing and managing self-access centers 
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and presented arguments in favor of self-access language learning (SALL) as a mode of language 

learning. 

Tandem Learning is another example of a resource-based approach to fostering learner 

autonomy where two people who are learning each other’s language are in an arrangement to 

work together.  Distance Learning and Self-Instruction are different from the other two 

approaches because autonomy is not viewed as an outcome but rather a requirement for success in 

these two types of learning.  Self -instruction can be defined as a variety of ways people can teach 

themselves second/foreign languages without guidance from a formal language institution; 

distance learning presupposes a pre-set curriculum and interaction with teachers but not in face-

to-face format.  Finally, Out-of Class Learning, which has recently gained great attention, refers 

to activities and work performed by students to assist classroom learning but have no direct 

relationship with schooling (Benson & Reinders, 2011; Hyland, 2004; Spratt et al., 2002). 

2.3.4 Technology-based approaches. 

         Technology and LA have always shared a common link.  An early enthusiastic attitude 

towards technology and CALL, in particular as a key component for fostering learner autonomy, 

has recently changed to a more complex view of this relationship.  It is certain that technology 

allows students to exercise their control over learning; however, learners need adequate 

preparation, support, and guidance in order to make effective use of technology and develop as 

autonomous learners.  Other researchers have also expressed the concern that there has been a 

confusion about the relationship between LA and technology, where it is assumed that technology 

always leads to increased LA.  However, technology only has the potential to foster LA, but the 

actual fostering might or might not happen (Reinders & White, 2011; Smith & Craig, 2013). 
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         Numerous studies explore the relationship between technology and learner autonomy. 

These studies also examine the effects of technology on the development of LA in different 

educational contexts where technology can occur on different levels: classroom (Illes, 2012; 

Hashimoto, 2012; Luke, 2006), curriculum design (Hafner & Miller, 2011; Smith & Craig, 2013), 

the Self Access Center (Figura & Jarvis, 2007), out-of-class learning (Lai & Gu, 2011; Benson & 

Reinders, 2011), and distance learning (Eneau & Develotte, 2012).  It is important to outline 

several common findings and issues reported in these recent investigations.  As mentioned before, 

it is now widely accepted that learners need to have some explicit instruction on the use and 

benefits of different CALL applications and modeling of effective use.  Students also need 

ongoing guidance and support in their use of CALL in order to become efficient and effective 

CALL users (Morgan, 2012; Reinders, 2011; Reinders & White, 2011; Reinders & Hubbard, 

2013; Smith & Craig, 2013).  Morgan found that even “digital natives,” who are very familiar and 

experienced with technology, need to have some training to transfer this general knowledge to 

language learning.  Lai & Morrison (2013) propose normalization of learner-training and support 

in the technology-enhanced language learning environment, due to “a strong need for developing 

the necessary attitudes and competency” in such environments (p. 155).  Even though learner 

training should be context sensitive and reflect the needs of a particular environment, the authors 

suggest three main aspects in training presented in various reported studies: affective and 

attitudinal support, technical support, and learning support.  The first deals with raising students’ 

awareness of the benefits and potentials of technology in language learning in order to establish a 

positive and enthusiastic attitude.  Technical support, which is the training in the use of the actual 

technology, is needed not only for the “digital immigrant” but “digital natives” as well.  Finally, 

learning support focuses learners’ attention on language learning issues. 
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         Another challenge in the investigation of LA in general and in the CALL environment in 

particular is the difficulty of measuring LA.  Most of the studies present accounts of pedagogical 

frameworks that use technology and CALL to foster LA and qualitative data based on students’ 

surveys, interviews, and teachers’ observations.  However, a more rigorous research design and 

careful data collection tool development are necessary to create sound studies of LA.  This issue 

will be addressed again later in this chapter. 

2.3.5 Learner-based approaches. 

The focus of these approaches is on learner training in order to become a better language 

learner.  Learners are trained in language use and language learning strategies and techniques as 

well as in the ability to select appropriate strategies for the task at hand (Oxford, 1990, 2010; 

Macaro, 2006; Wenden, 1991).  Learning management is described as behaviors employed by 

learners in the planning, organization and evaluation of learning.  Learners achieve this 

management of the learning processes by conscious selection of different learning strategies: 

metacognitive, cognitive, social, and affective.  An approach to learner training in strategies is 

known as Strategy-Based Instruction (SBI).  According to Cohen (2000), SBI is “a learner 

centered approach to teaching that extends classroom strategy training to include both explicit and 

implicit integration of strategies into the course content” (p. 16).  Students are encouraged to build 

an individual strategy repertoire and learn to select strategies that are most effective for the 

context. Benson (2011) points out that current practice and research advocates an integration of 

learner strategy training in language learning activities or overall course design in a way that 

students receive experiential learning.  Another important desirable characteristic of strategy 

training is reflection and flexibility, because it promotes students’ awareness of appropriateness of 

strategy use and compatibility with personal preferences.  
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2.3.6 Classroom-based approaches. 

Classroom-based approaches emphasize learners’ control over classroom learning in terms 

of planning and evaluating. Benson (2011) reviews previous research which shows the positive 

effect of learners’ control over classroom planning on developing both learner autonomy and 

language learning (Littlejohn, 1983, Smith, 2001, Kohyama, 2003).  Students can decide on what 

they want to learn and how. Pair and group work is an essential part, because it allows a shift of 

attention from teacher to students.   

Self-assessment has been a prominent topic in the literature on learner autonomy.  Self-

assessment can be a great way to do formative assessment rather than summative, especially when 

evaluating one’s overall proficiency. A number of self-assessment tools have been developed 

including self-marked tests, progress cards on which students report whether they achieved pre-

set goals and self-rating scales.  A portfolio is also a commonly used self-assessment tool which 

can contain various types of most representative students’ works.  David Little (2009) advocates 

the implementation of the European Language Portfolio as a way to promote LA. 

Developing frameworks and techniques that aim at fostering learner autonomy in a 

classroom is a prominent direction in the research on LA (Catterall, 2000, Chan, 2000, Gu & 

Nguyen, 2013).  For instance, Chan (2000) argues that it is possible to promote learner autonomy 

even in contexts “where independence and individuality are neither required, valued nor nurtured” 

such as in the Hong Kong educational scene (p. 76).  Chan placed learner autonomy as a primary 

goal of an/his/her English course and explained its benefits to the students in the briefing session.  

Students undertook the following individual and group tasks: short talks and seminar discussions, 

group presentations, debates and a newspaper project.  It is important to note here that students 
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were responsible for choosing topics, texts, assigning different roles to students, etc.  In order to 

check on students’ progression, attitudes and perceptions of the course, Chan incorporated mid-

term student-teacher consultations in the course.   Students reported positive attitudes towards the 

classroom changes. 

There are other activities that promote LA.  For instance, Illes (2012) suggests the use of 

the following classroom activities that promote learner autonomy: translation, literature, blogs, 

and website designing.  These activities allow for problem-solving, decision making, creativity, 

and coping with ambiguity. Also, she suggests the use of activities that raise learners’ language 

awareness in terms of understanding that there are many different varieties of English.  However, 

these studies only present the pedagogical frameworks or techniques for promoting LA, but there 

is not enough evidence that would indicate that the levels of autonomy actually increased in 

students. 

2.3.7 Curriculum-based approaches. 

Curriculum-based approaches bring the idea of learner control to the curriculum level.  

Curriculum-based approaches were formalized in the idea of a process syllabus, which implies 

negotiation of learning content and procedures as means through which communication is 

achieved (Breen, 1987).  Thus, the teacher’s role is to provide a plan of the decisions to be made 

by learners and a bank of activities that would facilitate those decisions. It is also a cyclical 

process: making decisions and evaluating.  The weak version of the process syllabus is when 

learners have complete control over one part of the traditional syllabus, typically a project. In the 

strong version, there is neither presupposed content nor approach: everything is negotiated 

throughout the course.  
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     Ma and Gao (2010) describe the nature of the process syllabus: “ Process means taking 

students through various stages of producing language and it emphasizes the value of 

collaborative learning, learner-centeredness, learner autonomy and shared decision-making in the 

language classroom” (p. 902).  Cotterall (2000) suggested five main principles for designing 

language courses that  aim at fostering learner autonomy: 1) the course reflects learners’ goals in 

its language, tasks, and strategies; 2)  course tasks are explicitly linked to a simplified model of 

the language learning process; 3) course tasks either replicate real-world communicative tasks or 

provide a rehearsal for such tasks; 4) the course incorporates discussion and practice with 

strategies that can facilitate learners’ performance; and 5) the course promotes reflection on 

learning (pp. 111-112).  

2.3.8 Teacher-based approaches. 

 The emphasis is placed on a teacher who plays crucial role in communicating ideas about 

language learning to their students (Lamb & Reinders, 2007; Yan, 2010).  Voller (1997) suggests 

that three main roles of teachers in autonomous learning are: facilitator, counselor, and resource 

(cited in Egel, 2009).  The successful fostering of learner autonomy depends on teacher 

autonomy.  In order for teachers to be able to promote learner autonomy, they should be 

autonomous in their own teaching practice.  Thavenius (1999) defined an autonomous teacher as 

one who “reflects on her teacher role and who can change it, who can help her learners become 

autonomous, and who is independent enough to let her learners become independent” (cited in 

Benson, 2011, p. 188).   Teacher autonomy involves one’s own awareness and reflection on 

teaching practices and self-directed professional development.  Another prominent aspect of the 

teacher-based approach to fostering learner autonomy is language advising / counseling, which 

has developed into its own field within language education and is often associated with self-
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access centers.  Karlsson, Kjisik, & Nordlund (2007) advocate language counseling as a crucial 

component within autonomous learning programs.  The role of counselor is different from the 

teacher’s role and “the interaction in counseling is a dialog in which the role of the counselor is 

not that of questioner knowing the right answer, but a participant in a dialog looking for a joint 

answer” (p. 52).  Language advising will be discussed in detail later in this chapter. 

     Action research is another way to foster teacher autonomy and is carried out by teachers in 

their own classroom in order to get a deeper understanding of classroom practices, students’ 

perceptions, challenges, attitudes, etc.   The benefit of action research is that it combines theory 

and practice and can inform and reshape teachers’ practice and prevent stagnation in practice. 

Karlsson, Kjisik, & Nordlund (2007) also suggest interrelatedness and interdependence between 

three components: learner autonomy, reflective teaching and collaborative action research.  

 As mentioned earlier, all of these approaches don’t exist in isolation.  Any educational 

practice or a program that aims at fostering LA combines several of these approaches.  Moreover, 

it is necessary to have these different approaches present in order to encourage LA, because 

language learners need not only the training (learner-based approaches) but also the  resources for 

independent interaction (resource-based and technology-based approaches) and they need a 

structure that allows them to exercise their autonomy in their everyday learning (classroom and/or 

curriculum-based approaches).  Finally, if teachers don’t understand the value and importance of 

autonomy and don’t create multiple opportunities to exercise learner control in the classroom, 

learners will not be able to develop as independent learners.  This multitude of different 

approaches to fostering LA reflects the complexity and multidimensionality of the concept of LA.   

2.3.9 Learner autonomy and advising in language learning. 
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 As it was mentioned earlier, language learning advising is a central component of 

educational practices that aim at fostering LA (Karlsson, Kjisik, & Nordlund, 2007; Mynard & 

Carson, 2012).  It is reviewed in this section separately from other teacher-based approaches 

because of its important and unique place in this study.  Advising for language learning (ALL) 

was recognized as a professional field around twenty years ago, however, as Mynard and Carson 

(2012) point out, not much has been written about ALL and it is still an emerging field.  The first 

conference dedicated to this topic was held at Kanda University of International Studies in 2012 

(Thornton, 2012).  Mynard and Carson (2012) define advising in language learning as “the 

process of assisting students in directing their own paths in order to become better, more 

autonomous language learners” (p. 4).  Another term used for ALL is language counselling.  

However, Mynard and Carson encourage the use of “advising” because of the meanings and 

associations that counselling possesses, as it implies overcoming personal issues.  There are 

different forms that advising can take, including but not limited to, face-to-face individual 

meetings, written exchange between learner and advisor, online interaction (forums, blogs, 

emails) and group meetings/workshops.   

Mozzon-McPherson (2007) discusses learning advising services at the Self-Access Center 

at University of Hull and its place within SAC.  She emphasizes the importance of collaboration 

between learning advisors, regular teaching staff, curriculum developers, and a technical support 

team.  She characterizes the special role of learning advisors as being, primarily, language 

learning experts regardless of the target language; thus, advisors must be knowledgeable and 

experienced in both theory and practice of language teaching in order to guide students 

successfully.  Mynard and Carson (2012) outline the differences between the advisor’s role and 

the teachers’ role in helping students learn a language based on several criteria: aims, practices, 
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skills, location, and discourse.  The main goal of a learning advisor is to help students to become 

more autonomous, whereas, the teacher’s primary goal is to help students master the content; 

however, some teachers may promote autonomy as well, but there are many variables that can 

affect this process: curriculum, time, and experience constraints. The main difference between a 

teacher’s and an advisor’s practice is the opportunity for individual interaction between an advisor 

and advisee, which can take place face-to-face or in writing. The dialogical nature of this 

interaction is crucial.  The set of skills that the advisor possesses include macro (initiating, goal-

setting, guiding modelling, etc.) and micro (attending, paraphrasing, questioning, etc.).  The 

location of advising is usually outside of classroom in a designated space.  The discourse involves 

a dialog where advisor’s listening, attending, and interpretive skills are implemented.  Some of 

the activities implemented by advisors include tandem learning, drop-in speaking skills 

opportunities, strategy-based workshops and staff seminars.   

2.4 Ecological perspective on language learning 

Originally, ecology was associated only with the study and management of ecosystems.  

The term was invented by a German biologist Ernst Haeckel to refer to “the totality of 

relationships of an organism with all other organisms with which it comes into contact” (van Lier, 

2004, p. 3).  Currently, this term is also used to refer to a worldview that places ecology or human 

surrounding above humans and views human beings as part of a greater natural order.   This 

worldview is the opposite of an anthropocentric worldview in which humans are in control of the 

world around them and exploit it (Van Lier, 2004, p.3).  The ecological approach, when applied to 

second language acquisition (SLA) research, emphasizes the importance of context and processes 

that take place within learners and their learning environment.  The ecological view of language 

acquisition has appeared among other alternatives to the cognitive/ psychological view that 
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dominated the SLA field for decades.  These different alternatives (Sociocultural approach, 

Complexity Theory, Language Socialization and others) form “socially oriented explanations for 

L2 learning and associated constructs” (Ortega, 2011, p.168 in Atkinson, 2011).   The ecological 

approach and Complexity Theory both imply the nonlinear and emergent nature of language 

acquisition.  This dissertation will implement some notions from the ecological approach to 

language learning in order to investigate LA.  Van Lier (2004) states that, “...ecology is a 

contextualized or situated form of research” (p. 3).  There are several concepts and notions crucial 

to an ecological approach to language learning that will be adopted for this dissertation. 

  The notion of affordances is crucial for understanding the ecological perspective on 

language learning and learner autonomy.  Chan (2012) discuss this notion and its origin. Gibson 

(1979) was the first to use the term and refer to the “complementarity of an animal and the 

environment” (Gibson (1979) cited in Chan, 2012, p. 62).  The environment of an organism 

provides affordances or ways in which this organism can interact with this environment.  For 

instance, van Lier provides (2004) a simple example of mother’s finger as an affordance for a 

child to develop grasping (p. 91).  The concept of affordance in language learning means a 

relationship between a learner and the environment: all physical, social, and symbolic affordances 

that can provide an opportunity for activity.   Learning can occur purposefully or intentionally in a 

language classroom or accidentally or unintentionally while reading an online magazine, playing 

a video game or talking to friend.  However, the main idea is that learning can happen when one 

takes advantage of a learning opportunity or affordance.  The notion of affordance is central to 

LA because autonomous learners take advantage of affordances available to them or, even more, 

they create these opportunities.  According to Hamilton (2013), “the notion of affordances 

embraces the sense of choice and agency integral to the concept of learner autonomy.” (p. 77)  
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Another concept that has been adopted, context, is at the center of investigation, and does 

not just mean supplemental information.  In this dissertation, the context shapes how learner 

autonomy is defined and thus how the present study was developed.  LA is a concept that is 

flexible and context-sensitive and the interpretation that fits the study’s context best was 

implemented.  Emergence refers to a process of reorganization of simple elements into more 

complex systems and is used in biology to describe many phenomena when simple organisms 

(e.g. slime mold) reorganized themselves into more complex or intelligent ones (Van Lier, 2004).  

In language learning, emergence is a process of not gradual, linear acquisition, but rather a 

process where elements come together to form new knowledge.  LA is not something that can be 

taught to language learners, but can be fostered or promoted, i.e. it can emerge under particular 

conditions and when different components or elements of LA combine to create a greater degree 

of autonomy.  Activity is what learners engage in in order to learn the language which can happen 

inside or outside of classroom; classroom is a community of practice where learners carry out 

their learning activities of different kinds, working with others or on their own (Van Lier, 2004, 

pp. 4-8).  This study will attempt to uncover the totality of activities undertaken by PIL 

participants inside and outside of the classroom.  As outlined in the operationalized notion of LA, 

I am concentrating on learners’ efforts and activities they engage in the four main categories: in-

class learning, out-of-class learning, out-of-class language use, and finally, activities and events 

that that learners engage in for the Program for Intentional Learning.  Out-of-classroom learning 

has recently attracted great attention in the SLA field as researchers and language teachers have 

realized that what students do outside of classroom is just as important as what they do during 

language classes (Benson & Reinders, 2011; Richards, 2015; Richards & Nunan, 2015).  

2.5 Importance of Future Research on Learner Autonomy 
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 Language educators realized the importance of encouraging LA even in the context of 

formal language education (Benson, 2011).  Over the past decade, there has been a rapid growth 

of educational practices and programs that foster LA at different levels: classroom, curriculum, 

and institution. The literature provides numerous descriptive research papers on these educational 

practices and some accounts of the changes in degrees of LA due to these programs.  However, 

both Benson (2011) and Nguyen (2012) argue that researchers need to conduct valid and rigorous 

studies on LA development due to these interventions that implement both quantitative and 

qualitative data.  First of all, the authors argue that future research must be based on 

operationalized notions of LA with measurable and observable sub-constructs in order to be able 

to create valid data collection instruments.  It is also crucial to adopt a mixed-method research 

design to triangulate the results and to create a valid and comprehensive account of changes in 

degrees of LA.  Finally, all of the data collection tools must be based on the operationalized 

notion of LA and they must be validated through a series of piloting and revisions. In other words, 

the research on LA must focus on creating comprehensive and dynamic models for measuring LA 

that emphasize validity, rigor, and replicability.  

2.6 Final Remarks on Learner Autonomy 

 The notion of LA is complex and multifaceted and it is hard to define but it is 

unanimously accepted as a desired quality for modern language learners, at least in Western 

educational contexts.  There is an overwhelming number of theoretical works or descriptions of 

what LA is and different characteristics of autonomous learners as well as research studies that 

investigate the development of LA due to some sort of education intervention / treatment.  

However, as it was mentioned in the previous section, many studies on LA are descriptive in 

nature and do not implement a valid and rigorous study design (Benson, 2011; Nguyen, 2012).   
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First of all, for the purpose of the study and the development of the Program for 

Intentional Learning (PIL), I implemented a depoliticized notion of LA as a capacity to take 

“control” over one’s own learning process (Benson, 2011) with an emphasis on two version of 

LA: psychological and technical autonomy.   The psychological aspect of LA is related to 

learner’s readiness and willingness to take control or to become autonomous in language learning.  

It is important to note that I believe that autonomy should not be forced on learners and they have 

to make a choice to become more independent and responsible in order for educational 

intervention to be successful.  The technical version of LA emphasizes learner training in 

different language learning skills, strategies, metacognitive knowledge, and learning behaviors 

that are associated with autonomous learners.   

For the present study, I created an operationalized definition of LA with various sub- 

constructs that can be observed and measured; this operationalized definition serves as a 

foundation for developing instruments that capture changes in degrees of LA.  This definition or 

understanding of LA was developed through extensive research on LA and by bringing together 

the most current and appropriate theories and frameworks related to these sub-constructs of LA 

(see Figure 2.1 for this operationalized notion of LA on p. 38).  Both Benson’s (2011) and 

Nguyen’s (2012) frameworks for different dimensions of LA were combined and resulted in 

multidimensional and multilevel definition of LA.  For the sub-construct of Reasons to Learn or 

motivation, I adopted Dörnyei’s L2 motivational self system because it provided a comprehensive 

and reasonable explanation for language learning motivation.  The classification of language 

learning strategies was based on the research by Rebecca Oxford (1990, 2010) and Strategy 

Inventory for Language Learning survey (SILL). 
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The classification of approaches to foster LA (Benson, 2011) provides an overview of 

different educational ways to facilitate the development of LA and how these approaches were 

implemented in practice in different contexts.  In the present study, it is assumed that LA can be 

developed or fostered within a context of formal language education through systematic 

educational intervention / practice when language learners choose to participate on a voluntary 

basis.  Finally, LA is understood as a dynamic continuum where learners can be more or less 

autonomous and they can become more autonomous on their own or with guidance, training, and 

support in their educational context. 

2.7 Chapter Summary 

 The first part of this chapter provided a critical examination of the research on learner 

autonomy as a multidimensional and dynamic concept, its history, and different approaches to 

fostering LA in multiple contexts.  The second part outlined my theoretical position on LA and 

the framework which guided this study.  With a realization of LA as an ultimate educational goal 

within the context of formal language education (Benson, 2011), educators and researchers have 

concentrated their efforts on creating educational practices and techniques to foster LA and have 

measured the changes in degree of LA due to intervention.  However, the main criticism of 

research on LA is a lack of or insufficient rigor in measuring LA.  This study attempts to 

investigate the development of LA using rigorous study design by using the principles outlined by 

Nguyen (2012).   

First of all, the study must implement a carefully constructed and validated 

operationalized notion of learner autonomy.  In order to measure the changes in degree of LA, I 

created a comprehensive and research-based notion of LA and developed a list of LA sub- 
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constructs.  LA is ability to exercise control over the three dimensions of learning: 1) learning 

content, 2) learning management, and 3) learning processes (Benson, 2011).  For each 

component, there are several sub-constructs developed based on current research.  For instance, 

control over learning content is further divided into reason to learn (motivation) and efforts to 

learn.  The second component, learning management, includes learner use of four types of 

strategies: metacognitive, cognitive, social, and affective.  Finally, learning processes are 

comprised of reflection, attention, and metacognitive knowledge.  The second principle of 

Nguyen’s framework is adopting both qualitative and quantitative tools in order to capture the 

development of LA and to triangulate data.   The final suggestion is a careful design and piloting 

of the instruments for data collection.  In this present study, all of the tools were carefully 

designed based on the operationalized notion of LA and the tools were piloted.  The 

methodological aspect of the paper will be discussed in depth in the next chapter.  Finally, some 

concepts associated with the ecological perspective on language learning will be implemented and 

explored in this study: affordance, context, activity, and emergence. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH DESIGN 

3.1 Introduction 

The first part of this chapter provides a detailed description of the research context for this 

dissertation, the Program for Intentional Learning (PIL), its participants, history, and design.  The 

second describes the research design, data collection tools, and data analysis procedures. This 

research study was planned to adopt a mixed-methods research design and implement various 

quantitative and qualitative instruments to collect the data.  However, during the data collection 

period of this investigation, several challenges and issues emerged and led to a major change in 

study design.  Thus, the actual design is a multiple-case study with various data collection tools.  

The instruments are designed to rigorously measure the changes in degrees of learner autonomy 

(LA) in case study participants and to provide multiple perspectives.   

3.2 Research Site: Program for Intentional Learning 

3.2.1 Program for Intentional Learning: Context and history.  

 The Program for Intentional Learning (PIL) is a co-curricular program which was 

developed and implemented at the Center for English as a Second Language (CESL) at the 

University of Arizona (UA).  The overall goal of this program is to foster learner autonomy and to 

develop successful lifelong language learners. 

3.2.1.1 CESL and CESL language learning programs. The University of Arizona (UA) 

is the state land-grant research university located in Tucson, Arizona. According to the UA 

official website, the total student population was 42,236 in 2014.  CESL is located on UA campus 
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and is fully accredited by the Commission on English Language Program Accreditation (CEA).  

At the time of this study, the number of students enrolled in the program was around five 

hundred.  The center offers a variety of programs that can be put into three main categories: 

English learning programs, teacher training programs, and customized programs.  English 

learning programs include the following: 

Intensive English Program (IEP) available for full- time and part-time options.  This program will 

be discussed in detail in the next section since the students of this program are the main target 

population for PIL.  Below is a brief description of different CESL programs. 

ESL Graduate Bridge Program is an advanced ESL program designed for students who want to 

complete higher level courses than IEP before entering university.  The courses are designed for 

pre-academic students who want to pursue graduate degrees in the US.  The instruction includes 

high level ESL classes as well as classes in the intended field of study with the support of an ESL 

teacher.  The goal of this program is to prepare ESL students for mainstream academic classes. 

 ESL Undergraduate Bridge Program has sheltered English immersion credit-bearing courses.        

UA courses are supported by ESL classes and serve as a bridge to university courses at the 

undergraduate level. 

Evening Program offers skill-based small-size classes. 

Local Portable Classes provides an opportunity to bring any of CESL classes to a client’s 

location. 

Other CESL programs include the Nogales Arizona Program, Online Program, Intensive 

Skills Workshops, Teen English Program, and Tutoring Program. 
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3.2.1.2 Intensive English Program.  As mentioned above, IEP students are the primary 

beneficiaries of PIL services and the program design was created with IEP students in mind due 

to the fact that the IEP student population is the largest in CESL and they spend more time daily 

in CESL than in any other program.  However, students from any CESL program are welcome to 

participate in PIL.  The IEP is CEA accredited and provides high quality ESL instruction.  It is 

conducted in 8-week sessions that begin in August, October, January, March, and June of every 

year.  There are seven proficiency levels: 1- low beginning, 2-beginning, 3-high beginning, 4-low 

intermediate, 5-intermediate, 6- low advanced, and 7- advanced.  The number of class hours is 20-

23 per week.  The curriculum for each proficiency level consists of the following classes: oral 

communication, written communication, reading, and grammar.   

3.2.1.3 PIL history.  Over the past three years, CESL experienced a rapid growth in 

student enrollment; however, recently, the enrollment has decreased due to external factors.  The 

conception and inception of PIL were sparked by this rapid growth which revealed the necessity 

for a systematic way to support and enhance students’ learning skills.  PIL can be categorized as 

an autonomous learning program and a co-curricular program that provides students with ongoing 

support to become better language learners and college students.  Due to the fact that autonomy is 

about making the decision to take responsibility for one’s own learning, the participation in PIL is 

on a voluntary basis.  The first period for full implementation of this program was in the fall of 

2015.  The program targets CESL students of level four (low intermediate) and higher since the 

content of PIL materials requires this particular minimal level of proficiency.  I have been a part 

of the PIL design team since 2014 and was involved in all of the developmental stages: inception, 

research, content development, piloting / soft roll out, and full implementation.  The goal of the 

program is to provide students with the knowledge, tools, and resources to become successful 
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lifelong language learners as well as to prepare CESL students for the transition to American 

universities.  The program inception can be dated to 2013-2014, with the program’s main design 

during 2014-2015.  The program’s soft roll out or piloting happened during the summer of 2015.  

During this period, five PIL workshops were conducted in different IEP classes, mostly in level 4 

because the goal was to test the content in terms of language accessibility as well as scope, 

validity, and interactivity.  CESL has two main sites for IEP classes: the CESL building and the 

Park site (pseudonym) which is located near campus.  PIL workshops are offered on both sites in 

order to provide services to the larger CESL student population.  

3.2.2 Mission statement.   

The official PIL website introduces the Mission Statement of the program which is three-

fold: 

1.   To provide students with the knowledge, tools, resources, and ongoing 

support to become better language learners and to enhance their English learning 

experience at CESL. 

2.   To prepare students for successful transition to an American university 

through introduction and discussion of American academic and general culture and 

training in academic skills. 

3.   To develop life-long successful learners who are prepared to prosper in a 

global society (retrieved http://www.cesl.arizona.edu/pilprogram, February, 2016). 

 

 

http://pilprogram.weebly.com/about-pil.html
http://pilprogram.weebly.com/about-pil.html
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3.2.3 The design of Program for Intentional Learning.    

The initial conceptual design of the program focuses on learner development in three main 

areas: personal / social skills, language learning skills, and general academic skills.  The 

program’s goal is to help ESL learners to become more autonomous; thus, LA is viewed as a  

learner’s characteristic or quality that can be fostered or positively affected.  There are several 

modules for each type of skill (see Appendix B).  Most of the modules are conducted in the form 

of a workshop.  However, as the content development, piloting and students’ and teachers’ 

feedback took place, the design of the program had some minor changes resulting in the creation 

of additional modules.  The Figure 3.1 provides a comprehensive list of all PIL workshops that 

were developed by April of 2016.  However, for the purposes of this investigation, I will focus on 

the first five workshops that target learner training in language learning skills (What is PIL?, Goal 

Setting, Learning Profile and Strategies) and academic skills (Secrets to A Successful College 

Student I: Learning How to Learn and Secrets to A Successful College Student II: US Academic 

Culture/Values). These five workshops are the core of PIL and they were implemented in the fall 

I session (August-October of 2015).  Another major component in PIL services is learning 

advising services provided by two Learning Advisors.  In the next two sections, I will provide a 

detailed description of the main five workshops and a brief outline of additional PIL workshops 

that are not investigated in this study, and then I will discuss the role of learning advising within 

PIL design. 
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*The components that are outlined in blue color are conducted as workshops. 

Figure 3.1 Design of the Program for Intentional Learning (April, 2016) 

3.2.4 Workshops.  

 Most PIL modules are conducted as 45-60 minutes workshops and the targeted quantity 

of participants is around 15 students.  Students choose to participate in any workshop on 

voluntary basis.  There are two formats for workshops: regular workshops available to CESL 

students on a voluntary basis and the On-Call Workshop format, when PIL workshops visit a 



71 
 

CESL classroom upon the request from a teacher.  The schedule for PIL workshops for the fall I 

session is summarized in the table in Appendix C.   

3.2.4.1 What is PIL?  The workshop What is PIL? is an introduction to the PIL program.  

The main part of this workshop focuses on students reflections on their previous learning 

experiences through completion of the Language Learning History Survey (see Appendix) 

followed by a group discussion.  The second part of the workshop introduces a simplified 

language learning model which was adapted from Cotterall (2000). This model includes the 

following components of language learning: 1) goal, needs, and motivation; 2) input, practice, and 

output; 3) feedback and reflection.  Students discuss the importance of each and work with 

examples of each component.  In the final part, students discuss the importance of learning and 

life goals and the role of motivation.  After the display of two vision boards that include 

depictions (from magazines and the internet) of personal life goals and aspirations created by two 

learning advisors, students are asked to create their own vision boards. 

3.2.4.2 Goal setting.  The second workshop continues the last topic of goal setting which 

was introduced in the first one.   The main focus of the workshop is to help students set their 

personal learning goals and create effective action plans.  At the beginning of this workshop, 

students recall what a goal is and share their CESL goals.  Learning advisors then present the 

main parts of an action plan: goal, objectives, and action.  In order to ensure students’ 

understanding of the differences between these three terms, students participate in a matching 

activity where they match different actions to three objectives.  In the second part of the 

workshop, students create their own action plans with the help of workshop facilitators and their 

peers. 
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3.2.4.3 Language learning profile and strategies.  This workshop’s overall goal is to help 

students understand their learning preferences and become familiar with different language 

learning strategies.  First, the participants learn about the different and most common channels for 

receiving information (visual, auditory, tactile, and kinesthetic) and apply them to language 

learning.  Second, they fill out an online survey that determines their learning preferences (visual, 

auditory, and tactile) and discuss the result with their partners.  Finally, students learn about 

different language learning strategies and select several to apply in the near future.  

3.2.4.4 Secrets of a successful college student I: learning how to learn.  This workshop 

targets the development of metacognitive skills.  It reviews the process of goal-setting and 

provides useful techniques and tips to develop good time management skills through discussion of 

the importance of balancing different aspects of life and learning how to plan your life.  The 

second part introduces the common college issue of procrastination and suggests some simple 

steps anyone can take to avoid procrastination as well as explore a variety of modern online tools 

to keep one’s life organized. 

3.2.4.5 Secrets of a successful college student II: US academic culture / values. 

         The CESL population is multiethnic, with the majority of students coming from Saudi 

Arabia, Kuwait, and China.  Often CESL students arrive in the US for the first time and their only 

academic experience is in their home country.  During the workshop, students discuss the 

following aspects of US academic/university culture: classroom etiquette and behavior, proper 

interaction with professors (face-to-face and via email), interaction with classmate, the 

importance of collaboration, and finally, successful students’ mindset and characteristics.  The 
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discussion and activities revolve around the participants’ own experiences studying English at 

CESL and comparisons with their previous learning experience in their home countries. 

3.2.4.6 Other PIL workshops.  PIL offers other workshops that focus on the development 

of academic skills that are beyond the scope of this dissertation.  For instance, the Note Taking 

and TOEFL workshops enhance students’ understanding of the importance of note taking and test 

taking skills as well provide students with strategies and tips and hands-on practice.  

Incorporating Others Ideas into Your Writing addresses the issue of intellectual property and its 

value in US academic culture.  It is a crucial topic for CESL students since this idea of intellectual 

property may not be present in the student’s native culture.  Workshop participants also learn 

about good practices of paraphrasing and quotation, as well as the MLA citation format since it is 

commonly used in CESL.  Finally, a series of workshop on digital literacies offers participants 

hands-on experience with the most useful modern applications: Google Drive, PowerPoint, and 

D2L (learning management system).  

3.2.4.7 Participation in PIL workshops in the fall I session of 2015.  This study 

investigates the first full implementation period of PIL, which happened in the fall of 2015, in 

particular, in the first session of the CESL IEP program (August 24th -October 16th).  During this 

period, five PIL workshops were offered in CESL and Park site (What is PIL?; Goal Setting; 

Learning Profile and Strategies; Secrets to A Successful College Student I: Learning How to 

Learn, and Secrets to A Successful College Student II: US Academic Culture /Values).  The total 

number of PIL participants was 59 CESL students; however, 37 students came to only one PIL 

workshop.  Learning advisors kept attendance records and shared this information.  Table 3.1 

summarizes the numbers for PIL participation for the first fall session. 



74 
 

Table 3.1  

Number of PIL Participants for Fall I Session, 2015 

Number of CESL students Number of workshops attended 

37 

4 

9 

8 

0 

1 

2 

3 

4 

5 

 

3.2.5 PIL and advising in language learning.   

Currently, CESL employs two learning advisors who are in charge of the PIL program.  

Students can make an appointment for individual advising sessions with a learning advisor.  In 

contrast to workshops that are aimed at level 4 and higher, advising sessions are available to all 

CESL students upon request.  It is important to note that all services provided by PIL, including 

language learning advising, are free of charge and can be provided to any CESL student upon 

request.   

The goal of these individual meetings is to provide advice and guidance regarding topics 

such as goal setting, learning strategies, study resources, and time management to help students 

become independent learners.  Learning advisors also have drop-in or “interactional” hours at the 

Student Learning Center where students often spend time before, after or between their classes.  

The goal is to make initial contact and to socialize with students as well as to promote PIL.   

3.2.6 PIL as a hybrid approach to fostering learner autonomy.  

 Educational practices that foster LA are complex, dynamic, and multidimensional.  

Benson (2011) suggests that these educational practices are hybrid in nature since they combine 
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several different approaches to fostering LA.  As discussed in Chapter 2, there are six approaches 

to fostering LA: 1) resource-based, 2) learner-based, 3) classroom-based, 4) technology-based, 5) 

curriculum-based, and 6) teacher-based.  PIL serves as an example of hybrid approach, since it 

combines to some extent all of the approaches, except for the class-room based ones.  

The curriculum-based approach is realized in the overall design of the program that places 

autonomy as one of the main goals.  The resource-based and technology-based approaches are 

present through introduction and exploration of various CESL resources, online resources for 

language learning, planning and time management.  The learner-based approaches are at the 

center of PIL and are realized in learner training in understanding the nature of language learning, 

goal-setting, language learning strategy use, development of metacognitive skills, and reflection.  

Another crucial component of this program is learning advising and overall student support in 

autonomous learning, which is emphasized in the literature as beneficial for the development of 

LA and the success of autonomous learning programs (Karlsson, Kjisik, & Nordlund, 2007; 

Smith & Craig, 2013).  Finally, teacher-based approaches are a part of the PIL design through on-

going teacher orientations to PIL and collaboration between CESL teachers and the PIL staff.  

This collaboration includes discussion of ideas for future workshops, piloting content, and 

receiving feedback from experienced teachers as well as the teachers’ ability to recommend and 

direct students to PIL.  A future direction for the development of PIL is to create and implement 

teacher training and support for fostering LA in their classroom which are considered teacher-

based and classroom-based approaches.  Currently, this future workshop or series of workshops 

for CESL teachers is conceptualized as a hands-on seminar that briefly introduces the concept of 

LA but mostly focuses on in-class activities and techniques that will encourage LA. 
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3.3. Research Design 

3.3.1. Original Research Design 

3.3.1.1 The description of the original research design.   

This study was originally designed to implement a mixed-methods research design 

(Creswell, 2003), also known as a multi-strategy research (Bryman, 2006) which combines 

qualitative and quantitative practices for research and distinguished by researchers as a distinct 

research approach with its advantages and purposes (Bryman, 2006; Benz & Newman, 2008).   

The reason why this particular method was chosen lies in an attempt to measure the development 

of learner autonomy over time rigorously.  The nature of this study is an evaluation of a new 

program which involves measurement of the results of the program as well as eliciting 

participants’ views and experiences in the program.  The quantitative part provides data that sheds 

light on overall (quantifiable) changes in degree of LA in PIL participants; whereas the qualitative 

part (multiple-case study) provides insights and more in-depth information about these changes as 

well as an attempt to have a triangulation and expansion of data (Bryman, 2006).  Moreover, 

different research tools are involved in order to answer different types of questions which could 

not be answered otherwise.  This focus on research purpose and research questions at the 

beginning of study design places this investigation within the realm of mixed-methods studies as 

interactive continuum where research questions and purposes drive the selection of data collection 

tools (Benz & Newman, 2008).    

The type of mixed-methods study which is closest to the original design of this study is 

the concurrent triangulation strategy (Creswell, 2003) or convergent parallel design (Creswell & 

Clark, 2011).   Creswell (2003) distinguishes this type of design based on several characteristics:  
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two methods are implemented at the same time in order to triangulate and cross-validate findings 

and treated equally in terms of priority.  The initial design of this study differs from a concurrent 

triangulation strategy in the fact that there are two parts of the study with different numbers of 

participants, the first part being a pre-post survey and the second one a multiple-case study.  The 

first part of the study was planned to be a larger-scale predominantly quantitative phase, whereas, 

the additional or secondary phase was designed as a smaller scale case study where both 

quantitative and qualitative data collection tools would be employed to study the phenomenon of 

learner autonomy development and participants’ experiences in PIL.  Table 3.2 provides a 

summary of original research design including research questions, tools, number of participants, 

and time table. 

Table 3.2  

Original Research Design  

Research question Research tool Number of 

participants 

(N) 

Dates 

RQ 1: To what extent is the Program for 

Intentional Learning  for ESL learners 

effective in terms of developing learner 

autonomy? 

 

 

1 a. How effective is the introduction of 5 

main modules of PIL in terms of fostering 

the operationalized notion of learner 

autonomy? 

 

 

1 b. What kinds of changes do teachers 

perceive in observable learning behaviors 

of PIL participants? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Main Likert 

survey 

 

 

 

 

Teachers’ 

weekly reports 

and interviews 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

18 students 

 

 

 

 

 

4 teachers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sept. 2015- 

pre- test 

Nov.2015-

post- test 

 

 

Sept.-Oct. 

2015 
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1 c. How does training in goal setting and 

metacognitive strategies affect the quality 

of participants’ study plans? 

 

 

RQ 2: To what extent do PIL participants 

apply these new knowledge and skills 

learned in PIL to their learning inside and 

outside of classroom? 

 

2 a. How do they apply this new 

knowledge and skills inside of classroom 

and outside? 

 

 

 

 

 

2 b. What knowledge and skills from PIL 

workshops were not acquired by 

participants and/or transferred to their 

everyday learning? 

 

RQ 3: What are students’ perceptions of 

the changes in their motivation and their 

beliefs and attitudes to language? 

 

3 a. Is there any change in students’ 

motivation due to their participation in PL? 

 

 

 

 

 

3 b. How did their attitude towards and 

understanding of language learning 

language change? 

 

RQ 4: What are participants’ overall 

perceptions of PIL’s effectiveness and its 

place within CESL? 

 

4 a. What do participants think about the 

program, its effectiveness, and need for it 

at CESL? 

 

Pre- and post-

study plans 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Likert scale 

survey, 

learning diary, 

teacher’s 

reports, and 

interviews 

 

 

learning diary, 

interviews with 

students 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Likert scale 

survey, 

learning diary 

interviews with 

students and 

teachers 

 

learning diary 

and interviews 

with students 

 

 

 

 

 

interviews with 

student 

participants 

 

4 students 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4 students 

4 teachers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4 students 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       4 students  

4 teachers 

 

 

 

 

 

4 students 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4 students 

 

 

 

Sept.-Nov. 

2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sept-Nov. 

2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sept-Nov. 

2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sept-Nov. 

2015 

 

 

 

 

 

Sept-Nov. 

2015 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nov. 2015 
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4 b. Which workshops are the most useful 

and why? 

 

 

4 c. Which workshops are the least useful 

and why? 

 

 

4 d. What suggestions do participants have 

for program improvement? 

 

 

interviews with 

student 

participants 

 

interviews with 

student 

participants 

 

interviews with 

student 

participants 

 

4 students 

 

 

 

4 students 

 

 

 

4 students 

 

Nov. 2015 

 

 

 

Nov. 2015 

 

 

 

Nov. 2015 

 

3.3.1.2. Challenges in implementation of original design.   

As mentioned earlier, the predominantly quantitative first part of the research is based on a 

repeated-measures or within-subject research design that measures LA at the beginning of 

participants’ involvement with PIL and at the end (over a three month period).  The main reason 

for the selection of repeated-measures design is to eliminate the risk of having individual 

differences that often happens with an independent-measures design (Gravetter & Wallnau, 

2013).  The data collection tool is a Likert scale questionnaire with demographic questions at the 

end.  Due to the fact that the program is brand new, there were 18 PIL participants recruited to 

participate in the main anonymous part of the study.  Students who expressed willingness to 

participate in additional studies were contacted and recruited for the second part.  The initial 

round of surveys was successful and data was collected and recorded via Qualtrics.  However, the 

second round of the survey (post-test) was unsuccessful due to participants’ unwillingness to 

continue with the study.  In November 2015, the participants of this phase of the study (18 CESL 

students) were contacted via email and asked to complete the Likert scale survey for the second 

time.  However, nobody completed the survey for the second time.  After sending the requests to 

complete the survey a second time with no results, I made the decision to alter my research design 
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and turn to my secondary research design, which was conceived as a solution to anticipated 

problems with participant- retention.  This final research design is a multiple-case study with 

numerous qualitative and quantitative instruments including the main Likert scale survey in order 

to create a comprehensive account (Yin, 2009). 

3.3.2 Multiple-case study. 

 During the initial Likert scale questionnaire (September, 2015), participants indicated 

whether they wanted to participate in the second phase of the study, which is a mixed-method 

multiple-case study designed to obtain more qualitative and quantitative information on the 

development of LA.  A case study is “an in-depth description and analysis of a bounded system”; 

the latter can be defined as a system with a limited number of people involved in it (Merriam, 

2009, p. 40).   

The multiple-case study design was selected to include more than one case or one 

individual who participated in PIL in order to see variation in the development of LA within the 

program and in an attempt to shed light on factors influencing the phenomenon of LA as well as 

to strengthen generalizability of the results.  Furthermore, Merriam (2009) discusses the 

usefulness and effectiveness of the case study design for evaluative research since this design 

allows for “description, explanation, and judgement” (p. 49).  This research is basically a program 

evaluation of a newly developed PIL and implementing a case study design was necessary in 

order to observe and evaluate the effects of PIL.  The unit of investigation in this multiple-case 

study is a PIL participant and the phenomenon or the object of the study is the development of 

autonomy and various changes in learning behavior that point to the degree of autonomy due to 

participation in PIL.   Purposeful sampling was used, in particular a criterion sampling  in order 
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to select case study participants that meet specific criteria: in this case, the sample must represent  

different English proficiency levels (level 4 and higher), different ethnic backgrounds, and both 

genders.  They also must attend PIL workshops regularly, i.e., at least 3 workshops out of 5 in the 

fall of 2015.  Three study participants continued their involvement in PIL in the second fall 

session.  They continued to attend PIL workshops regularly; only one participant stopped 

attending PIL workshops because he graduated from CESL. 

 The rationale behind implementation of the case study design is an attempt to holistically 

study the phenomenon of LA development within the bounded system of PIL.  It is also an 

advantage that case study design does not demand one particular research method and allows for 

employment of various data collection tools (Merriam, 2009). As mentioned before, both 

qualitative and quantitative data collection tools were used. 

3.4 The Researcher’s Background and Multiple Roles   

Due to the nature of the case study and the interaction that happens between the case study 

participants and the researcher as well as the interpretation of the results of the qualitative data, I 

will now explain my role in the study as well as in the PIL program in order to minimize any 

biases and make my positioning as clear as possible.  As mentioned before, I am a member of the 

design team for PIL and participated in all of the stages: inception, design, content development, 

piloting, full implementation, and revision. On the one hand, the design of this program was 

shaped and influenced by my research on learner autonomy and how it can be fostered; on the 

other hand, my research in general, research questions, and data collection tools were shaped by 

the need to evaluate effectiveness of the program in order to continue its development and 

growth.  During the summer of 2015, I was part of a collaborative team that developed the content 
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for PIL workshops.  During the first full implementation of the program in the fall 2015, I assisted 

in conducting PIL workshops and served as a facilitator and an assistant to two learning advisors 

who were in charge of PIL workshops.  During the fall of 2015, I recruited study participants 

during PIL workshops.   

My involvement in the design and implementation of the PIL program allowed for my 

unique positioning as an internal evaluator who has deep knowledge of the program, its 

workshops, main principles, and activities.  Thus, as an investigator I am able to provide a 

comprehensive account of what actually happens in PIL workshops.  I was also able to obtain 

access to all PIL documentations and workshop materials, and had the opportunity to be present at 

all of PIL workshops. 

Because of my personal and professional involvement and interest in the success and 

future of PIL program, I cannot be completely unbiased; however, in order to minimize my biases 

and be as objective as possible, this case study was designed to include numerous quantitative 

data collection tools, multiple ways to triangulate data, as well as implementation rubrics 

whenever possible.  Finally, I might bring biases to this study due to my own background as an 

experienced English learner and user and a foreign language teacher at an American university 

(Russian as a foreign language).  However, due to the fact that I am aware of my possible biases I 

attempted to constantly reflect, analyze, and balance my personal involvement in PIL and my role 

as a researcher.  
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3.5 Ethics 

This study is considered to be a human research study since it involves data collection and 

interaction with people.  Prior to conducting the investigation, the University of Arizona 

Institutional Research Board (IRB) reviewed and approved it. The study is considered exempt.  

All of the changes and suggestions made by IRB members were implemented.  All of the research 

participants were consented and provided with detailed a description of the purposes of the study 

and their role and expectations.  The fact that participation was voluntary was emphasized during 

initial recruitment and consenting of participants.  The main survey was anonymous and 

participants created identifiable codes in order to make the comparison of pre and post- test 

possible since there were questions about their attitude towards CESL and CESL classes.  The 

participants in the multiple-case study received pseudonyms and all of the information they 

provided is kept securely stored.  Finally, the study involved working with participants’ teachers 

in order to obtain teachers’ points of view on the development of LA; however, I only collected 

information related to their learning behavior and profile.  There was no discussion of 

participants’ grades, in order to ensure that Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) 

regulations were followed. 

3.6 Piloting 

Following guidelines suggested by Nguyen (2012) for the design of studies on LA as well 

as general study design principles, all of the data collection tools were piloted in the summer of 

2015.  Prior to piloting, all of the items of the main Likert scale survey were carefully revised by a 

PIL team member to provide feedback to eliminate unnecessary items in order to make the survey 

shorter.  Since the program targets CESL students at level 4 (low intermediate) and higher, all of 
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the data collection tools for student participants were piloted in two CESL classes at level 4 in a 

paper-based format.  There was an additional option for students to select the answer “I don’t 

understand” to indicate difficulty in comprehending content.  The pilot participants were also 

asked to underline words and phrases they did not understand.   Based on the feedback and 

students comments during the time allocated for piloting, all of the tools were revised in terms of 

language accessibility, mainly adjusting vocabulary to the appropriate level.  All of the tools 

designed for collecting information from CESL teachers were piloted on one CESL experienced 

teacher who is also a part of the PIL design team in order to make sure that all of the instructions 

and explanations were clear and accessible.  

3.7 Study Participants 

3.7.1 Participants in the Likert scale survey.   

The original main phase of this study is based on the repeated-measures or the within-

subject research design (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2013).  Due to the fact that PIL is a new co-

curricular program with voluntary student participation and the investigation took place during 

the first full implementation period, a sample of convenience was used in order to recruit the 

maximum number of participants.  Students were recruited during the first two workshops What is 

PIL? and Goal Setting to take the main survey.  As mentioned before, the only condition for 

participating in the research is that the students must be a member of the PIL program or attend at 

least three workshops.  The initial number of recruited participants for the first phase of study was 

18; however, only 12 of the possible participants met the criterion of participating in 3 or more 

workshops.  Thus, the survey was emailed to only 12 participants for the second time.  The 

information about which workshops they attended was made available through a tracking table 
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maintained by PIL learning advisors.  However, I made a decision to change the study design 

because the participants did not reply to my email.  Only four case study participants completed 

the post-test survey in the CESL computer laboratory.   

3.7.2 Participants in the multiple-case study.   

Only 11 participants (out of eighteen) indicated that they want to participate in the second 

phase of the study and only 7 replied to recruiting emails and attempts to recruit during PIL 

workshops.  All of the potential participants were considered for the multiple-case study and 

selection was based on established criteria (Merriam, 2009).  Participants who met the following 

criteria were selected: 

1) Demographics: The sample must represent different proficiency levels, both genders, 

multiple ethnic backgrounds, different lengths of time studying English, different 

educational backgrounds. 

2) Participation in PIL: The participants must be PIL participants and attend at least three 

workshops during Fall I session at CESL which is the first eight week session of an 

academic year.   

3) They must take the initial main survey at the beginning of the Fall 1 session.   

 Based on these criteria, one of the potential participants was eliminated due to the fact that 

he did not complete the main survey during the first two workshops because he joined PIL later 

and his attendance was inconsistent.  It is crucial for the research design that all of case study 

participants complete the first round of surveys around the same time since it is a longitudinal 

study of learner autonomy development over the period of one academic semester. 
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3.8. Instrumentation 

3.8.1 Survey.   

The instrument implemented in this predominantly quantitative part of the study is a 

Likert scale questionnaire which was completed twice (pre- and post- test) by all of the 

participants in order to compare the degree of LA at the beginning of their participation in PIL 

and after four months of involvement with PIL.  In the next section, the questionnaire and its 

design are described in detail.  The questionnaire was design following suggestions by Brown 

(2001), Dörnyei (2010), and Dörnyei & Csizér (2012). 

The questionnaire uses the Likert scale and was conducted online using the Qualtrics 

software licensed by the University of Arizona. The same questionnaire was completed by 

participants twice (at the beginning of their participation in PIL and at the very end of semester) 

in order to obtain quantitative data on the development of LA (see Appendix D).  

The items of the questionnaire are based on the operationalized notion of LA as control 

over learning content and learning management (Benson, 2011) described in Chapter 2 and the 

sub-constructs that were carefully developed within the notion of  LA that are adapted and 

modified from previous research (Benson 2011; Nguyen, 2012).  The last dimension of LA, 

which is control over cognitive processes, is not easily observable and not included in the main 

survey.  The changes within cognitive processes were investigated in follow-up interviews as well 

as other data collection tools.   

The questionnaire items center around the following dimensions and constructs of 

autonomy: 1) control over content and control over learning management.  Control over learning 

content has two sub-constructs:  reasons to learn / motivation (Part A) and efforts to learn (Part 
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B), in particular, in-class learning, out-of-class learning, out-of-class language use, and PIL-

related learning.   Control over learning management or use of strategies includes four sub- 

constructs: metacognitive strategies (Part C), cognitive, social, and affective strategies (Part D).   

The items of the survey were carefully developed and piloted.  There are two main sources 

for the item design: 1) items adapted from previous well-established research and 2) original 

items created based on the operationalized definition of LA, relevant theoretical concepts, and 

context-appropriateness to UA CESL.  The previous research and its adaptation will be discussed 

in the following section.   

The section on motivation or in Nguyen's terms reasons to learn is based on Dörnyei’s L2 

Self Motivational System (Dörnyei 2010, 2014; Dörnyei & Csizér, 2012), the items were 

developed based on his previous surveys.  The section on out-of-class learning is based on the 

research tools used in Spratt et al. (2002) and Hyland (2004) to investigate what language learners 

do outside of classroom to improve their target language.  Part D, which targets cognitive, social, 

and affective strategies, is partially based on the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning 

(SILL) survey developed by Rebecca Oxford and is commonly used to identify learners’ strategy 

use all over the world.   

There are two different Likert scales used in the questionnaire to elicit more valid answers.  

The items dealing with reasons to learn and efforts to learn implement a six-point Likert scale: 

“Strongly Disagree” -1, “Disagree”-1, “Slightly Disagree”-3, “Slightly Agree”-4, “Agree”-5, and 

“Strongly Agree”-6.  Items targeting different strategies use a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 

“Never”-1 to “Always”-5.  All of the answers in the survey are forced, meaning that a participant 

must answer a question before moving to a next one. 
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The last part of the survey elicits demographic information relevant for data analysis and 

interpretation as well as case study participant selection.  The demographic section concentrates 

on the following information: gender, nationality, CESL proficiency level, length of studying at 

CESL and studying English, willingness to participate in PIL and to meet with learning advisors, 

also information about other foreign languages they know.   

The first round of surveys was distributed in a computer laboratory at CESL.  I was 

present during the time allocated for survey completion to answer their questions and ensure their 

understanding.  On average, it took about 25 minutes to complete the survey.  In the last part, 

participants were asked if they wanted to participate in the second part of this investigation, which 

was briefly described.  Out of 18 participants, 11 CESL students expressed willingness to 

participate in the additional study; however, 4 final participants were actually recruited for my 

case study.  All 11 potential participants were contacted via email and asked to meet with the 

researcher; however, only 7 replied.  At the first meeting, 7 participants were consented and began 

their participation; however, as the session, progressed, there were excluded for different reasons.  

One participant had to go back to his home country.  One participants was excluded from the 

study because he did not complete the initial Likert scale survey.  Finally, the third student 

stopped completing weekly diaries.  

3.8.2 Language learning diary. 

 Case participants wrote weekly entries in their Learning Diary for 3 weeks (CESL week 

5, 6, and 7) where they recorded their efforts to learn English as well as their attitude, motivation, 

reflection, etc.  Diary entry was guided by a set of questions (see Appendix E).  The instructions 

and guiding questions were based on Ma and Gao (2010); however several questions were 
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designed to fit the CESL and PIL context.  The diary addresses four main types of learning: in-

class learning, out-of-class learning, out-of-class use of English, and PIL-related learning.   The 

diary provided insights into what activities PIL participants undertook in order to learn their 

English, what strategies and knowledge from PIL they apply in their everyday learning.  Only two 

participants, Carlos and Yin, completed all three weekly entries; Zoltan and Jalal completed 

entries for only one or two weeks.   

3.8.3 Study plan.  

 One of the crucial components of PIL is training in metacognitive skills including the 

planning of learning.  As a part of the PIL workshop, students practiced creating study plans for 

self-determined goals.  The first study plans were collected within the first week after the 

workshop on goal setting and creation of study plans. The second study plans were completed in 

November for long term retention of the knowledge and skills to set goals and make study plans.  

In order to evaluate study plans objectively, an original evaluation rubric was implemented (see 

Appendix F).  The rubric addresses the quality of study plan content including such crucial 

components as: 1) goal; 2) steps/action that need to be taken in order to complete the goal; 3) 

resources (print, digital, human, etc.); 4) time framework for completing the plan and allocated 

time slot for studying.   The content of plans provides data for qualitative explorations.  In order 

to increase the reliability of the evaluation of the study plans, three graders evaluated each study 

plan.  The average of these three scores was considered a final score for analysis.  

3.8.4 Teachers’ weekly evaluations of students.   

In order to triangulate the data on the development of LA and provide a different 

perspective on this development, some data was collected from the case participants’ instructors.  
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CESL instructors were asked to report weekly on students’ observable autonomous learning 

behavior during the same 3 weeks when key participants wrote their diaries.  The instructors 

completed evaluation reports that are based on the Likert scale questionnaire and include open-

ended questions.  The questions in the survey concentrate on observable learning behaviors that 

indicate some degree of LA or lack of it: willingness to participate in class activities, volunteering 

to answer questions and present one’s work in class, level of motivation, preparedness, etc.  (The 

questions for Teachers’ Weekly Evaluations can be found in Appendix G).  The survey was 

distributed using Qualtrics software.  The last question is open-ended and allowed teachers to 

express their own opinions and thoughts about key participants’ changes. These reports were 

evaluated both quantitatively and qualitatively.   

3.8.5 Semi-structured interviews with students.  

 The case study participants were interviewed at the CESL and Park sites.  Interviews 

were conducted after preliminary analysis of the data.  The interview questions delved deeper into 

the information underlying the main questionnaire responses and other previously collected data 

and attempted to better answer the research questions and sub-questions (see Appendix H for a 

sample set of questions).  One section of the interview questions targeted RQ 3 about students’ 

perception of changes in motivation, attitude and understanding of the language learning process.  

Another section of the interview dealt with transferring skills and knowledge acquired through 

participation in PIL to their everyday learning of English.  The interview was conducted in semi-

structured format.  The questions were developed throughout the data collection period 

(September - November, 2015) as I became familiar with participants and received their learning 

diaries and first round of SILL surveys.  Preliminary data analysis preceded the interview.  Audio 
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from the interviews were recorded (on a portable audio recorder) and transcribed selectively.  The 

consent form contains a section that requests participant’s permission for audio recording. 

3.8.6 Semi-structured interviews with instructors.  

 Instructors of participants were interviewed in order to gain more insights into teachers’ 

perspectives about the observable changes in their students’ learning behaviors.  The interviews 

had a semi-structured format.  The questions were developed after preliminary data analysis.  

Audio from the interviews was recorded (on a portable audio recorder) and transcribed.  The 

consent form for teacher participants contains a section that requests participant’s permission for 

audio recording. 

3.9 Data Collection and Data Analysis 

 The data collection was carried out during the period from September to November 2015, 

which contains two 8 week CESL sessions: Fall I and Fall II.  Table 3.3 summarizes the schedule 

for the data collection. 

Table 3.3 Data collection 

Data Collection Tool Date  

(where applicable dates for 

pre-post test) 

Duration 

Main Likert Scale Survey Pre-test - early September 

post-test -end of November 

25 minutes 

Study Plan Initial study plan - 

September 

Final study plan- 

10 -15  

minutes 
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November 

Learning Diary Weeks 5, 6, 7 (September 

28th- October 8th) 

 

Teachers’ Weekly Evaluations Weeks 5, 6, 7 (September 

28th- October 8th) 

 

Interviews with student 

participants 

November 30-50 

minutes 

Interviews with teacher 

participants 

October 10-20 

minutes 

 

3.9.1. Likert scale survey. 

3.9.1.1 Data collection.  A Likert questionnaire was distributed for the first time in early 

September of 2015.  Participants were requested to come to the CESL computer laboratory or the 

Student Learning Center which has computers at the Park site. After a brief oral introduction of 

the study, the participants were consented.  I was the consenter and I was present during the time 

when they signed the consent forms and completed the surveys.  Students had an opportunity to 

ask questions and get clarifications about the study as well as items on the survey.  It was crucial 

to be at the site since English was not their first language and I expected to have questions 

regarding language, which, in fact, happened.  The surveys were delivered using Qualtrics 

software.  The average time for completion was around 25 minutes; however, students with lower 

English level took longer (up to 40 minutes).  The survey was anonymous; however, participants 

created identifiable codes consisting of personal information and they were asked to write them 

down.  Every participant had to write down his or her name and email address on the sign-up 
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sheet in order to keep track of participants as well as to obtain their emails for sending the survey 

to them for the second time (post-test).   

3.9.1.2 Analysis.  The data obtained from the two surveys (pre- and post- tests) were 

analyzed quantitatively and qualitatively.  Originally, I planned to analyze the results of Likert 

Scale survey for a large sample (around 20 participants) using the ANOVA test (SPSS software).  

Since the sample size of four was not large enough to be analyzed by statistical tests, I completed 

the comparison of the pre and post scores of Likert scale questionnaire through a comparison of 

two scores for each participant (pre- and post- test).   In order to define the success of the program 

numerically, I decided that an increase of a score in 10 % or more would be considered to show a 

positive effect of PIL program.  It was a logical decision to select a ten percent increase as an 

indicator of successful change in the degree of LA due to the fact that usually ten percent in the 

educational system is a difference between two letter grades (A -90 %, B -80 %, C – 70, D – 60 

%).  These indicators along with the qualitative data allowed me to observe various changes in 

participants’ learning behavior.  In order to get more specific information about which constructs 

of LA were more effective to train or have higher scores in post-treatment condition (after PIL 

workshops) a combination of qualitative and quantitative analyses were applied.    

3.9.2. Language learning diary. 

3.9.2.1 Data collection.  After recruiting students via email and oral recruitment during 

the PIL workshops for the second phase of this investigation, the possible participants were 

contacted via email and the time of our first meeting was negotiated.  There were two group 

meetings: one at CESL and the other at the Park site.  However, an additional individual meeting 

was held with a participant who could not attend it to either of the group meetings.  During these 
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first meetings with the case study participants, they were consented and provided with an 

overview of the case study design.  They were instructed on how to complete a Learning Diary 

for the following three weeks (weeks 5, 6, and 7).  A handout with a description and guiding 

questions for writing weekly diary entries was given out and discussed. During this meeting, we 

agreed that it would be better to send the diary entries directly to my email.  At the end of each 

week, I sent a reminder about the Learning Diary to the case study participants.  The participants 

also requested feedback on their first diary in terms of its depth and content, which I provided via 

email.    

3.9.2.2 Analysis.  The Weekly Learning Diary entries were analyzed qualitatively using 

computer software NVivo 11 for qualitative data management and analysis.  All of the diaries 

were transferred to NVivo and coded using guidelines and procedures suggested by Baralt (2012): 

1) open coding, 2) developing nodes and merging different nodes, 3) establishing relationship, 

and 4) establishing patterns.  In open coding, all of the data were coded thematically both 

inductively and deductively.  Then, these initial thematic nodes were analyzed and rearranged in 

more developed nodes which were later investigated for relationships and patterns. 

3.9.3. Study plan. 

3.9.3.1 Data collection.  During the first meeting with case study participants, they were 

also asked to create an action plan for one of their immediate goals at CESL related to English 

learning.  The participants were provided with a handout which they had to complete (See 

Appendix #).  The average time for completion of the study plan was around 10 minutes.  The 

case study participants created a second action plan at the end of November.  
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3.9.3.2 Analysis.  In order to evaluate study plans objectively, a rubric was created to 

evaluate the content of study plans (See Appendix F).  The rubric focuses on four components: 

goal, steps to achieve the goal, resources, and time framework.  In order to increase reliability, 

three graders (including myself) assigned a score to an unidentified study plan after all of the 

study plans were collected. A discussion and calibration session was held prior to grading.  The 

average of three grades was assigned to each study plan.  Then the study plans were compared.  

However, I originally planned to collect the first study plans before the participants participated in 

the workshop on goal setting. Due to the difficulty in recruiting participants, the study plan 

collection was delayed till after the workshop on goal setting.  Thus, the initial study plan 

completed soon after the workshop actually shows the immediate effect of the workshop and the 

post- test shows the delayed effect.  

3.9.4 Teacher’s weekly evaluations.  

 3.9.4.1 Data collection. During CESL weeks 5, 6, and 7, the recruited teacher participants 

completed their evaluations of the case study participants’ learning behavior that points to the 

development of LA.  At the end of each week, the teacher participants received a reminder via 

email to complete the survey and then the survey was delivered to them via Qualtrics.   

3.9.4.2 Analysis.  The surveys were analyzed mostly qualitatively.  The last question of a 

weekly evaluation asked for teachers’ observations and thoughts about participants’ learning 

behaviors during the week.  Teachers could write in an open essay format.  This last question 

proved to be a source of rich qualitative data, whereas the Likert scale survey did not capture the 

changes in learning behaviors.  However, this part of the survey was also analyzed by comparison 

of the weekly overall scores.  The weekly scores analysis was complicated by the fact that in a 
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particular week, some of the learning behaviors were not observed by the teacher because there 

were no opportunities in class.  Thus, the scores proved to be inconsistent and were not 

considered in the analysis.  

3.9.5. Interview with student participants and their teachers. 

 3.9.5.1 Data collection.  The interviews with the case study participants were conducted in 

English in November.  The teacher participants were interviewed in October in order to ensure 

easy recall of the events of the previous session.  All interviews took place at CESL (computer 

laboratory or CESL classroom) and recorded using a digital recorder.    

3.9.5.2 Analysis.  All interview transcripts were analyzed qualitatively using the computer 

software NVivo 11 for qualitative data management and analysis.  All of the transcripts were 

transferred to NVivo and coded using guidelines and procedures suggested by Baralt (2012): 1) 

open coding, 2) developing nodes and merging different nodes, 3) establishing relationship, and 

4) establishing patterns.   

3.9.6 Using NVivo 11 for qualitative data analysis. 

The qualitative data were obtained by various data collection instruments including 

learning diary, open-ended questions on teachers’ weekly evaluations and post-test Likert scale 

survey, and interviews with participants and their teachers.  The data were uploaded to NVivo and 

initially organized by a type of source (e.g. learning diary, interview transcript, and open-ended 

question on Likert scale survey) and case (Yin, Jalal, Zoltan, and Carlos).   

After organizing and arranging the data in NVivo, I completed an open coding process 

where I assigned a free node to each piece of data which created a long list of initial codes / 
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nodes.  During the second round of coding, I reorganized the initial nodes and merged them based 

on similarities which led to a shorter list of developed codes / nodes.  Then, I began to work with 

these codes manually using two different approaches to investigate the data.  On the one hand, I 

created lists of codes for each participant where I grouped all of the codes assigned to a 

participant and it provided detailed information about that individual participant.  I created graphs 

for each participant that represented the main changes in degree of LA.  On the other hand, I 

analyzed codes for all of the participants and looked for patterns and themes in the data.  For 

instance, all of the nodes related to metacognitive knowledge and skills were grouped together.  In 

this phase of analysis, I applied the operationalized definition of LA and organized the codes 

according to different sub-constructs of LA.  The goal of this part of analysis was to investigate 

the common changes in degree of LA and which sub-constructs of LA were affected the most.   

To summarize, in my analysis, I used NVivo software to organize and manage the data 

and to develop codes; however, I also implemented manual techniques for qualitative data 

analysis during the final stages due to the limitations and restrictions of NVivo software. 

3.10 Reliability and Validity  

 I will address the issues of validity and reliability and the measures that were employed in 

order to increase both them. 

 3.10.1 Validity: internal and external.   

In all qualitative studies, including case studies, the focus is more on the issue of validity 

or whether the study provides an accurate account of observed phenomena (Creswell & Clark, 

2011).  Internal validity is concerned with how accurate the investigator’s account of an observed 

phenomenon and events are, as well the accuracy and credibility of findings and interpretations.  
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In this investigation, the main strategy to ensure internal validity was triangulation of the data.  

The study employed numerous data collection tools: Likert scale survey, Learning Diary, weekly 

teachers’ reports, SILL survey, and, finally interviews.  Not only were multiple data collection 

tools implemented to elicit responses from case participants, the teachers’ perspectives were 

included in the research design to make the study more valid and objective. Another strategy used 

for this multiple-case study was to include both qualitative and quantitative data collection tools 

to compare the results.  For instance, the results from the main Likert scale survey were analyzed 

and compared to the results from the qualitative sources in order to find supporting or conflicting 

results.     

 External validity refers to the applicability of the study findings to another case and 

another situation, or generalizability (Merriam, 2009).  In order for the reader to understand both 

the research context and the case participants, I provided a detailed description of PIL program for 

Intentional Learning, its practices, and goals as well as a detailed description of each case.  

Moreover, the multiple-case design also strengthens generalizability by providing the description 

of four cases instead of one. The analysis included a cross-case examination.  Finally, the cases 

were selected to represent the population of CESL and include students from various ethnic 

background, language proficiency levels, both genders, and even different academic performance.   

3.10.2 Reliability.   

Reliability in qualitative research, in particular in case studies, deals with the extent to 

which case study findings can be replicated using the same procedures.  All of the data collections 

tools and procedures were described in great detail in this chapter and can be adopted by other 

researchers.  Since the multiple-case study design of the investigation included both qualitative 
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and quantitative instruments, I will briefly outline the strategies employed to increase reliability in 

the quantitative instruments.  For instance, in the scoring of action plans, multiple graders were 

recruited.  Furthermore, the graders participated in a calibration session before they scored the 

actual study plans of case study participants.  The average scores were assigned to each study plan 

and then analyzed.   

3.11 Chapter Summary 

 Chapter Three provided a detailed description of the research design adopted in this study.  

The original design of this investigation was supposed to include two phases: 1) a larger 

quantitative part with 20-30 participants and 2) a multiple-case study.  However, the challenges in 

participant retention led to the alteration of the original design to a small scale multiple-case study 

with four case study participants.  The study instrumentation included both qualitative and 

quantitative data collection tools in order to provide comprehensive objective accounts for each 

participant. The main quantitative data collection tool was a Likert scale survey.  Qualitative tools 

included interview with participants and their teachers, weekly entries in a Learning Diary, and 

study plans, which were analyzed quantitatively.  Both within-case and cross-case analyses were 

conducted to capture the effects of the PIL program and the development of LA. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CASE ANALYSIS: THE DEVELOMENT OF LEARNER AUTONOMY 

4.1 Introduction 

 In the present study, I examine the influence of the Program for Intentional Learning (PIL) 

on the development of learner autonomy (LA) for four case study participants, Yin, Jalal, Zoltan, 

and Carlos studying in an intensive university ESL program. Drawing on participants’ pre and 

post survey results as well as data from semi-structured interviews, in this chapter I first present 

an examination of the program’s overall effectiveness in fostering LA and the changes which 

happened during the four month period.  I focus on different sub-constructs of LA as defined in 

Chapter Two, in particular how PIL affected those LA areas.  Moreover, I include the voices of 

participants’ teachers to shed light on the observable changes in their in-class learning and the 

quality of interaction between teachers and case study participants.  Next, I examine how PIL 

participants transferred these new knowledge, skills, and tools to their everyday learning of 

English in class and out-of-class.  I also examine the knowledge and skills which were introduced 

in PIL workshops but were not acquired and / or not applied by participants in their everyday 

English learning.  Participants’ own perceptions about the changes in motivation, understanding 

and attitude towards language learning are discussed in detail.  Finally, I provide an overview of 

participants’ suggestions for program improvement as well as their overall experience and 

evaluation of the program.  The answers for each area of research are based on various sources 

and all of the data was triangulated and cross-examined. 
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4.2 Participants 

Four participants, Yin, Jalal, Zoltan, and Carlos (pseudonyms) were selected to participate 

in the multiple-case study.  The participants were selected from 7 possible participants who 

agreed to participate and replied to the recruiting email.  However, only four participants met 

established criteria: 

4) Demographics: The sample must represent different proficiency levels, both genders, 

multiple ethnic backgrounds, different lengths of studying English, different educational 

background. 

5) Participation in PIL: The participants must be PIL participants and attend at least three 

workshops during Fall I.   

6) They must take the initial main survey at the beginning of Fall 1 session.   

All of the participants were CESL students at that time.  Their levels varied from level 5 

(intermediate) to level 7 (advanced).  As planned, the participants represented different ethnic 

backgrounds and proficiency levels as well as different levels of learner autonomy as identified by 

the initial Likert scale survey.  The four participants also had different educational background: 

two had only high school education and the other two had already completed their Bachelor 

degrees in their home country.  Three of the participants were males and one female.  Let’s look 

at each of the participants and their English learning history.  

Yin is a 19 year old female student from Vietnam.  She began to study English when she 

was 11 years old;  however, she said that her school did not provide good practice for developing 

speaking and listening skills which were her weaknesses at the time.  She graduated high school 

and came to the USA to study English at CESL.  She wants to eventually obtain an American 
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degree. She plans to major in biology or pharmacy.  After getting her degree, she wants to return 

to Vietnam and find a good job there.  At the beginning of the study, she already spent 6 months 

at CESL and she was in CESL level 6 classes.   She lives with her relatives in Tucson and helps 

them to take care of their children.  After the winter break, Yin planned to begin her studies at a 

local community college.  When talking about her weaknesses and strengths, she evaluated 

herself as a good learner in writing and reading but she also mentioned that she experienced 

difficulties in speaking and listening.  Yin joined the program after a PIL learning adviser visited 

her class and showed a PIL promotional video and discussed how PIL would help CESL learners. 

Jalal is a 21 year old male CESL student from Saudi Arabia.  At the time of the study, 

Jalal was level 5 on the CESL proficiency scale which correlates with mid-intermediate 

proficiency level.  He studied English in his high school; however, the focus of English teaching 

there was on grammar and vocabulary.  He spent 10 months at CESL studying English.  Prior to 

coming to CESL, he’d studied English since he was 14 years old.  He graduated from high school 

and then had to work for one year in order to save money to study English at CESL.   When 

describing himself as a language learner, Jalal thought of himself as an average student and he 

explained it: 

I am average because not every day I study English like after class I go with my friend and 

speak Arabic all the time. Maybe just study for one hour…studying for one hour …I did 

not do my best to study…like everything in English. Just like a little bit. (Jalal, Interview) 

 He realized that his efforts to learn English were not sufficient and he spent a lot of time 

speaking his native language with his friends.  Jalal joined PIL program in order to improve his 

study skills and learn how to organize time more effectively.  He plans to major in biology and 
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then attend medical school.  During PIL workshops, he was an active participant in discussions 

and activities.  He often volunteered to answer whole class discussion questions and share his 

experiences.  

 Zoltan is a 24 year old male from Saudi Arabia.  He studied English in his school but he 

said that he did not speak English at all.  That is why he thought that he really began to study 

English when he was 20 years old when he came to CESL and started at the lowest level 1.  He 

spent nearly two years at CESL and he was in level 6 at the time of the study.  He received a 

Bachelor degree in Computer Science from his home country.  First, he came to the USA and to 

CESL because he just wanted to improve his English in order to get a good job.  After Zoltan 

graduated from college, he was unable to find a job related to his education due to a lack of 

English proficiency.  However, after he attended PIL workshops and met with learning advisors, 

his plans changed: he decided to enroll in a graduate program at an American university and 

continue studying Computer Science.   

 Carlos is a 26 male CESL student from Colombia.  At the time of the study, he was in the 

last level of IEP program which is level 7.  He first began to study English when he was 9 years 

old.  He spent 6 months at CESL.  Carlos was the only participant who paid for his studies 

himself.  Even though Carlos graduated from CESL in the middle of October, he was still 

included in the study due to the fact that he stayed in Tucson.  He was invited to come in to the 

workshop at the door of the classroom where the workshop was conducted but Carlos realized 

that PIL can improve his oral communication skills.  He named speaking as his main weakness 

and explained that he needed more practice with fluent speakers but he lived with Spanish 

speaking roommates and used Spanish at home.  He completed his Bachelor degree in 



104 
 

Engineering and planned to continue his studies at a graduate level.  The table below provides a 

brief summary for each participant.    

Table 4.1 

 Case Study Participants 

Pseudonyms Yin Jalal 

 

Zoltan Carlos 

Age 19 21 24 26 

Country Vietnam Saudi Arabia Saudi Arabia Colombia 

Age when 

they began to 

study English 

11 years old 14 years old 20 years old 9 years old 

How long 

they had 

studied at 

CESL 

6 months 10 months 11 months 6 months 

CESL level 6 5 6 7 

Who pays 

tuition 

her family his family his family himself 

Their plans to 

attend 

university 

undergraduate 

studies in 

biology or 

pharmacy 

first biology and 

then medical 

school 

graduate studies in 

computer science 

graduate studies in 

engineering  

Highest level 

of education 

high school 

diploma 

high school 

diploma 

Bachelor in 

Computer Science 

Bachelor in 

Engineering  
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4.3 Research Questions 

 The main focus of the present study is to examine the overall effectiveness of five PIL 

workshops in terms of their ability to foster LA.  In order to create a comprehensive account, I 

examine two perspectives: case study participants and their CESL instructors.  Moreover, I 

investigate how case study participants apply these new skills learned in PIL workshops to their 

everyday English learning.  The present study also focuses on participants’ own perceptions of the 

changes in their motivation and attitude towards language learning. Finally, participants’ 

evaluation of the PIL program and suggestions for program improvement are analyzed.  A 

multiple-case study design with a mixed-methods approach was selected in order to create a 

comprehensive account of LA development for each participant.  Both qualitative and quantitative 

instruments are implemented to rigorously measure the changes in degree of LA. 

4.4 Research Question One and Sub Questions 

1.  To what extent is the Program for Intentional Learning effective in terms of developing learner 

autonomy? 

a. How effective is the introduction of five main modules of PIL in terms of fostering of 

learner autonomy? 

b. What kinds of changes do teachers perceive in observable learning behaviors of PIL 

participants? 

c. How does training in goal settings and metacognitive strategies affect the quality of  

participants’ study plans? 
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4.4.1 Overall effectiveness of developing learner autonomy: A journey to learner 

autonomy.   

Research Question 1 a:  How effective is the introduction of five main modules of PIL in terms of 

fostering of learner autonomy? 

Four case study participants, Yin, Jalal, Zoltan, and Carlos attended at least three 

workshops offered by PIL program in the first fall session at CESL in 2015.  Some of them 

engaged in individual formal and/or informal interactions with two learning advisors.  In order to 

understand the impact of PIL workshops on the development of learner autonomy and long term 

effects related to language learning, the results of the Likert scale survey comparison for each 

participant are discussed first in this section.  Second, qualitative data from various sources 

including the interviews with case study participants and their teachers shed light on these internal 

changes and allow for in-depth exploration of different LA constructs affected by PIL and also 

these qualitative sources provide an opportunity for triangulation of data. 

 4.4.1.1 Quantitative data identifies greater degrees of autonomy in language learning.  

The quantitative analysis of pre and post Likert scale survey indicated the overall positive effects 

of PIL program on the development of LA.  As mentioned in Chapter Three, the original larger 

quantitative phase of the study was transformed into a component of multiple-case study design 

due to difficulties retaining participants.  Consequently, the sample size of four participants was 

not sufficient to perform any statistical analysis.  However, the quantitative data was analyzed by 

comparison of the results of pre and post scores.  Moreover, the success of the PIL program effect 

was defined as an increase in score of ten percent (10%) or more.  Since the maximum score 

which participants could attain was 381 points the 10% increase equals to 38 points.  The table 
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below summarizes quantitative data for both pre and post-test scores for each participant.  The 

table includes information about different sub- constructs of LA that correspond to the 

operationalized notion of LA implemented in this investigation.  The complete table for 

comparison of score item by item can be found in Appendix I. 

Table 4.2  

Results of Pre- and Post- Likert Scale Surveys for Case Study Participants 

Constructs of 

LA 

Yin Jalal Zoltan Carlos 

 pre-test post-test pre-test post-test pre-test post-test pre-test post-test 

Reasons to 

Learn: 

Ideal Self (30) 

29 29 28 30 26 25 29 27 

Reasons to 

Learn: 

Ought-to-Self 

(30) 

27 24 24 23 21 23 21 23 

Reasons to 

Learn: 

Classroom 

Atmosphere 

(54) 

*39 51 54 50 49 47 44 45 

Efforts to 

Learn: 

In-class (40) 

33 38 40 37 29 31 25 35 

Efforts to 

Learn: 

Out-of-class 

(95) 

54 70 78 83 70 75 65 73 

Learning 

Strategies: 

Metacognitive 

(60) 

49 56 58 60 42 55 38 48 

Learning 

Strategies: 

Cognitive (54) 

37 41 52 53 31 38 37 41 

Learning 

Strategies: 

Social and 

15 16 17 17 8 15 8 14 
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Affective (18) 

Total (out of 

381) 

 

283 325 351 353 276 309 267 306 

Increase: 

 
42 2 33 39 

*The bolded scores mean that the increase from pre- to post- test scores was 10% and 

more.  

As shown in the table, all of case study participants had higher scores in the post-test 

condition.  However, only two participants, Yin and Carlos, had an increase of over 10% (42 

points and 39 points).  Even though Zoltan’s scores increased only by 33 points, it is a positive 

change that is only 1% lower that the defined successful 10 % increase.  Jalal was the only 

participant whose scores almost did not change (2 point difference).  

In order to gain deeper understanding of the four case study participants and their degrees 

of LA at the beginning of PIL participation, I summarized the data of pre- test Likert scale survey 

(N=18, including four case study participants) in Graph  3.1 below.  This information provides 

insights into where the four case study participants were at the beginning of their involvement in 

PIL in terms of how typical or atypical were their initial scores.  For more information about pre-

test data for 14 participants who took the pre-test, please see Appendix I 
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Figure 3.1 Pre-test Likert Scale Scores for Larger Sample of PIL Participants (N=18) 

 In the next sections, I will discuss each participant and the changes in LA degree using 

both the results of the survey comparison and qualitative data. 

4.4.1.2 Yin and her journey.  Out of four case study participants, Yin showed the highest 

increase in the degree of LA as a result of participation in PIL.  Her initial score was 283 points 

and it can be interpreted as percentage of 74.  In other words, Yin displayed 74% of learning 

behaviors, attitudes, and capacities that indicate highest levels of LA at the very beginning of her 

participation in PIL.   The post-test score was 325 points or 85 %.  Yin improved greatly (over 10 

%) in four major areas or sub-constructs of LA, in particular the motivational construct of 

Classroom Atmosphere, In-class Efforts to Learn, Out-of-class Effort to Learn, and finally, 

Metacognitive Strategies.  Let’s look at these changes in greater detail. 
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4.4.1.2.1 Lowering anxiety and gaining confidence.   Foreign or second language anxiety 

is one of many individual differences which can impact students’ academic performance in a 

language classroom as well as the ultimate attainment in the target language (Ortega, 2009).  For 

Yin, the most important change which occurred during her participation in PIL was lowering 

anxiety and gaining L2 confidence.  When asked about her weakness, Yin replied that her 

weakness in English was her speaking and listening.  Moreover, she felt anxious speaking English 

in front of the class and with fluent speakers.   Yin’s teacher, Madison, said that Yin has a 

“steady” motivation and “she is a good student” who generally knows how to be successful in 

language learning.  However, both Yin and her teacher mentioned that Yin is a shy and less 

confident person when it comes to speaking.  Madison described her at the beginning of the 

session as “one of the quietest ones in the class”.  Over the course of two months, Yin gained 

confidence and assertiveness in speaking English in class as well out of class.  In the second 

round of Likert scale survey, she wrote a comment about feeling less anxious when speaking 

English: “It (PIL) led to that I felt free or confident in speaking English. Now, I can reduce my 

anxiety when I speak English in crowds or with other students” (Yin, post-test Likert survey, 

open-ended questions). 

 Her initial survey captured high levels of anxiety when speaking English; however, at the 

end of her participation in PIL, she felt confident communicating with others in English.  Yin 

began to take initiative in speaking activities as her teacher described the change.  Moreover, as 

the semester progress, Yin adopted a new role as a leader in group activities where she assigned 

tasks and monitored the overall progress of a project.  

A more recent approach to researching L2 anxiety is to view it as a part of a larger 

construct of willingness to communicate (WTC) in L2 which is among individual differences that 
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affect language learning.  WTC in foreign or second language refers to individual’s readiness and 

likelihood of engagement in communication in L2 (Ortega, 2009).  L2 anxiety is a predictor of L2 

confidence and “willingness to communicate” in the setting of second language learning or 

immersion context.  Lower levels of anxiety are associated with a person’s higher chances to use 

L2 in the second language learning context.   In Yin’s case, her ability to control and lower her 

anxiety led to a higher willingness to communicate in English and increased interactions with L2 

speakers outside of CESL which I will turn to now.  

4.4.1.2.2 New possibilities or out-of-class learning. In her interview, Yin talked 

extensively about different ways she tried to improve her English outside of CESL.  First of all, 

she took advantage of her immediate environment.  Yin lived with her uncle’s family and she 

always communicated in English with her monolingual cousin.  Yin also realized that importance 

of having different opportunities to practice English.  Among her leisure time activities were 

watching shows in English and going to a mall.  At the mall, Yin tried to have conversation with 

shop assistants.  Both her uncle and aunt were very supportive of her attempts to study English 

and they gave her advice to use English as much as possible.  Moreover, Yin wanted to find a 

part-time job so she could communicate in English there.  The changes indicated by Likert scale 

survey were subtle.  Yin showed greater efforts to learn English outside of classroom, in 

particular, her more frequent use of English in social networks and her participation in CESL 

clubs and extracurricular events where English is used for communication. 

4.4.1.2.3 In-class efforts to learn.  Yin was always a good and motivated student and took 

advantage of learning opportunities in class.  The main change in her learning behavior observed 

by her teacher was the fact the she began to interact more with her and to ask for clarifications, 

tips, and strategies to improve pronunciation as well emailing directly to teacher.  This change is 
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important for autonomous learning and it reflects the nature of a teacher in an autonomous 

classroom as a resource.  Yin began to view Madison, her instructor, as a resource and took 

advantage of her knowledge and expertise not only in class but after class.  The three main roles 

of a teacher associated with autonomous learning environment are facilitator, counsellor or 

advisor, and resource (Benson, 2011).  This new interaction between Yin and her teacher, 

Madison, showed that she began to view her teacher as a resource and advisor because Yin 

approached her several times to get advice and help as well as available resources.  Yin 

transformed from a quiet student who was reluctant to speak English in front of the class into a 

confident and active student who led others and Yin became proactive in her interactions with her 

teacher.     

 4.4.1.2.4 Metacognitive strategies.  Successful language learners always have some degree 

of control over their learning process (LA), one way to do it is by managing or directing this 

process through use of various strategies.  Strategies are “conscious mental and behavioral 

procedures people engage in with the aim to gain control over their learning process” (Ortega, 

2009).  Metacognitive strategies are the conscious steps which can be taken in order to plan, 

monitor, and evaluate learning.   Yin had a large repertoire of metacognitive strategies at the 

beginning of her participation in PIL.  She improved mainly in the area of goal setting, creation 

and use of study plans and schedule.  In her interview, Yin said: “PIL help me to see my goal and 

realized that I need to focus I need to complete my goal I can’t stay I mean I have to do something 

for my goal”.  Her goal was to pass the TOEFL test and to begin her college career.  In her diary, 

Yin used the knowledge of goal setting and focusing the efforts as she set her proximal objectives 

for a short period of time.    
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 4.4.1.3 Jalal and his journey.  Jalal is the only participant whose post-test score was 

almost identical to the pre-test.  Jalal’s initial score was 351 points which equals to 92% of 

learning behaviors and capacities associated with autonomous learners; whereas, his post-test 

score was 353 point.  In Jalal’s case, the indication of success as it was defined for this study (a 

10 % increase in degree of LA) was not applicable since he could not achieve it because he 

already had 92 % of the  learning behaviors and attitudes associated with high degree of LA at the 

beginning of his participation in the PIL program.  Jalal was already a highly autonomous and 

effective learner and the slight changes that occurred during his participation in PIL were 

identified by him and his teacher, Mitchel, in their interviews.  In his case, the qualitative data 

were the primary source and evidence of changes in LA. 

 4.4.1.3.1. Attitude is a key.  Even though Jalal is a highly motivated and autonomous 

learner, during his previous sessions at CESL his efforts were not consistent.  His attitude towards 

language learning was not serious enough.  He described his attitude and his efforts:  

Before I, like, OK I have five sessions and I want to play this session and next session I 

work hard but I was like myself if I was playing the first session, the second session I will 

play and the third session I will play. (Jalal, Interview) 

  Jalal used the verb “play” to describe his attitude at that time that he can avoid working 

hard constantly and still be able to succeed at CESL.  During the PIL workshop on goal setting, 

Jalal realized that the importance of why he was at CESL which is getting ready for medical 

school and the need to work hard constantly.  This change towards a serious and responsible 

attitude manifested itself in more focused and determined behavior in class noticed by his teacher, 

Mitchel.  Jalal described another attitudinal change:  
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I feel interested in learning more than in the past… so I was maybe two term, two sessions 

ago I was just in the class… focus on the teacher and go to home … nothing interesting at 

all in my class but after when I entered PIL program I feel interested in the class, focus 

more in the class.  (Jalal, Interview) 

 Both motivation and attitude play significant roles in language learning.  Motivation and 

attitude determine the amount of efforts and the persistence in language learning on behalf of a 

student.  Motivation and Dörnyei’s L2 motivational self-system were already discussed in detail 

in Chapter Two as well as the relationship between learner autonomy and motivation. The notion 

of attitude and its significance for language learning will be discussed in this section.  Attitude 

can be defined as “a relatively enduring organization of beliefs around an object or a situation, 

predisposing one to respond in some preferential manner” (Oroujlou & Vahedi, 2011, p. 997).   

Attitudes are dynamic and can be changed.  Moreover, Oroujlou and Vahedi (2011) suggest that 

attitudes are something that people learn from their environment which means that attitude can be 

taught or adjusted.  In this case, Jalal was a good student and already autonomous learner, his 

attitude to learning English changed to a more serious and positive overall.  He realized that if he 

wants to become proficient in English and to enter an American university, he cannot squander 

his time in CESL and must put his best efforts and energy in learning in class and out of class. 

Thus, his attitude or “organization of beliefs” altered to include an understanding that it is his 

responsibility to learn English and the proactive steps that he must take to learn it.   

 4.4.1.3.2. Metacognitive strategies.  Jalal attended both workshops that deal with a 

metacognitive construct of learner autonomy, Goal-Setting and  Secrets to a Successful College 

Student II: Learning How to Learn.  As a result, Jalal began to use a digital schedule to manage 

his time effectively.  Moreover, he began to study English effectively using an interval system 
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where he studied for two hours and then allowed himself to take a break; whereas before, he used 

such a short study period as five or ten  minutes and then took a break.  Jalal realized how 

ineffective this method was.    

 4.4.1.3.3. Teacher as a resource and a partner.  Jalal comes from an educational culture 

where a teacher is viewed as an authoritative figure that should not be approached.  As the session 

progressed, Jalal began to interact with his teacher more and more. Mitchel discussed the issue in 

ESL classes where students are afraid to approach their teachers or to ask questions in class or 

after.  Mitchel always viewed this fear as an obstacle to a good effective learning environment 

and tried to encourage his student to interact with him more.  Mitchel described the change in 

Jalal’s attitude and the way he saw a teacher: 

And if there was any fear or hesitation at the beginning that was all gone and that was 

very…so it made … I felt like we were working as partners more and definitely he …his 

affect changed in that way I think before he was, you know, and no unusually, again a lot 

of the students were that way. They can’t get over the authority thing and they are very 

hesitant around you and he was not at all …he was …it was just an engagement which 

was very enjoyable for me because then I can really just do my job and not have this other 

layer of emotion in there …of fear or intimidation or, you know, some kind of authority 

figure stuff going on. (Mitchel, Interview) 

 According to Mitchel, not only Jalal began to see him as a partner who he can approach 

and interact with without a hesitation but he saw him as a valuable resource.  He also mentioned 

that Jalal stayed a couple of times after class to talk to him which he had never done before.  Even 

though these after-class conversations were not “earthshattering” and the content was the 
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continued practice of what they did in class, the change is important since most students do not 

approach teachers in this way.  Again this realization of new teacher roles as a resource and 

partner points to a higher degree of autonomy.  Moreover, in Jalal’s case, this more equal 

interaction with his teacher shows the change in perception of power relations.  Again, Jalal came 

from a culture where teachers are viewed as highly authoritative figures and he might have been 

afraid to approach Mitchel and other teachers before, but as the session progressed, he initiated 

more interactions with his teacher.  He took advantage of his teacher as a valuable resource.  

 4.4.1.4 Zoltan and his journey. Even though Zoltan’s score increase did not meet the 10% 

mark to place him as one of fully successful cases, the overall positive changes indicated higher 

degree of autonomy at the end of his participation in PIL.  Zoltan improved greatly in his learning 

management by implementing more learning strategies.  Interestingly, the use of all four types of 

strategies changed: metacognitive, cognitive, social, and affective.   Zoltan was also the only case 

study participant who was struggling to maintain passing grades at CESL and had personal issues.  

He found support and help from PIL learning advisors.     

 4.4.1.4.1 Learning strategies.  Zoltan began implementing a greater variety of learning 

strategies which was captured in the post-test survey.  In terms of metacognitive strategies, the 

main difference was a realization of his own responsibility as a learner to control and monitor the 

progress of his assignments and to carefully consider his teacher’s instructions. The slight change 

in his cognitive strategies can be described as a development of the tolerance for ambiguity. He 

began to implement such strategies as reading without looking up every word and trying to guess 

the meaning of unknown words from the context.  He also used a schedule as way to manage his 

time more effectively after a workshop on time management.  Finally, his social and affective 

strategy use changed: Zoltan began talking to other people about his feelings towards learning 
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English and tried to lower his anxiety when speaking English.  As he understood the importance 

of practicing speaking English, he began to communicate in English with his classmate with the 

same native language as his.   In his interview, he mentioned that he had constant, on-going 

conversations about his learning experience at CESL with learning advisors. 

 4.4.1.4.2 Language learning advising.   Language learning advising was the PIL service 

that made the largest impact on Zoltan’s education.  As mentioned before, Zoltan was different 

from other case participants because he struggled at CESL and his academic performance was 

lower.  He self-evaluated a poor student.  Zoltan decided to come to the USA to learn English 

after he did not find a job as a computer science specialist back in Saudi Arabia because he did 

not speak English.  At the time of his participation in PIL, he was already at CESL for nearly two 

years.  The fall 1 session was especially difficult for Zoltan and he almost failed in his classes; 

however, with the help from a learning advisor, he managed to pass his classes.  He struggled 

with balancing CESL course work and his preparation for IELTS.  When he approached his 

learning advisor and explained his situation, she strongly suggested to focus on his classes and to 

make greater effort to finish the session without failing.  Zoltan was very afraid of failing CESL 

classes and going back to Saudi Arabia where he did not have job.  In his interview, Zoltan 

mentioned that he viewed himself as “loser” before he became involved with PIL and learning 

advising because his performance was poor.   His teacher, Vanessa, even mentioned that Zoltan 

seemed to be depressed.  Zoltan had difficulty adjusting to life in America and making friends.  

However, an important change in his attitude and self-perception was made when he realized that 

he wants to enroll in a graduate program at an American university, which made him feel better 

about himself. 
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 4.4.1.4.3 Goal.  When Zoltan first came to CESL, he just wanted to study English.  He did 

not find a job in Saudi Arabia because of his poor English skills.  After participating in PIL 

workshops and interacting with learning advisors, he realized that he wanted to continue his 

education and enter a graduate program at an American university.  Zoltan said that he spent two 

years at CESL with no goal.  At the time of an interview, he was accepted in a program at 

Arizona State University with the condition of passing the TOEFL exam. 

 4.4.1.4.4 Using English with his friends.  After realizing the importance of speaking 

English outside of the classroom, Zoltan began to use English with his Arabic friends:  

Yeah. I always talk to my friends in my first language ….now I changes it now speak in 

English. So that what was very helpful for me like last session after the workshop class. 

This session I try to make conversation with people speak English not to speak my first 

language. (Zoltan, Interview) 

 4.4.1.5 Carlos and his journey.  Carlos enrolled in CESL IEP program in the spring of 

2015.  At the end of this study, he was already conditionally accepted into a Master program in 

Engineering.  Carlos had a significant increase in his scores for Likert scale survey from 267 

points to 306 points.  His perspective is unique since he already participated in a similar program 

(academic support program) back in Colombia while studying for his undergraduate degree in 

Engineering.  He mentioned that he made some mistakes during his undergraduate career which 

he does not want to repeat again in his graduate studies.  The three areas that changed during his 

participation in PIL are 1) increased efforts to learn English in class, 2) the use of metacognitive 

skills, and 3) the use of social and affective strategies.   
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 4.4.1.5.1 Realizing the value of class time.  One of the main changes for Carlos was a 

realization of class time value.  In his interview, Carlos describes how setting his main goal as to 

learn English changed his attitude to CESL classes: “for me time to class was very important I 

was very focusing on the teacher, because I know that this is very… something that I cannot do in 

my home …teacher time .“  He mentioned that before he was sometimes bored in class and did 

not pay enough attention but after PIL he became more focused and concentrated in class which 

was also reflected in the survey.  Carlos also mentioned that learning English became more fun 

after he learned about different ways to learn English.  

 4.3.1.5.2 Metacognitive skills. The workshops Language Learning Profile and Strategies 

focuses on the idea that there are various channels through which humans perceive information, 

including language, and that there are different types of language activities that correspond to 

these channels: visual, auditory, tactile, and kinesthetic.  Carlos found this information very 

important and helpful:  

… because there are many kinds of learning, in this class I identify these actions and after 

that, I don’t only waste my day reading only but since I read, write, and listen, and 

speaking. I try to combine all of these kinds of learning. Not only one.” (Carlos, 

Interview).  

  In the past, Carlos would spend long periods of time on just one particular activity, for 

example reading, to a point when it became boring and ineffective.  However, he realized that it 

was more effective and engaging to switch between activities frequently and include a more 

diverse repertoire of activities:  
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Most of the time reading or listening.  Maybe one only listening. And sometimes I think 

that you listening but you need to train another part. The difference… when you change 

activities maybe you can focus better and only one hour in this activity and you only one 

hour in another activity I feel better for when I change… not only one. (Carlos, Interview) 

 Another positive change in Carlos’s approach to language learning is the use of a schedule 

for effective time management.  He decided to use a paper schedule; however, one of his concerns 

was that the schedule had to be flexible in order to work for him.  Finally, in his interview, Carlos 

mentioned the usefulness of anti-procrastination strategies introduced in the workshop Secrets to 

a Successful College Student II: Learning How to Learn.  First of all, he realized that he was a 

procrastinator: “I think that all my life I always procrastinate. I always last time (last minute) but 

the PIL program maybe because recently I’ve done strategies they tell us.”  Carlos began to use 

the strategies to fight procrastination suggested in the workshop: first identify that you are 

procrastinating and just start doing what you are supposed to do.  

 4.4.1.5.2 Affective strategies.  The comparison of Likert scale survey showed a difference 

in the use of affective strategies, in particular, managing speaking anxiety with trying to relax and 

also language learning anxiety by talking to someone about it. 

 4.4.2 On the other side: teachers’ perspectives on learner autonomy development.   

Research Question 2 b: What kinds of changes do teachers perceive in observable learning 

behaviors of PIL participants? 

              In this section, I will present teacher’s perspectives on how their students changed or not 

in terms of observable learning behavior which can indicate changes in LA.  Teacher participants 
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were asked to observe closely their students and report for three weeks.  Teachers were also 

interviewed after they submitted their last evaluation.    

 4.4.2.1 Madison and Yin. Over the course of the first fall session, Madison noticed several 

changes that happened in Yin’s learning behavior and she said that there was a point in the 

session where PIL “did seem to kind of flip the switch in her” and “opened up possibilities that 

she never thought about before.” (Madison, Interview)  First of all, Yin became more assertive in 

class.  At the beginning of the session, she was among the quietest students in class but then she 

became more active in class as well as she took an opportunity to be a leader in class.  Madison 

explained that since her class was Oral Communication there were always opportunities for 

students to lead and Yin took this chance.  Madison describes a last oral discussion where Yin 

organized and monitored her group project: 

…it was very clear when her group came in that she had organized them and that she and 

they discussed who is going to do what: who is going to start, you know, forward the 

slides from the Power Point. And so it was very well organized and she took, you know, 

she started it right away. It was pretty impressive. (Madison, Interview) 

 Another crucial change observed by Madison was increased interaction with a teacher.  

Yin began to communicate with Madison after class in person or via email asking for 

clarifications or seeking advice to improve her pronunciation.  Madison described that Yin was 

“very purposeful” when interacting with her, in particular, Yin had specific questions and took 

notes. 

 4.4.2.2 Mitchel and Jalal.  Mitchel was Jalal’s teacher in a reading class.  It is important 

to note that Mitchel is also a program designer and leader for Program for Intentional Learning 
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and had in-depth knowledge of all PIL workshops with their goals and activities as well as 

theoretical background on learner autonomy.  Since Jalal was already a highly motivated and 

independent learner, Mitchel called all of the changes he noticed “subtle” and said he “might have 

missed them have I not known the other side of what he was doing with the autonomy program”.  

(Mitchel, Interview).  There were several “subtle” observable changes. 

   As it was mentioned earlier in the chapter, Jalal began to view his teacher, Mitchel, as “a 

resource” and “a partner” who can help him and guide him in language learning journey.  

Mitchel pointed out that most of CESL students are reluctant to approach and interact with their 

instructors due to cultural differences and their view of teachers as authoritative figures.  

Moreover, Mitchel believes that it creates an additional obstacle in language learning.  Thus, he 

was excited to see that Jalal’s attitude towards him changed and Jalal began to interact with him 

more in class and after class.  Jalal began to ask more questions in class about test items and also 

reading and test strategies in order to improve his test scores which were inconsistent.   

 Another important attitudinal change was that Jalal “became more even-keeled in terms of 

his reactions when his grade was…when he didn’t like it”. (Mitchel, Interview).  He focused more 

on improving the grades and learning new strategies rather than on complaining and being 

frustrated.  Jalal had a “more problem-solving focus in his attitude”.  Jalal also began to volunteer 

to read out loud in class. Finally, Mitchel noted that Jalal had a higher motivation and the 

observable behavior that showed it was an extensive reading assignment completed only by ten 

percent of class participants.  Not only did Jalal completed this assignment, but he took it 

seriously and got a high grade.  Overall, the changes noticed by Mitchel pointed to overall 

attitudinal changes: proactive and problem-solving focus, understanding the value of a teacher 

and realization that a teacher is a resource and a partner as well higher motivation.  These subtle 
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changes were not captured by the main Likert scale survey because it does not have a separate 

section language learning attitude; however, the results of post-test showed overall higher 

motivation. 

 4.4.2.3 Vanessa and Zoltan.  In her interview, Vanessa explained that she “did not really 

see that big of a difference in learner autonomy.”  Moreover, Vanessa had Zoltan before in her 

writing class a year before and she did not see much difference with that time.  However, Vanessa 

mentioned that he did seem to be more motivated but she explained that “the execution wasn’t 

quite there”.  She noticed that he asked more questions but she felt that he “was looking for quick 

fixes” because he had to pass TOEFL or IELTS exam that session.  Vanessa also mentioned that 

Zoltan is an introvert and a quiet person who does not like to volunteer in class, but that session 

he was volunteering a bit more than before.   

 The analysis of pre and post-test surveys revealed a similar situation.  Zoltan’s efforts to 

learn English in class and out of class did not change and this is supported by his teacher’s 

observation.  The areas of improvement were invisible to Vannesa: identifying a long-term goal 

of   entering graduate school, employing more strategies, and changing a self-perception from a 

loser to a more positive one.  Zoltan’s main success or gain in PIL was an internal change to 

realizing a goal and moving beyond labeling oneself as a loser.  The final note is the fact Zoltan 

found help and support mostly in advising.  

 4.4.2.4 Jacob and Carlos. Just as in case of Zoltan, Jacob, who was an Oral 

Communication instructor, did not see any changes in Carlos’ learning behavior that could point 

to any change in degree of learner autonomy.  However, he explained he “did not see any changes 

in that, but it doesn’t mean it did not happen but it was very large class and so it is hard to notice 
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those things within an individual student.”  Moreover, Jacob suggested that Carlos might have felt 

“drowned by a very vocal majority” of Arabic students.  This class was dominated by a vocal and 

outgoing ethnic group and Carlos was the only representative of his culture and an older student 

as well.  Jacob even thought that Carlos had a “minority syndrome” in that class.  Carlos is quiet 

and a more introverted person; however, he was “conscientious student” and “very well directed” 

from the very first day, as Jacob described him.  That oral communication class was a largely 

dominated by vocal students so it was hard for Jacob to note any changes.  In his weekly 

evaluation, Jacob mentioned several times that Carlos missed opportunities to speak up in front of 

the class.   

 4.4.3 The effect of metacognitive training on the quality of action plans.  

Research Question 1 c: How does training in goal settings and metacognitive strategies affect the 

quality of participants’ study plans? 

  PIL participants received metacognitive training on goal-setting and the development of 

study / action plans in order to set personal goals in English learning and to take actions to 

achieve them.  In the workshop, first they learn about difference between goals and objectives. 

Then, participants learned about and practiced writing an action/study plan which includes such 

components as specific action or steps, resources, and timeframe.  During the workshop, it was 

clear that this knowledge of setting goals and creating action/study plans was completely new to 

them.  I consider that this knowledge was an added value.  In other words, the PIL participants did 

not have any prior experience or knowledge about it. It was hard to obtain a pre-workshop initial 

study plan, since the first two workshops (including Goal Setting) were the time and place where 

participants recruitment took place.  The first meeting with identified potential case study 

participants happened after the workshop.  However, if it is assumed that participants did not have 
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a prior knowledge about study plan creation they would most likely score in the range of 1-4 

points because they would only include a goal (25%).  The study participants created action plans 

a week after the workshop. The second time participants created action plans at the end of their 

participation in this study, nearly three months later.  This second round was designed to capture 

the long-term effect of metacognitive training and how the participants retain these knowledge 

and skills. The table below presents the average scores for both initial and final action plans.  The 

standards for grading the action plans were set high (See Appendix F). 

Table 4.3  

Summary of Action Plan Scores 

Participants 

Name 

First study plan  

Average (out of 16) 

Percentage Second study plan 

average (out of 16) 

Percentage 

Yin 14. 7  

(15, 14, 15) 

92 % 13.6 (13, 13, 15) 85 % 

Jalal 9.5  

(10, 11, 7.5) 

59 % 5.5 (6.5, 5, 5) 34 % 

Zoltan 10 

 (11, 9, 10) 

63 % 4.3 (3, 7, 3) 27 % 

Carlos 7.3 

 (10, 6, 6) 

46 % 13.3 (14, 13, 13) 83 % 

  

 The average score is 10.4 for all four participants for the first round or 64%; whereas, for 

the final round of study plans, the average score was 9 or 56%.  Yin’s action plans were graded 

the highest for both times and her plan included all four components of a high quality study plan: 

clearly defined goal, specific steps to be taken to achieve a goal, various resources to be used, and 

a somewhat specific time frame.  The component that was the least developed was timeframe 

because she only had a time reference for her TOEFL test date.  Otherwise, her action plan was 

nearly perfect in scores.   
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 Carlos created his plan for a goal to get a high score on his TOEFL test.  His weakest part 

was the timeframe which he did not specify; however, in his second action plan, he had all of the 

components.  Jalal constructed his first action plan for improving his writing and speaking skills 

and the overall quality was good.  Finally, Zoltan’s first action plan was for getting a passing 

score for the TOEFL and the only component he did not include was the timeframe. Both Jalal 

and Zoltan had a lower score in the second round and they were both very general in their action 

plans.  I believe that Zoltan misunderstood and wrote a reflection instead of an action plan.  

Considering the fact that they never created an action plan prior to the workshop or that it was a 

new concept, the quality of their plans showed their solid understanding at the beginning.  The 

only component of a study plan which proved to be not understood by most of four participants is 

the timeframe.  At the end of the study, only two participants showed the retention of this skill 

(Yin and Carlos). 

4.5 Research Question 2 and Sub Questions 

To what extent do PIL participants transfer these new knowledge and skills learned in PIL 

workshops to their learning inside and outside of classroom? 

a. How do they apply this new knowledge and skills inside of classroom and out of  

classroom? 

b. What knowledge and skills from PIL workshops were not acquired by participants 

and/or transferred to their everyday learning?   

 4.5.1 The effect of PIL on in-class and out-of-class learning.  

  One of the goals of the PIL program is “(t)o provide students with knowledge, tools, 

resources, and ongoing support to become better language learners and to enhance their English 

learning experience at CESL.” (PIL website, http://www.cesl.arizona.edu/pilprogram) A major 

http://www.cesl.arizona.edu/pilprogram
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part of their experience at CESL is in-class learning.  In this section, I will address the issue how 

case study participants tried to apply and actually applied new knowledge and skills learned in 

PIL to their everyday English learning in class and out of class as well as knowledge which did 

not transfer. 

 4.5.1.1 Setting a goal.  All four participants, Yin, Jalal, Zoltan, and Carlos, agreed that 

setting personal long-term goals for why they studied English impacted their in-class learning. 

They all had a similar long-term goal to study at an American university for undergraduate or 

graduate degrees; however, before PIL, they just could not see the big picture and were 

preoccupied with immediate steps such as passing classes, getting good grades at CESL, and 

preparing for TOEFL or IELTS exams.  The workshop on goal setting helped them realize that 

English is a crucial step for their long-term life goals such as becoming a doctor (Jalal), 

pharmacist (Yin), an engineer (Carlos), and computer science specialist (Zoltan).  

  After they realized those goals, their attitude and in-class efforts changed to some degree.  

For Zoltan, the decision to enter a graduate program in Computer Science was a direct result of 

the workshop and led to his new goal in life and increased self-confidence and better self-

perception.  As mentioned before, Zoltan spent nearly two years studying English with no clear 

goal.  For Yin, Jalal, and Carlos, setting a goal led to higher motivation and more focus in class.   

Carlos described this feeling in his interview: 

I think that setting a goal is to learn English and then after that I knew that each class is 

very important for me…than I always…for me time to (at) class was very important I was 

very focusing on the teacher because I know that  this is very… something that I cannot do 
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in my home, teacher time. Then because setting my goal to learn English, in the class was 

always taking notes and very focused in what the teacher is telling me. (Carlos, Interview) 

 Carlos also realized the value teacher time and the importance of class time which will be 

discussed in the next section. 

 4.5.1.2 Interaction with teachers and realization of value of teacher time.  For at least 

two participants, Yin and Jalal, one of the major changes and PIL impacts was an increased 

interaction with their teacher.  Both their teachers, Madison and Mitchel, noticed and appreciated 

this attitudinal change towards seeing an instructor as “a partner” and “a resource.”  (Mitchel, 

Interview).  Yin and Jalal began to ask more questions in class and approached their teachers with 

specific questions after class and continued to interact with them throughout the session.  Even 

though Carlos did not increase his interaction with his teacher, Jacob, he realized that the class 

time or “teacher time” was highly valuable and he needed to focus more in class; whereas, before 

sometimes Carlos felt bored and disengaged in class.  Zoltan made an attempt to interact with 

Vanessa more but the quality of interaction was low since “he was looking for quick fixes” for his 

IELTS exam.     

 4.5.1.3 Schedule and time management.  The workshop Secrets of a Successful College 

Student: Learning How to Learn introduced various time management strategies, tools, and tips.  

All four participants reported using some sort of schedule/planner to manage their time more 

effectively after they attended the workshop.  Jalal began to use a schedule on his phone and he 

set reminders to complete particular tasks.  He also realized how ineffective his study habits were.  

Jalal used to have very short periods for studying (5-10 minutes) followed by a break; he changed 

it to a two-hour study period and found it more efficient.  Carlos implemented a paper schedule to 
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organize his day and help him to avoid procrastination.  Yin began to use notes on her IPad to 

create a weekly schedule: on a weekend, she decided what she wanted to study all week.  Finally, 

Zoltan began organizing his time through a schedule where he combined his time for homework 

and TOEFL preparation.   

 4.5.1.4 Using different ways to practice/learn English.  The workshop Language 

Learning Profile and Strategies focused on the idea that language can be learned through many 

different ways and the benefits of a language learner to experiment and to select effective ways to 

learn English.  Three of the participants, Yin, Jalal, and Carlos, found this information useful and 

modified their learning habits.  For instance, Carlos used to mainly focus on practicing reading 

and listening; however, he began to practice all of his language skills and switch from one to 

another frequently as to keep himself engaged and not bored.  Similarly, Jalal used to focus on 

learning through reading but he began to use different channels: listening, acting things out, using 

more visual materials, etc.  On the contrary, Yin used to not read much but she realized that if she 

wants to improve English in general and in particular vocabulary, she had to read more; therefore, 

she began to read magazines and newspapers.  Overall, these PIL participants diversified their 

repertoire of learning activities and began to experiment more with different ways of learning 

instead of just using one preferred way. 

 4.5.2 The knowledge and skills which case participants did not learn / apply.   

 The question of the present study aims at examining what student learning outcomes for 

the five PIL workshops were not achieved.  So far this chapter provided an account of the 

successes and positive changes which happened to the four participants as a result of PIL.  It is 

time to turn to discussing the effects that did not take place. 
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 4.5.2.1 Specific cognitive strategies.  The training in metacognitive strategies proved to be 

the most effective.  The Likert scale survey analysis showed that three out of four participants, 

Yin, Carlos, and Zoltan, improved in this area significantly (10% increase or more).  The 

qualitative data supports this claim and all of the participants discussed the changes in their 

metacognitive strategies: setting goals, making action plans, schedule, and more effective study 

habits.  The social and affective strategy training was also effective for at least two participants, 

Carlos and Zoltan according to Likert scale analysis.  Yin reported that she experienced less 

anxiety speaking English as well.  Contrary to the success of this training in metacognitive, social, 

and effective strategies, cognitive strategy instruction did not lead to any major changes.  

Cognitive strategies are the strategies that are carried out directly on the material or the content.  

The use of flash cards is considered to be a cognitive strategy for memorizing vocabulary.  Zoltan 

was the only one whose Likert scale survey analysis showed a positive change (from 38 to 48) but 

in his interview he said that he “did not follow that (use of different strategies)” because he was 

too busy with his preparation for the TOEFL exam.  Similarly, the other participants did not 

mention any specific cognitive strategies in their interview.  However, Yin, Carlos, and Jalal 

mentioned that they began to study different skills (reading, writing, speaking, and listening) and 

not just one or two.  They called these actions strategies but these are just different language 

skills.   

 The workshop Language Learning Profile and Strategies first introduced the idea of 

different channels through which we perceive information and different ways of how we learn 

things in life.  Then, this idea was transferred to language learning.  The last and the shortest part 

of the workshop focused on specific cognitive strategies though an interactive group activity.  

Workshop participants received slips of paper with various cognitive strategies and they had to 
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decide whether 1) they already use this strategy, 2) they want to implement it in future, or 3) this 

strategy is not for them.  However, the amount of time allocated for this activity was very short 

and participants had an opportunity to discuss only a small portion of the strategies.    The results 

of the survey and data from the interviews showed that the strategy training activity was 

ineffective due to a short period and also lack of modelling and application of strategies in the 

workshop.    Even after just preliminary data analysis and debriefing session with PIL team 

members, it was decided that  the workshop Language Learning Profile and Strategies would be 

reorganized in two separate workshops, in particular, Language Learning Profile and 

Language Learning Strategies.  The later one will include two main components: 1) modelling of 

the strategy use by workshop organizers and 2) participants’ actual trial of strategies for different 

language skills. It was clear from the first implementation of Language Learning Profile and 

Strategies workshop that strategy training requires more time, modelling, actual practice of 

different strategies, and reflection of its usefulness. 

 4.5.2.2 Self-access materials and PIL resources.  One of the goals of the PIL program is 

to introduce different self-access materials to CESL students and to encourage their engagement 

with these materials.  The program has its own page on the official CESL website and it contains 

various online resources for students (http://www.cesl.arizona.edu/pilprogram).  In all of the 

workshops, the learning advisors showed the PIL website and how to find various resources.  

They also provided participants with handouts for different resources related to a workshop topic.  

For instance, when conducting a workshop on time management, the learning advisors prepared 

and gave a list of different online tools to assist effective time management.  The interviews with 

four participants revealed that they did not use the PIL website for self-access materials and they 

http://www.cesl.arizona.edu/pilprogram
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did not use tools from handouts provided during the workshop.  All four participants knew about 

the website and what it contains, but they did not use it.   

4.6 Question Three and Sub Questions 

What are participants’ perceptions of the changes in their motivation and understanding of 

language learning and attitudes to learning English? 

a. Is there any change in students’ motivation due to their participation in PIL? 

b. How did their understanding of language learning and attitude toward it change? 

4.6.1 Motivational changes.   

Even though it is often easy for teachers and students to identify someone as a motivated 

learner, the concept of motivation itself is a complex one and has been the focus of research for 

years.  Even though motivation was discussed in Chapter Two, I will outline some ideas related to 

motivation in this section.   Dörnyei (2014) points out that the complex nature of motivation and 

motivational studies relates to the interplay of cognition and emotion in the notion of motivation 

(p. 520).  In the present study, I implemented Dörnyei’s L2 motivational system because this 

theory combined both cognition and emotion.   This system includes the idea of possible selves or 

people’s vision of themselves in future.  These possible selves are the self-images of what people 

want to become, afraid to become (Ideal Self) or they have to become because of an obligation 

(Ought-to Self.).  The last component in the L2 motivational system is Classroom Atmosphere 

which explains the effect of immediate classroom environment and learning experiences on the 

overall motivation.  

 In the workshop on goal setting, participants engaged in the process of realizing their 

long-term goals and the place of English within this path.  The idea was to help students visualize 

their future and where they want to be in a few years.  Participants even selected images from 
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magazines to represent their goals or themselves in future.  Therefore, the workshop helped the 

participants to identify their Ideal Selves or how they see themselves in future and the role of 

English in the process of attaining these goals.  The participants connected the goals in life to 

English learning and realized that English is a tool or a necessary step.  This brings the idea of 

instrumental motivation which emphasized pragmatic reasons for learning a language (Ortega, 

2009).  At least three participants, Yin, Jalal, and Carlos, reported that they felt more motivated 

and focused in learning English because of their participation in PIL.  In particular, they explained 

that when they set a specific and clear goal for their future it motivated them: 

Yes, I think that I feel more motivated. For example, the class about setting goals it was 

very good. Because one of my goals is to be accepted here at the university I need to do 

TOEFL and need to work very hard. And if have this in my mind you feel motivated all 

the time, every day. (Carlos, Interview) 

 Similarly, Jalal and Yin reported to feel more motivated, focused, and interested in 

learning English: 

The motivation, my motivation is improved like participation in PIL … like PIL help me 

to see my goal and realized that I need to focus I need to complete my goal I can’t stay I 

mean I have to do something for my goal. (Yin, Interview) 

The Likert scale survey captured this change in motivation only for Yin.  A motivational 

sub-construct of Classroom Atmosphere had an increase of over 10%.  As mentioned earlier, Yin 

felt more confident and assertive in class; whereas, at the beginning of the session, she 

experienced anxiety and stress when speaking in front of the class or interacting with fluent 

speakers.  This gained confidence improved her overall classroom experience and led to higher 
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motivation.  Thus, Yin’s motivational changes can be explained by two factors: realization of her 

goal and increased confidence.   For other participants, both pre and post-test resulted in almost 

identical scores (see Appendix I) because the reasons why they study English did not change for 

them but these reasons became more clear, prominent, and valuable for them.  They began to 

think about these goals and reasons why they study English and this increased their motivation 

and focus.   

Zoltan was the only participant who reported that his motivation did not change.  

However, his teacher, Vanessa mentioned twice that Zoltan seemed to be more motivated because 

he asked more questions in class. Vanessa also noted that even though Zoltan seemed to be more 

motivated “the execution wasn’t quite there”.   

 4.6.2 Attitude to and understanding of language learning.   

 There are various attitudinal changes that happened in four case study participants but the 

main change can be described as an overall more serious attitude towards learning English.    As 

mentioned before, all four participants were able to set their personal goals for learning English 

which made them  realize the importance of learning English, CESL classes, and their own efforts 

and role in learning process.  For instance, Jalal realized that he must put his best effort in class: 

When I entered the PIL program after I entered the PIL program I think I talk with myself 

a lot about why I came to study English so the answer is I came to study English because I 

want to study …because I want to get my degree because I want to enter the medical 

school so I must be focusing hard about working on myself. (Jalal, Interview) 
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 At least for three participants, Yin, Jalal, and Carlos, their attitude changed towards seeing 

and accepting more responsibility on their part in learning English which led to more focus and 

concentration in class and more proactive interaction with teachers.   

 Jalal and Yin began to view their teachers as valuable resources and to interact more with 

them in class and after class.  This attitudinal change is key for autonomy development.  

Autonomy does not imply isolation or working by oneself.  Autonomy rather means taking 

advantage of various resources available to learners, including human resources (e.g. teachers).  

Benson (2011) discussed the idea of interdependence as central of modern understanding of LA.  

Not only autonomy does not imply working in isolation or by oneself but autonomy implies an 

ability to work effectively with others or to collaborate (pp. 14-16).  This interdependence 

describes both working with peers and teachers. Thus, Jalal and Yin realized how to work more 

effectively with their teachers and how to maximize their learning through collaboration with 

teachers.  Both Yin and Jalal asked for different strategies and advice on how they can improve 

their English after class.  Their teachers noticed this change and encouraged it. 

 Finally, three study participants, Yin, Jalal, and Carlos, realized that learning English can 

be fun and interesting when one puts more effort into it and implements various ways to learn and 

activities for different language skills: 

Yes, I changed so much as a learner because … I have been doing many mistakes before 

the PIL program. I focus maybe … yes, I concentrate more in things in other topics but 

after the PIL program I feel better with my new strategies to learn English and less boring.  

This moment I think that learning English to me is very fun. (Carlos, Interview) 
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 Yin and Jalal became proactive with a focus on problem-solving.  For instance, Yin began 

working on her pronunciation independently and sought help from her teacher.  Yin approached 

her after their class to get advice on resources and strategies for improving her pronunciation.  

Moreover, Yin used opportunities in class to speak and communicate in English more than before.  

Mitchel described Jalal and the change.  Jalal became more focused on solving problems rather 

than complaining or demonstrating frustration.  Jalal had inconsistent test scores in his class; 

however, he was interested in learning about different strategies and tips in order to improve and 

interacted more with his teacher in class and out.  

4.7 Question Four and Sub Questions 

What are participants’ overall perceptions of PIL’s effectiveness and its place within CESL? 

a. What do participants think about the program, its effectiveness, and need for it at 

CESL? 

b. Which workshops are the most useful and why? 

c. Which workshops are the least useful and why? 

d. What suggestions do participants have for program improvement? 

4.7.1 Participants’ perceptions of PIL effectiveness and its place within CESL.   

All four participants found PIL workshops effective and helpful in terms of providing 

knowledge and skills for successful language learning.  In addition to the changes in LA 

described earlier in this chapter, there were several outcomes which were not targeted; however, 

these outcomes or effects are also important.   

 4.7.1.1 Creating a community.  PIL workshops and learning advisors provide a safe space 

for CESL students to openly talk about their English learning experiences, their failures and 
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successes as well as to be honest about their problems.  Learning advisors are not viewed by PIL 

participants as their teachers, but rather as mentors and people who can help without any 

judgement.  This special positioning of advisors and an open and friendly interaction allows for 

the creating of a safe and open community where students feel free to express themselves.  PIL 

workshops also provide an opportunity for social interaction between CESL students.  For 

instance, Zoltan highly valued this social aspect:  

But I was really happy that I went to the workshop because of people. It is not about 

strategy or it is not about the classes just being…it just sometime we didn’t know what to 

do it is like a lot of things on our mind. (Zoltan, Interview) 

Jalal in his interview also mentioned that he met new people in the workshops and made 

new friends.  It is one of the problems for CESL students to be able to build relationships outside 

of the classroom.  Even though PIL is still located within CESL, it allows for students of different 

ethnic backgrounds and different proficiency levels to come together and to realize that all have 

similar struggles in learning English and they are not the only ones with these problems.  

 4.7.1.2 Opportunities to use English.  All of the participants appreciated the opportunity 

to use English in a meaningful discussion in workshops.  Yin was grateful for a chance to meet 

new people, both CESL students and instructors, and speak English: 

… I am very shy when I talk to strangers and other people who I don’t know so when I 

joined PIL and I know more another students and another instructors it helped me be more 

confident So when now in my oral communication class when I have presentation I feel 

better than before speaking in front of a lot of people. (Yin, Interview) 

 For Yin, this interaction with new people led to more confidence in speaking and less 

anxiety in speaking in front of the class.  Jalal noted that one of the benefits was also learning new 
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vocabulary which he would not know otherwise.  In conclusion, the workshops provided a place 

for genuine communication in English and language learning opportunities.   

 4.7.1.3 The need for the PIL program.  Even though the case study participants were not 

asked the question about the need for PIL program at CESL, two participants, Carlos and Zoltan, 

began this conversation.  Carlos explained the need for a program like PIL to smooth the 

transition from high school to college, which is a part of the PIL Mission (see the Mission 

statement in Appendix J or http://www.cesl.arizona.edu/pilprogram).  Since Carlos already 

completed his undergraduate degree and experienced college life, he described the challenges and 

issues of this transition from his personal experience: 

Then it is more important for them, also for people in the university from college to 

Master. Because for me, I did many mistakes in my bachelor but for people, students, the 

change from high school to college is very, very strong I think it is very useful for students 

do these workshops. 

 Carlos also mentioned that demands of student or academic life and how it required 

different skills, including time management.  Zoltan viewed the main reason why CESL students 

need PIL as just to have someone who is designated to help: 

And it is very helpful and really it gonna be helpful to students because students need help 

and somebody to talk and to advise and that can be helpful for all of the students here. 

Soon will be a lot. That was what I was looking for to get help I did not know what to do 

what I must do. (Zoltan, Interview) 

 

 

http://www.cesl.arizona.edu/pilprogram
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4.7.2 The most useful workshop.   

Two participants, Carlos and Yin, selected the workshop Secrets of a Successful College 

Student I: Learning How to Learn as the most useful and interesting workshop.  The main focus 

of this workshop is to provide participants with training in different time management strategies 

as well as tips and hand-on training against procrastination: 

I think time organization they showed …I think you need to do a good schedule if you 

want to do all of your things and respect and if you respect the schedule you don’t 

procrastinate.  I think that this is the most useful for me. (Carlos, Interview) 

 Similarly, Yin talked about not only creating a schedule but the need to follow it “step-by-

step.” (Yin, Interview)  Both Yin and Carlos had a significant increase in Likert scale scores for 

metacognitive strategies (Yin - 49 and 56; Carlos – 38 and 48) which supports their claim about 

the effectiveness of this workshop. 

 Jalal found the workshop Language Learning Profile and Strategies to be the most 

valuable and interesting to him.  The workshop provided him with knowledge about different 

learning strategies and how to incorporate all language skills in everyday learning.  Finally, 

Zoltan chose two workshops as the most useful: Goal-Setting and Secrets of a Successful College 

Student II: US Academic Culture/Values.  As a result of the first workshop, Zoltan realized that he 

wanted to enroll in a graduate program at an American university and continue to study Computer 

Science.  It was a crucial change for Zoltan since he did not have a clear goal for studying English 

before.  The workshop about American academic culture helped him in various ways: “... how can 

I send a message to a professor we learned and also they taught me and my classmates about the 

differences between CESL, the rules, college rules.”  Zoltan also appreciated the practical skills of 
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email communication with professors learned in this workshop.  The table summarizes the 

participants’ responses. 

Table 4.4 

 Most Useful Workshops 

Workshop Participant 

Secrets of a Successful College Student: 

Learning How to Learn (time management 

and anti-procrastination strategies) 

Yin and Carlos 

Language Learning Profile and Strategies Jalal 

Goal-Setting Zoltan 

Secrets of a Successful College Student: US 

Academic Culture/Values 

Zoltan 

 

 4.7.3 The least useful workshops.   

 Out of four participants, only one participant, Carlos, named the workshop that found least 

useful.  In particular, Carlos thought that the very first PIL workshop What is PIL? was the least 

effective.  The goal of that workshop is to introduce the PIL program and discuss a simplified 

model for language learning process.  Carlos mentioned that he “did not remember so much about 

the first class” because he “thought that it was not that important.”  After implementing PIL for 

the first time in the first fall session in 2015, the PIL design team collected and analyzed informal 

participants’ responses and evaluations to different workshops.  Several PIL participants 

expressed a similar opinion about the first workshop which led to complete alternation of it. Yin, 

Zoltan, and Jalal believed that all of the workshops which they attended were useful. 
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 4.7.4 Suggestions for program development and improvement.   

 There were two main suggestions for program improvement and future development.  

Both propositions are related to program expansion in terms of time and content.  Case study 

participants want more time for PIL workshops and more topics. 

 4.7.4.1 New topics.  The main advice for program development suggested by Jalal was to 

develop workshops for new topics.  Jalal participated not only the first fall session but in the 

second one and some of the workshops were repeated.  The case study participants suggested the 

following topics for PIL workshops.  For instance, Carlos proposed an idea of a workshop or a 

series of workshops about student life not only for undergraduate student but for master and 

doctorate students as well since the expectations are quite different.   Jalal offered several topics 

for new workshops.  In particular, a workshop on TOEFL and IELTS test structure and 

preparation.  This particular workshop was already created and scheduled for implementation at 

CESL.  Jalal also mentioned a workshop dedicated to specific strategies for reading and listening.  

He believes that listening and reading strategies are “big problems for new students and students 

here at the CESL.” (Jalal, Interview) Yin also wanted to have a workshop on TOEFL exam and 

how to study for it but she also had another topic which was American general culture.  In the 

first session, only American academic culture was introduced.  She was more interested in 

everyday cultural manifestations: common behaviors, language use, and the way people interact 

with each other.   
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Table 4.5  

New Topics for PIL Workshops 

New topics for PIL workshops Participant 

TOEFL and/or IELTS Test Jalal, Yin 

Undergraduate and Graduate Student Life Carlos 

Reading and Listening Strategies Jalal 

 

 4.7.4.2 Better schedule.  The schedule for PIL workshop for the first fall session included 

both CESL locations, the CESL Building and the Park site.  At each location, any workshop took 

place only once a week.  However, Yin mentioned that it would be beneficial for CESL students 

to have the same workshop twice a week for each site: 

PIL provide more time, two days a week at CESL and two days at Trinity. I know it is 

difficult the instructors maybe have class but I think if you give more chance, more time  

for students, encourage them to go to PIL I think it is good. (Yin, Interview) 

 Yin was right about offering more than one day per week for CESL students to attend a 

particular workshop.  Especially, when considering other CESL events such as different social 

clubs (chess, music, knitting, etc.) and CESL Student Council meetings, PIL workshops competed 

against other important student activities.  However, it was the first full implementation of the 

program and the number of participants was hard to predict. 
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4.8 The Summaries of Participants’ Trajectories in Learner Autonomy Development 

 All four case study participants experienced some changes in degree of LA as captured by 

data analysis of various sources implemented in the present study.  However, only two case study 

participants, Yin and Carlos, can be defined as successful cases because the Likert scale analysis 

indicated an increase in scores of 10% or more.  Again this 10% threshold for defining success 

was selected because the quantitative data could not be analyzed statistically due to a very small 

sample size. In this section, I briefly summarize the changes in LA experienced by participants 

and present the main changes visually through graphs.  In the last section, I provide a cross-case 

examination in order to identify some patterns of LA development similar to all participants (refer 

to Table 4. 2)   

 4.8.1 Yin.   

 Yin’s journey to become an independent and successful English learner was the most 

successful.  Both her scores of the main survey and qualitative data identified significant changes 

in the degree of LA.  Her initial score was 283 points and her post-test score was 325 points with 

an increase of 42 points or 11 %.   Yin improved greatly (over 10 %) in four major areas or sub- 

constructs of LA, in particular the motivational construct of classroom atmosphere, in-class 

efforts to learn, out-of-class effort to learn, and finally, metacognitive strategies.   

 Both quantitative and qualitative analysis uncovered five major changes indicating greater 

LA.  First of all, Yin’s confidence in language learning and use increased. She learned how to 

manage her anxiety when speaking English, which led to her more active leadership role in class.   

There were changes in motivation which can be explained by several contributing factors.  This 

lower anxiety and confidence in class led to a more positive experience in class (Motivational 
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construct of Classroom Atmosphere) as well as realization and visualization of a long-term goal 

(Motivational construct of Ideal Self) both contributed to higher levels of motivation. The main 

changes in in-class learning were an increased interaction with the teacher and a more assertive 

and leadership role mentioned earlier.  Finally, Yin was the only participant who had high scores 

on both initial and final study plans which indicates her high levels of metacognitive skills of 

planning a learning process.  She also began to use a schedule to organize her time effectively.  

The figure below summarizes the main changes: 

 

Figure 4.2 Summary of Yin’s Main Changes in LA 

 Yin’s teacher, Madison, noticed the changes in Yin’s learning behavior, in 

particular, gained confidence and assertiveness in class as well as lower anxiety which allowed 

Yin to take a more active role in her class.  Madison also noticed that her student began to view 

her as a resource and increased interaction in and out of class. 
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145 
 

 4.8.2 Jalal.   

 Jalal was the only participant who had a very high level of LA at the beginning of 

the study.  His initial score was 351 points (92 %) and his post-test score was 353 points and he 

could not possible achieve a 10 % percent increase in his post- test scores.  However, the 

qualitative analysis of interviews with Jalal and his teachers, Mitchel, identified several “subtle” 

changes (Mitchel, Interview).    Most of these changes were related to motivation and attitude to 

learning English.  After the workshop on goal setting, Jalal realized how important English was 

for achieving his lifelong dream of becoming a medical doctor.  This realization led to a more 

serious attitude to learning English and his CESL classes.  Jalal became more focused, 

determined, and interested in learning.  Another important change was his perception of a teacher 

as a partner and a resource which caused a new type of communication between Jalal and 

Mitchel.  Jalal took advantage of a valuable resource, his teacher, in class and out of class.  

Finally, Jalal began to use a schedule as well as changing his study routines to more effective 

ones.  The figure below presents Jalal’s overall changes in areas related to autonomy. 
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Figure 4.3 Summary of Jalal’s Main Changes in LA 

 The qualitative data suggest that there were changes in the degree of LA but these changes 

were subtle, but yet crucial for the learning process and the exercise of control over it.  Even 

though Jalal had a high level of autonomy to begin with, he was still able to acquire new 

knowledge and skills about effective language learning and apply those in his CESL classes.  Jalal 

is actually one the most dedicated PIL participants to the present day and has attended PIL 

workshops for three sessions.  

 4.8.3 Zoltan.  

 Zoltan was the only case study participant whose academic performance at CESL was 

low.  During the first fall session, Zoltan almost failed his classes but he was able to pass CESL 

classes with the help of two learning advisors who told him to focus on CESL classes instead of 

TOEFL preparation.  Zoltan also experienced personal problems such as difficulty establishing 
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connection with other people and even some mental issues (possible depression).  For Zoltan, the 

most helpful part of PIL was his interaction with learning advisors, not the workshops.  However, 

the survey analysis showed an increase of 9% in his overall LA.  For Zoltan, the main benefit 

from PIL workshops was setting a goal to enroll in an American graduate program to study 

Computer Science which improved his motivation and self-perception.  In the past, Zoltan studied 

English in order to be able to find a job in Saudi Arabia where he was unable to start his career 

after he received his degree.  He had a poor self-image as “a loser” (Zoltan, Interview).  Other 

changes included new strategies such as using a schedule and speaking English with his Arabic 

friends.  Even though his teacher, Vanessa, saw his overall higher motivation, she did not think 

that he became more autonomous or even effective in language learning. The figure below 

provides an overall trajectory in the development of LA. 

  

  

Figure 4.4 Summary of Zoltan’s Main Changes in LA 
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 4.8.4 Carlos.   

 Carlos was the second participant who can be considered to be a successful case.  He had 

a significant increase in his scores for Likert scale survey from 267 points to 306 points.  The four 

main areas that changed during his participation in PIL are 1) increased effort to learn English in 

class, 2) the use of metacognitive strategies, and 3) the use of social and affective strategies.  Just 

as the other participants, Carlos benefited from the workshop on goal-setting which helped him 

realize that his CESL classes and the actual time in class with his teacher are invaluable.  He 

reported to be more focused and interested in classes and learning English.  His metacognitive 

skills improved in two main areas: planning and monitoring learning through the use of schedule 

and strategies against procrastination.  Carlos realized that he was a procrastinator all of his life 

and began to apply the strategies from PIL workshop on time management.  Finally, the survey 

analysis showed that he used more social and affective strategies.  However, his teacher, Jacob, 

did not notice any changes in his learning behavior and mentioned that Carlos was a serious and 

“good” student from the beginning of the session but Jacob also mentioned that he might have 

missed the changes because of the class size and really vocal majority that dominated the class.  
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Figure 4.5 Summary of Carlos’ Main Changes in LA 

 All four case study participants had a positive experience in PIL workshop.  They all saw 

the value of the program and had a positive evaluation of the program.  There were two main 

suggestions for program improvement.  First of all, the participants wanted to have new topics for 

workshops including test preparation for TOEFL and IELTS and exploration of college life for 

both graduate and undergraduate students.  They also suggested the expansion in terms of time 

devoted to workshops; in particular, Yin expressed an idea to conduct one workshop twice at one 

CESL site (CESL building and Park site). 

4.9. Conclusions 

 After tracing the trajectories of learner autonomy development of four case participants, in 

this section, I will summarize the pattern for this development among these four cases.  In 

particular, I will focus on the sub-constructs of LA which were positively affected by PIL 

workshops for a majority of participants.   
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 4.9.1 Setting a goal.   

 All four case participants reported that they felt more motivated and focused because of 

the workshop on goal setting.  As a result of the workshop, the participants realized that English 

plays a crucial role in their long term life plans.   CESL students are often immersed in the 

immediate environment and forget the main purpose of their English studies and that it goes 

beyond CESL.  All of the participants needed to have high English proficiency in order to get 

their American degree and to have successful careers later on.  The process of goal setting and 

visualization helped students to see themselves in the future (motivational construct of Ideal Self).  

This higher motivation led to more focus in class and greater efforts to learn English.  Setting a 

goal also altered the attitude to language learning for three participants.  For instance, Jalal and 

Carlos became more serious about language learning as well as more focused in class.  Also, both 

Jalal and Carlos found learning English to be fun and interesting; whereas, before they felt 

somewhat bored. 

 4.9.2 Metacognitive training.   

 Metacognitive training on planning, learning process, and time management strategies 

proved to be one the most effective workshops.  All four case participants began to use a schedule 

to manage their time effectively.  Even though they used different tools (paper planner, online 

schedule, cellphone alarm, to-do-lists, etc.), they all had a positive experience with a schedule.  

When asked about the most useful workshop, two of them, Yin and Carlos, found the workshop 

on time management to be the most helpful (Secrets of a Successful College Student I: Learning 

How to Learn).  Moreover, Jalal changed his study routines to more a effective alternation of 

longer study periods with short breaks.  The metacognitive training on different ways to learn 
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English through different channels also helped at least two participants, Carlos and Yin, who used 

to practice constantly only one or two language skills. 

 4.9.3 Teacher as a resource.   

 Two participants, Yin and Jalal, changed the way they viewed their teacher and how they 

interacted with them.  Jalal began to see his teacher, Mitchel, as a partner and a resource and 

approached him a couple of times after class.  Similarly, Yin began to communicate with her 

teacher, Madison, both in person or via email. She sought advice on improving her pronunciation 

and asked for tools and strategies.  Even though Carlos did not approach his instructor, he 

reported that his attitude to class time changed.  Carlos realized that class time and “teacher time” 

is invaluable and he must focus in class. 

4.10 Chapter Summary 

 This chapter discussed the case study participants and the changes in the degree of LA as 

identified by analysis of quantitative and qualitative data from various sources.  All four 

participants were affected by PIL workshops to some extent.  They experienced some changes in 

their learning behaviors and gained new knowledge, skills, and tools.  Three participants, Yin, 

Jalal, and Carlos, reported an increase in motivation and more positive and proactive attitude 

towards language learning.  Two participants, Yin and Carlos, were the cases with significant 

increases in LA degree as identified by survey analysis.  Jalal was the only participant whose 

scores did not increase, but he was already a highly autonomous learner at the start of the program 

(92%).  Jalal experienced slight changes related to his motivation and attitude toward language 

learning as well as his interaction with his teacher.  Finally, for Zoltan, his participation in PIL 

helped him to pass his CESL class and to set a new goal for the near future, which was to obtain 
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his Master degree in Computer Science.  Out of the four participants, Zoltan was the only student 

who had low academic performance and experienced personal issues, but was able to finish his 

CESL classes was accepted into the graduate program.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSIONS 

5.1 Introduction  

In this chapter, I will first summarize the main findings for the four research questions and 

discuss general pedagogical implications.  Then, I will outline several practical suggestions for 

development and improvement for the Program for Intentional Learning (PIL) followed by 

contributions and limitations as well as the directions of future research. In the present study, I 

investigated four case study participants and their trajectories for learner autonomy (LA) 

development as a result of an educational intervention (the PIL program). The study was 

conducted over an almost four month period.  Even though only two participants, Yin and Carlos, 

can be considered fully successful cases that showed significant gains in degree of LA, all four 

participants experienced some changes in the level of LA. 

5.2 Summary of the Findings and Pedagogical Implications 

5.2.1 Research question 1. 

To what extent is the Program for Intentional Learning effective in terms of developing 

learner autonomy? 

a. How effective is the introduction of the five main modules of PIL in terms of fostering 

learner autonomy? 

b. What kinds of changes do teachers perceive in observable learning behaviors of PIL 

participants? 
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The first research question examined the overall effectiveness of PIL program in fostering 

LA.  The main sources for data analysis were the comparison of pre and post Likert scale surveys, 

study plans, and interviews with both case study participants and their teachers in order to 

triangulate data and examine multiple perspectives. Even though the results of Likert scale survey 

comparison identified two successful cases, Yin and Carlos, all four case study participants 

experienced some changes in degree of LA.  After a careful examination, the PIL program proved 

to be successful in terms of its ability to foster LA.  The effect of learner training on several sub- 

constructs of LA proved to be the most effective and promising.  The trajectories for learner 

autonomy development were different for each participant but there were some areas of overlap, 

in other words, several sub-constructs of LA were affected more than others.  For instance, higher 

motivation and more positive and serious attitude towards language learning were results of the 

workshop on goal setting (Yin, Carlos, Jalal).  All four participants reported that setting a 

personal goal helped them realize the importance of English on their long term life goal and the 

visualization of these goals and their future selves led to higher motivation (motivational 

construct Ideal Self).  Moreover, participants reported that they were more focused in class and 

more interested in the process of learning English (Carlos, Jalal).   

 The examination of the effect of PIL workshops on metacognitive skills (Goal Setting and 

Secrets to a Successful College Student I: Learning How to Learn) on participants’ ability to plan 

and monitor learning process showed positive changes.  All four case study participants began to 

effectively manage with a schedule through various tools such as a paper planner, online 

schedule, cellphone alarm, to-do-list.  Jalal changed his study routines to more effective longer 

periods and Carlos realized that he is a procrastinator and began to implement anti-procrastination 

techniques and strategies introduced in one of the workshops. 
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 One of major findings of the present study was that the PIL program facilitated a new 

attitude and new ways of interactions between case study participants and their teachers.  Yin and 

Jalal began to view their teachers as partners in the learning process and valuable resources.  They 

interacted with teachers more in class and after their class in order to get advice and extra help.  

There were other changes in case study participants which indicated the success of the program.  

For instance, Yin became more proactive in learning English outside of the classroom.  Zoltan, 

who was the only participant with low academic performance, was able to pass CESL classes and 

was accepted into his graduate program. 

5.2.2 Research question 2. 

To what extent do PIL participants transfer their new knowledge and skills learned in PIL 

workshops to their learning inside and outside of classroom? 

a. How do they apply their new knowledge and skills inside of classroom and out of classroom? 

b. What knowledge and skills from PIL workshops were not acquired by participants and/or 

transferred to their everyday learning?  

The second research question examined how the case study participants applied their new 

knowledge, skills, and tools in their in-class and out-of-class learning.  Moreover, I also 

investigated what knowledge, skills, and tools introduced in PIL workshops were not acquired 

and/or transferred to their everyday learning.  On one hand, participants acquired and began to use 

in their everyday English learning various new metacognitive skills and knowledge which I 

mentioned in the previous section.  First of all, they adopted a schedule and used different time 

management tools. They also realized that English learning should be done by practicing different 

skills not just one. For instance, Carlos used to spend long hours just reading and then he began to 

switch between learning activities.   In regards to in-class learning, the quality of interaction 
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between teachers and students changed for at least two participants (Yin and Jalal).  Finally, all 

four participants reported the value of goal setting and its impact on their in-class and out-of- 

class learning: more motivation, positive attitude, more focus, and increased efforts to learn 

English.  On the other hand, the training on specific language learning strategies, cognitive in 

particular, showed almost no impact on students.  There were several reasons which are related to 

the ways the training was conducted.  There was not enough time to work with specific cognitive 

strategies.  I will discuss the suggestion on cognitive strategy training in the section on 

pedagogical implications.  The second area which proved to be ineffective was self-access 

materials and suggested tools and resources.  One of the goals of PIL is to promote independent 

interaction with self-access materials; however, all four participants reported not using these 

materials: PIL website with resources, tools and resources provided in the workshops.     

5.2.3 Research question 3. 

What are participants’ perceptions of the changes in their motivation and understanding of 

language learning and attitudes to learning English? 

a. Is there any change in students’ motivation due to their participation in PIL? 

b. How did their understanding of language learning and attitude toward it change? 

The third research question investigated how PIL workshops impacted participants’ 

motivation as well as understanding and attitude towards language learning.  Dörnyei’s L2 

motivational system framework (2014) was adopted.  Participants felt more motivated to learn 

English. The workshop on goal setting helped the participants to visualize their long term goals 

and themselves in future.  The motivational component of Ideal Self was changed, even though 

the main survey did not capture the change.  Their goals and self-images did not change (except 

for Zoltan) but these visions of goals and future selves became more intense and clear which 
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increased their overall motivation.  Yin’s motivation also changed because of her gained L2 

confidence and her ability to lower L2 anxiety. 

In regards to understanding and attitude towards learning English, this process of goal 

setting led to attitudinal changes.  Carlos, Jalal, and Yin reported being more focused and serious 

about English learning.  Moreover, Carlos and Jalal realized that language learning can be fun, 

interesting, and engaging.  

5.2.4 Research question 4. 

What are participants’ overall perceptions of PIL’s effectiveness and its place within CESL? 

a. What do participants think about the program, its effectiveness, and need for it at 

CESL? 

b. Which workshops are the most useful and why? 

c. Which workshops are the least useful and why? 

d. What suggestions do participants have for program improvement? 

The last research question deals with case study participants’ overall evaluation of the 

program and their recommendations for program development and improvement.  All four 

participants had a positive experience in the PIL program and reported gaining valuable 

knowledge and skills.  There were two unexpected but crucial outcomes for the program.  One of 

the participants mentioned the idea that PIL became a community where students from different 

levels and ethnic backgrounds can interact and speak openly about their various experiences and 

concerns about language learning, living in the USA, becoming a student in an American 

institution, etc.  The special positioning of learning advisors as knowledgeable yet nonthreatening 
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mentors contributed to this sense openness and friendliness.  Participants also appreciated an 

opportunity to use English for authentic communication.  For instance, Yin believed that speaking 

during PIL workshops helped her to better manage her anxiety.   

As far as participants’ most favorite workshops, two chose Secrets of a Successful College 

Student I: Learning How to Learn. The other workshops selected as the most effective were 

Language Learning Profile and Strategies, Goal Setting and Secrets of a Successful College 

Student II: US Academic Culture/Values.  The very first PIL workshop What is PIL? did not  get 

selected as the most effective; moreover, one participant found it the least effective. 

Finally, the participants’ recommendations comprised including more topics (American 

culture, undergraduate and graduate student life) and providing more time for workshops. 

5.2.5 Pedagogical implications: lessons learned from PIL implementation. 

  The first experience of implementing the PIL program in the fall of 2015 shed light on 

the capacities of these types of programs to foster LA and to train language learners to be more 

effective and successful as well as the general understanding of the possible effects of educational 

intervention to foster LA.  First of all, the program proved to be effective and the workshops had 

a positive impact on all four participants, each to a different extent.  The case study participants 

attended at least three workshops which made impact on their degree of LA and overall learning 

behavior.  It is important to note here that the content of PIL program can be adopted or adapted 

and delivered through a different format since not all language programs and institutions have the 

resources to create such a program.  But it can be done in classrooms by language teachers or as 

co-curricular activities. Not all of the PIL outcomes were achieved, but there were several areas or 

sub-constructs of LA that proved to be influenced most by the workshops.  The metacognitive 



159 
 

training was the most effective; participants reported crucial changes in their learning behaviors 

as a result of PIL workshops on metacognitive skills (goal setting, time management, and 

understanding language learning and different ways to do it).  The results of this training are 

promising and language educators can benefit from including metacognitive training in their 

language programs at different levels: classroom, curriculum, and even language learning 

advising if the institution can sustain this service.  First, the training on goal setting affected all of 

the participants. It clearly identified and visualized long term goals and led to higher motivation 

(motivational sub-construct of Ideal Self).  This training also influenced changes to a more 

positive and serious attitude which consequently altered participants learning behavior in class 

and out of class.  Second, all four participants changed their time management strategies to more 

effective ones and they all began to use a schedule.  Moreover, two participants changed their 

study habits in way that was beneficial for them.  At least two participants used to study just one 

or two language skills (reading, listening) and they did not practice other skills on their own.  The 

workshop Language Learning Profile and Strategies was successful in delivering that idea of 

necessity to practice all skills but it did not provide enough training for cognitive strategies which 

I turn to now. 

The training on cognitive strategies was insufficient and ineffective due to several reasons: 

short period of time allocated and an attempt to introduce all of the cognitive strategies at once.  

However, the lesson learned from this experience was crucial.  In order to conduct successful 

cognitive strategy training, there must be enough time allocated.  One of the suggestions for PIL 

is to create a series of four workshops dedicated to specific language skills, in particular strategies 

for reading, listening, writing, and speaking.  Moreover, this experience in cognitive training 

showed the importance of modelling and practice opportunities during this training.  Gu & 
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Nguyen (2013) discuss the following components or steps of Strategy-Based Instruction (SBI) 

suggested by Rubin (2007): 1) awareness raising, 2) presentation and modelling of a strategy, 3) 

providing multiple opportunities for extended practice, and 4) evaluating the effectiveness of the 

strategies and transferring them to new tasks (p. 13).  Each workshop in the series can present 

only few strategies and extensive practice as well as reflection.  Moreover, cognitive strategy 

training might be more effective when it is conducted within a language classroom and integrated 

in the curriculum because a teacher can reinforce cognitive strategy use by providing more 

opportunities for practice.  The format of the workshop is limited, as it only can introduce the 

strategies and provide initial practice but the workshop organizers cannot monitor and encourage 

the use of cognitive strategies in participants’ everyday language learning.  There was a second 

area of training which proved to be unsuccessful.  The first workshop was designed to introduce a 

simplified language model to the workshop participants and develop their metacognitive 

knowledge about language.  However, the workshops’ content was above the level of 

participants’ comprehension and did not produce any results.  Moreover, one study participant 

called it ineffective.       

Another promising finding uncovered during the present study was the effect of the PIL 

workshop on participants’ attitude towards their teachers and the changes in the quality of 

interactions between participants and their teachers.  Autonomous learners in an autonomous 

learning environment assume new roles as active participants who shape their language learning 

journey, but also view their teachers differently.  In the traditional teacher-centered classroom, the 

teacher transmits her/his knowledge to students (Benson, 2011) and the teacher is viewed as the 

only expert.  Moreover, the power relationships between a teacher and students are unequal.  

However, teachers who try to encourage LA in their class adopt different roles: facilitator, 
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counsellor, and resource (Benson, 2011).  Two case study participants had a significant change in 

their interaction with teachers which was also noticed by their teachers.  They began to interact 

with their teachers as partners in learning and take advantage of them as a resource.  Kohonen 

(1999) provides a list of characteristics attributed to autonomous approaches to language learning.  

One of the first characteristics is the partnership between a learner and a teacher who facilitates 

learning (cited in Carter, 2006, p.21).  This new partnership relationship indicated a new way of 

approaching learning which is along the lines of autonomous learning. 

An interesting pattern of the results is that even though there were several common effects 

of PIL workshops, there are individual changes within participants which were unique to each 

participant.  It seems that each participant captured a piece of knowledge or specific skills that 

they were in need of.  For instance, Yin who struggled with her L2 confidence and anxiety was 

able to overcome her anxiety and learn how to control it as well as to gain some level of 

confidence and to become more active and assertive in class.  For Carlos who struggled with 

procrastination all of his life, it was his fight against procrastination and new strategies to become 

more productive.  Even Jalal, who was the most autonomous learner at the beginning of the 

workshops, was still able to continue his development towards an even greater autonomy through 

attitudinal changes to more serious and positive mindset towards learning English and new 

interest in language learning.  Finally, Zoltan was the only one who set a completely new goal in 

life and decided to attend a graduate school.  Both the common and the individual changes in 

degrees of LA for all participants show the potential for this type of educational program and the 

way it can serve the need of a diverse group of language learners. 
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5.2.6 Pedagogical suggestions for PIL improvement.  

 The present study provided insights into the effectiveness of five PIL workshops and 

participants’ experience and evaluation of these workshops.  The results of the evaluation 

identified several areas for improvement and further development. 

1.  The first PIL workshop What is PIL? was the least effective and engaging.  The content 

of the workshop should be modified.  Instead of introducing the simplified model for language 

learning, it can focus on an overview of PIL services and engaging participants in reflection about 

their past English learning experiences, successes, and challenges.  The main goal of the 

workshop should be establishing an open and friendly relationship with participants and creating a 

sense of community. 

2. As mentioned earlier in the chapter, the training in cognitive strategies has to be 

modified in order to be effective and to provide sufficient training on specific cognitive strategies.  

I suggest a series of four workshops on cognitive strategies for specific language skills: reading, 

writing, speaking, and listening.  It is also crucial to success to provide not only modelling of a 

particular strategy use, but to create multiple opportunities for workshop participants to practice 

strategies with support of PIL faculty. 

3.  The findings of the present study uncovered the participants’ reluctance to use self-

access materials available on the PIL official website.  A possible solution is to create a specific 

workshop for independent interaction with self-access materials.  For instance, the content of the 

workshop can include a discussion of why independent learning is important, demonstration of 

various online resources on the PIL website, and finally, individualized engagement with 1-2 

resources relevant to participants’ immediate learning goals or problems. 



163 
 

4.  The four case study participants suggested several topics for possible future workshops.  

The information about their ideas was already shared with PIL staff.  As a result, there were 

several new workshops created: TOEFL and IELTS tests, series of workshops on American 

culture.  The only suggested topic that was not implemented yet is Graduate and Undergraduate 

Student Life. 

5.  The last suggestion is to provide more time for PIL workshops.  In particular, case 

study participants suggested the idea of conducting one workshop twice a week at one CESL site.   

All of the suggestions outlined in this section are related to overall program expansion and 

further development of content and new topics for PIL workshops.  The first experience of 

implementing PIL workshops showed the need for adequate time allocated for new skill 

development.  Workshop participants need to have enough time to get familiar with new 

strategies or skills and to be able to practice them in a supportive environment.  At least with one 

workshop Language Learning Profile and Strategies, the main criticism was that there were too 

many goals to accomplish in such a short period of time.  This led to partial achievement of 

student learning outcomes. 

5.3 Contributions of the Present Study 

  This present study supports a claim and provides substantial evidence that learner 

autonomy can be fostered through an education intervention, in this case, the Program for 

Intentional Learning.  This program was created with the main goal of promoting LA in ESL 

students and preparing them for a transition to an American university.  All four participants 

experienced changes in degrees of LA; however, only two cases can be defined as fully 

successful.  The findings revealed that the goal setting process increased one’s motivation which 
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was previously discussed in the literature on motivation (Ortega, 2009).  Due to their participation 

in PIL workshops, four CESL students became more motivated and focused on language learning 

as well.  They also greatly expanded their repertoire of metacognitive skills such as setting 

personal goals in learning English, managing their time effectively with a schedule, and working 

in collaboration with their teachers.  The effects of this program are positive and promising.  The 

insights for the present study will contribute to further development of the PIL program as well as 

development of other educational practices which aim at promoting LA. 

The study presented a detailed description of the program which is an example of a hybrid 

educational program designed to foster LA.  This innovative educational design can be adapted or 

adopted by other language programs.  Moreover, the content of individual workshops can be 

easily implemented as a component of regular language classrooms.  Thus, the study contributed 

to the literature on different autonomous learning program and pedagogical techniques to foster 

LA.  The evidence-based evaluation of the program showed the most effective components of the 

training of LA which can be adopted by language educators. 

This present study fills the gap in the research on LA.  Most of the studies on LA 

development were criticized for the lack of rigor in measuring LA and their descriptive nature 

(Benson, 2011; Nguyen, 2012; Ogawa, 2012).  The design of this study was guided by the 

Nguyen’s (2012) suggestions for improving the quality of research on LA and measuring the 

changes in the degree rigorously.  First, a carefully developed notion of LA was implemented in 

the present study and was transferred into data collection tools.  Second, the instrumentation used 

in the study included both quantitative and qualitative data collection tools which elicited multiple 

perspectives on LA development, in particular case study participants and their teachers.  Finally, 

all of the instruments were piloted and revised prior based on the feedback from teachers and ESL 
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learners.  Thus, the present study serves as an exemplar model in the research on LA and 

educational practices to foster LA. 

The last contribution of the study is the dynamic comprehensive model for measuring the 

development of LA over a period of time, which included a pre and post Likert scale survey 

(based on operationalized notion of LA), learning diary, teachers’ evaluations, analysis of study 

plans, and finally, interviews with case study participants and their teachers.  The data collection 

tools proved to be effective in capturing the changes.  Moreover, this rich pool of data allowed for 

careful triangulation and cross-examination of the findings.  The main Likert scale survey 

identified the major changes which were also confirmed in other sources (interviews and learning 

diary).  The Likert scale survey was designed as the main instrument which includes all sub-

constructs of LA that can be adequately measured.   

5.4 Limitations 

There are limitations to the present study.  The first limitation deals with participants’ 

perceptions of themselves and their ability to accurately assess themselves.  Most of the data for 

the study was acquired from the case study participants through interviews and the main Likert 

scale survey.  The main concern is participants’ ability to evaluate themselves accurately on the 

Likert scale survey.  However, in order to mitigate this concern, I included the voice of their 

teachers and their observations.  Also, all of the data from various sources were cross-examined in 

order to find discrepancies in participants’ narratives about themselves.  The study provides a 

detailed account of participants experience in the PIL program and the reader can judge the 

soundness of the findings. 
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The second limitation concerns the case study participants.  Three out of four participants 

were high achieving students with good grades.  There was only one low performing student and 

in fact, he was the one with least improvement.  Carlos, Yin, and Jalal were already “good” 

students so their trajectories might not be replicated by other students.  The effects of PIL 

workshops on average ESL learners might be different.  However, I believe that even average and 

low performing students who have motivation to improve and gain new valuable knowledge can 

benefit from the program. 

The third limitation concerns the notion of learner autonomy and what sub-constructs 

were examined in the present study.  As Benson (2011) points out, one specific dimension of LA, 

control over cognitive processes, is the least researched one and most studies on LA do not 

explore it.  This criticism applies to this investigation where I examined the changes in two 

dimensions of LA: 1) control over content (Reasons to Learn and Efforts to Learn) and 2) control 

over learning management through use of metacognitive, cognitive, social, and affective 

strategies.  It was beyond the scope of the study to explore the changes in reflection, attention, 

and metacognitive knowledge.  However, the metacognitive knowledge was investigated and 

discussed in relation to metacognitive strategies.  I selected these two dimensions because it was 

possible to create an operationalized notion of LA where different sub-constructs can be measured 

and tested though a Likert scale survey. 

Finally, the comparison of pre and post surveys and the significance of the results can be 

improved by distributing the survey to a larger sample (N=20) and applying an appropriate 

statistical analysis (ANOVA).  However, the study was conducted during the first implementation 

period and the number of participants could not be predicted.  However, this component of the 

study can be replicated in the future when the program has a larger number of participants. 
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5.5 Suggestions for Future Studies 

This study was conducted in the context of ESL education and it explored the 

development of LA for four case study participants.  Three out of four participants (Yin, Jalal, and 

Carlos) were already “good” and “conscientious” language learners who had a solid 

understanding of language learning process.  The participants had an average initial score for 

learner autonomy of 77 % and already displayed the majority of learning behaviors indicating 

high level of LA.  There is a need to see the trajectories for the development of LA for learners 

with different academic performance: high, average, and low to get a comprehensive picture.  

Moreover, the majority of participants were highly motivated, and that is why it will be beneficial 

to include less motivated and less autonomous students in the study since the program has the 

potential to change their motivation and overall attitude to language as well as to positively affect 

their academic performance.  Thus, the future multiple-case study should have a more diverse 

group of participants.     

  The original study design included two phases: 1) a large quantitative phase of pre and 

post-test design using the main survey and 2) predominately qualitative multiple-case study.  

However, due to difficulties in retaining participants in the larger quantitative phase, the research 

design was modified to a mix-method multiple-case design.  Future research can implement the 

original study design and obtain quantitative data for a statistical analysis which will provide even 

more insights on LA development for a large sample size.  Using statistical analysis, it will be 

possible to establish correlations between different learner characteristics and different sub- 

constructs of LA.  The original design also included a control group for the quantitative phase 

which can allow comparison between the development of LA in a natural ESL situation (control 

group) and interventional condition (treatment group).   
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The present study focused on the evaluation of the Program for Intentional Learning. 

However, for the purposes of this study, I only investigated opinions and experiences of the 

students who chose to continuously participate in the workshops.  In order to explore a different 

perspective, it would be beneficial to conduct a follow-up study with PIL participants who made a 

decision to stop participating in the program and uncover the reasons for this choice.  This 

exploration can shed light on possible improvements and program reconfigurations necessary to 

attract and retain more participants for PIL program. 

The present study focused on the first five PIL workshops What is PIL?, Goal Setting, 

Learning Profile and Strategies, Secrets to A Successful College Student I: Learning How to 

Learn, and Secrets to A Successful College Student II: US Academic Culture/Values.  However, 

since the fall of 2015, the program has expanded substantially.  In the spring of 2016, the program 

included over 15 different workshops which address language learning, academic, or digital skills.  

There is a need to investigate the impact of various PIL workshops on CESL students.      

5.6 Final Conclusion 

 As a member of the Program for Intentional Learning design team and a researcher, I 

wanted to investigate how this newly developed program, in particular the first five workshops, 

affected the PIL participants in the first implementation phase.  My goal was to understand the 

capacities and challenges of an educational program that aims at fostering LA in order to improve 

and grow the PIL program.  

The present study showed that the first five workshops proved to be effective in terms of 

their ability to promote LA and prepare CESL students for successful language learning.  Two 

case study participants, Yin and Carlos, showed significant increase in their degree of LA.  
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However, all four participants experienced positive changes that indicate higher degrees of 

autonomy.  The most promising area of the training was metacognitive skills.  All four case study 

participants reported the effect of goal setting on their everyday English learning.  Moreover, the 

goal setting led to higher motivation and changes in attitude towards a more serious and positive 

mindset.  Another important change, observed by both participants and their instructors, was 

increased interactions with teachers and a newly acquired view of teachers as resources and 

partners, which again indicates higher level of LA.  Finally, all of the participants began to 

manage their time more effectively by using a schedule. 

The PIL program, with its workshops and language learning advising, has the potential to 

improve the quality of the educational experience of CESL students, and provide them with 

effective training on how to become better language learners and succeed at CESL.  Moreover, 

the present study showed that educational intervention with an aim of fostering LA can be 

effective.  All of the findings and suggestions will be shared with the PIL design team and this 

evaluation will contribute to further the program’s development. 

5.8 Chapter Summary 

After examining four case study participants and their individual trajectories of LA 

development, the present study suggests that the educational program PIL has great potential in 

fostering LA.  In particular, the most effective area is training in metacognitive skills. All four 

participants reported a positive experience in PIL workshops and they each had a high evaluation 

of the program overall.  This chapter summarized the general findings for the four research 

questions and briefly discussed the pedagogical implication: general and local.  I also discussed 
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the limitations and contribution of the study and suggested several possible areas of future 

inquiry. 
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APPENDICES 

APPENDIX A: The Schedule for PIL Workshops for Fall I, 2015 

Week  Park Site, Rm 12 CESL Site, Rm 202 

Week 

2 

Monday, August, 31st, 12:15-1:15 

Workshop:  What is PIL? (PIL first 

meeting) 

Wednesday, September 2nd, 12:15-1:15 

Workshop:  What is PIL? (PIL first 

meeting) 

Week 

3 

Friday, September 11th, 12:15-1:15 

(because of Labor Day) 

Workshop: Goal Setting 

Wednesday, September 9th, 12:15-1:15 

Workshop: Goal Setting 

 

Week 

4  

Monday, September, 14th,12:15-1:15 

Workshop: Learning Profile/ Strategies 

Wednesday, September 16th, 12:15-1:15 

Workshop: Learning Profile/Strategies 

Week 

5 

Monday, September 21st,12:15-1:15 

Workshop: Secrets of a Successful College 

Student I: Learning How to Learn 

Wednesday, September 23rd, 12:15-1:15 

Workshop: Secrets of a Successful College 

Student I: Learning How to Learn 

Week 

6 

Monday, September 28th, 12:15-1:15 

Workshop: Secrets of a Successful College 

Student II: US Academic Culture/Values 

Wednesday, September 30th,, 12:15-1:15 

Workshop: Secrets of a Successful College 

Student II: US Academic Culture/Values 
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APPENDIX B: Main Likert Scale Survey 

 (adapted items from Dörnyei 2010, 2014; Dörnyei & Csizér, 2012; Hyland, 2004; SILL; Spratt, 

Humphreys, & Chan, 2002) 

This survey includes statements or questions about you. Please select the response that best fits 

you or describes you. 

Please put an “X” in the box that matches you best. 

(Part I. Control over Learning Content)-these headings in bold and brackets will not appear in 

the final version) 

(Reasons to Learn) 

(Ideal Self) 

 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Slightly 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

It is important to me to receive 

an American education. 

      

Learning English is important to me 

because I want to travel 

internationally. 

      

Studying English can be important to 

me because I think it will someday be 

useful in getting a good job. 

      

I can imagine myself living in an 

English speaking country in the 

future. 

      

I can imagine myself using English 

regularly for my future work.  
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(Ought-to Self) 

 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Slightly 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

My parents want me to study 

English. 

      

I have to learn English because I 

want to enter American 

university. 

      

I study English because people 

in my country say it is important. 

      

I have to study English so I don’t 

disappoint / upset my parents. 

      

My country encourages people 

to get an American education. 

      

 (Learning experience) 

 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Slightly 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Agree 

Agree Strongly 

Agree 

I like the feeling of my English 

classes. 

      

I enjoy speaking in English to 

fluent speakers (including native 

speakers). 

      

*I get nervous when I am 

speaking in my English classes. 

      

*I get nervous when I speak with 

native speakers. 
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I do my best to learn English. 
      

My English classes are helping 

me to improve my English. 

      

I like living in America. 
      

I feel comfortable using English 

outside of CESL. 

      

I like American culture. 
      

English classes help meet/reach 

my own goals and needs. 

      

*These two items were scored in an opposite direction (1-Strongly Agree … 6-Strongly Disagree) 

(Efforts to learn) 

I. (In class learning ) 

Activities Never Rarely Someti

mes 

Often Always 

I ask my teachers to help me if I do not understand 

something. 

     

I pay attention in class. 
     

I ask my classmates for help if I needed it. 
     

I ask my teachers for help if I need it. 
     

I ask myself if I understand new material 
     

I complete homework and other assignments. 
     

When my teacher asks a question to the whole 
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class I raise my hand to answer it. 

I participate actively in pair and group activities in 

class. 

     

 

II. (Out-of- classroom learning and use -based on Spratt, 2002 and original) 

Activities Never Rarely Someti

mes 

Often Always 

I practice grammar on my own. 
     

I write emails in English. 
     

I use English for social network websites 

(Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, blogs, etc.) 

     

I read online texts (news articles, Wikipedia, 

scientific articles, etc.) 

     

I read books/magazines/newspapers in English that 

were not required by my teachers. 

     

I watch English movies, TV shows, and programs. 
     

I listen to music in English. 
     

I search the Internet in English. 
     

I have study groups with my classmates. 
     

I play video/computer games in English. 
     

I use English learning websites on my own. 
     

I use computer programs to practice English on my 

own (Auralog). 
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 I speak in English with my classmates who have 

the same native language as I. 

     

I practice speaking English with my friends. 
     

I try to use as much English as possible outside of 

CESL. 

     

I try to make friends with native or fluent English 

speakers. 

     

I interact in English with my classmates from 

different countries outside of classroom. 

     

I participate in a CESL club (e.g. chess, music, 

hiking, knitting, etc.) 

     

I attend out of class events where English is 

spoken (e.g. International Festival) 

     

 (Part II. Control over Learning Management / Use of Strategies) 

1. (Metacognitive (PIL Diagnostic tool +my own items)) 

 Strongly 

Disagree 

Disagree Slightly 

Disagree 

Slightly 

Agree 

Strongly 

Agree 

Planning: I set goals to improve my 

English. 

     

I do some regular work to improve my 

English on my own. 

     

I make study plans to achieve my 

goals. 

     

Monitoring: I think carefully before I 

start an assignment. 
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 It is my job to watch my time as I 

complete activities in class. 

     

I control my progress on my 

assignments outside of class to make 

sure I finish. 

     

If there is a rubric (grading system) I 

look at it carefully to better complete 

my assignment 

     

I read and follow my teacher’s 

instructions when I do assignments. 

     

I ask my teachers questions about my 

grades.  

     

After I get my assignment back with a 

grade, I think about why I got this 

grade. 

     

II. (Cognitive,social, affective strategies (based on SILL retrieved 

http://www.educ.ualberta.ca/staff/olenka.Bilash/best%20of%20bilash/SILL%20survey.pdf))  

Activities Never true 

of me 

Usually not 

true of me 

Somewhat 

true of me 

Often true of 

me  

Always true 

of me 

I think about connections 

between what I already know 

and new things I learn in 

English. 

     

I connect a new word to an 

image or a picture in my mind to 

memorize it. 

     

I use flashcards to memorize 

vocabulary. 

     

I write words many times to 
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memorize them. 

I review words often so I don’t 

forget them. 

     

I read for pleasure in English. 
     

I try to guess what a word means 

if I do not know it. 

     

I try to read without looking up 

every word that I do not know. 

     

I notice my own mistakes. 
     

I practice English with other 

students. 

     

I try to relax whenever I feel 

afraid of using English. 

     

I give myself a treat or reward 

for doing well in English. 

     

I talk to someone else about my 

feeling towards my learning 

English. 

     

 

(Demographic Information) 

Gender:             Female     Male 

Which country are you from? 

Age:     
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How long have you been at CESL? 

Have you studied somewhere else in the USA or other English speaking country? 

Who is paying for your tuition at CESL?   

My family   Myself     My government        Scholarship         Other: 

What is your CESL English proficiency level (4, 5, 6, 7)? 

Do you know any other foreign languages? 

Yes       No 

How old were you when you started to study English?  

What major do you want to obtain in an American university? 

Do you want to be contacted to participate in a focus study (additional interview and 

surveys)? If yes, please write your name, email address, and/or your phone number: 
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APPENDIX C: Guidelines for Learning Diary (adapted from Ma & Gao, 2010, p. 903) 

 

You kindly agreed to write a weekly Learning Diary where you can keep record of your 

learning efforts as well as you feelings and attitudes towards learning English. You will be asked 

to write in four main categories: In-class learning, PIL-related learning, Out-of-class learning, 

Out-of-class use of English: 

In-class learning includes the time that you spent in your English classes but also the time that 

you spent on your homework, assignments, projects, etc. 

PIL-related learning includes everything you do for Program for Intentional Learning: going to 

workshops, PIL events, learning advisors, study groups and working on achieving your goal and 

completing your study plan. 

Out-of-class learning includes all activities that you do on your own in English: reading news in 

English, watching American movies and TV shows, writing an email or a post on Facebook. 

Out-of-class Use of English is about you using English outside of classroom.  It can be your 

interactions with your friends at CESL, a small talk at a cafe, talking to your American friend. It 

is all about you using English in the real world!     

For each category please think about the following questions but you can choose the 

questions that are most relevant to you each week: 

1. How many hours did I spend this week (for each category)? 

2. What did I do? What kinds of activities did I participate in? 

3. What materials did I use (books, online materials, phone applications, computer 
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programs, etc.)? Did I use any self- access materials from CESL? 

4. What strategies (from SILL) did I use? Were they effective? 

5. What tools and knowledge from PIL workshop did I use this week and how? 

6. How do I feel about my effort? 

7. How do I feel about my attitude? 

8. How do I feel about my results and achievements? 

9. What challenges and problems did I have this week? What did I do to deal with them? 

10. What is my next goal? 

11. Who did I speak about my English learning? 

12. Did I help someone with their English? 

13. Did I work with others? 

14. What was the most fun? 

15. What was the most challenging? 

16. Any other thoughts and comments: 
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APPENDIX D: Hand out for Study Plan Completion 

 

Name____________ 

Date_____________ 

Action /Study Plan 
Objective: 

 

 

 

 

Actions: 

 

 

 

 

Other important information: 
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APPENDIX E: Rubric for Study Plan Evaluation  

Category 0 1 2 3 4 Grade 

Goal not 

specified 

in the 

plan 

very poorly 

stated: too 

general, 

vague, 

unachievable 

fairly stated: 

too broad or 

narrow; too 

hard or easy 

to achieve; 

not too 

relevant to 

language 

development 

 

well stated: a 

proximal 

goal that is 

achievable 

and relevant 

excellently 

stated: a well-

developed goal 

that reflects 

students’ needs; 

achievable and 

relevant for 

students’ 

language 

development 

 

Steps / 

Action 

not 

specified 

in the 

plan 

very poorly 

stated: too 

general, 

vague, 

unachievable, 

unrelated to 

the goal, 

not well 

thought 

through 

fairly stated: 

not a good 

match to 

achieve stated 

goal, 

lacks specific, 

too broad or 

narrow; 

limited 

variety of 

activities 

well stated: 

good steps 

that match 

that goal and 

have enough 

specificity 

excellently 

stated: well 

developed steps 

that will achieve 

the goal if taken; 

shows that a 

student thought 

it through; steps 

include a variety 

of different 

activities 

 

Resources not 

specified 

in the 

plan 

very poorly 

stated: too 

general, 

vague, 

unrelated to 

the goal, 

not well 

thought 

through 

fairly stated: 

not a good 

match to 

achieve stated 

goal and 

steps, 

not specific 

enough or too 

broad, 

limited to 

only 1-2 types 

of resources: 

e.g. text and 

well stated: 

good 

resources 

that match 

that goals 

and steps, 

however, it 

lacks variety 

of sources 

(which can 

be including 

authentic 

materials, 

language 

excellently 

stated: well 

selected 

resources that 

will achieve the 

goal if used; 

shows that a 

student thought 

it through and 

did some 

research; 

materials include 

a variety of 

different types 

of resources: 
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websites  learning)  text, video, 

audio, human, 

etc. 

Time 

allocated 

Not 

specified 

very poorly 

stated: 

general idea 

of when it 

will 

completed, 

unrealistic, 

not specific 

fairly stated: 

one of the two 

categories is 

specified in 

good detail 

(time for 

completing 

the study plan 

or time in the 

schedule to 

works of 

achieving) 

well stated: 

both 

components 

are present, 

however 

they might 

be not 

specific 

enough  

excellently 

stated: 

specific and 

realistic time 

frame is used 

(e.g. For the next 

two month, I 

will be reading 

academic 

journals to 

improve my 

academic 

reading), 

specific time in a 

day or a week 

allocated to 

working on 

achieving a goal 

 

Total:       
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APPENDIX F: Weekly Teachers’ Reports 

Week ________ 

Teacher’s Name____________________ 

Student’s Name____________________ 

 

 

There were no 

chances to 

observe this 

behavior this 

week 

Never Rare Sometimes Often Always 

The student seemed to be 

motivated. 

      

The student stayed on task 

during the class. 

      

The student seemed confident 

in using English. 

      

The student paid attention in 

class. 

      

The students engaged in 

classroom activities. 

      

The student asked questions 

in class. 

      

The student worked 

effectively with others in 

class. 

      

The student asked the teacher 

if he/she did not understand 

something. 
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The student completed 

homework and other 

assignments. 

      

The student volunteered to 

answer teacher’s questions.  

      

The student volunteered to 

present his/her work in class. 

      

The student sought help 

outside of class if needed 

(your opinion). 

      

The student put effort into 

class. 

 

      

The student tried to use 

English in class. 

      

The student seemed to be 

nervous and confused in class. 

      

 

How would you describe your student’s learning behavior in class this week? Were there any 

changes that you noticed in terms of motivation, autonomy, use of strategies, collaboration with 

others, interest and investment in learning, confidence, etc.: 

 

 

 



187 
 

APPENDIX G: Questions for Semi-Structured Interview with Student Participant (developed for 

Carlos) 

1. How old are you? 

2. What will be your major? 

3. What kind of education do you have? (high school, bachelor, master’) 

4. Where did you study English before? 

5. What kind of student are you? Bad, Average, Good, Excellent 

6. Why did you decide to participate in PIL? What difficulties do you have at CESL or 

English learning? 

7. I understand that you want to become better learner because you decide to participate in 

PIL. Tell me about yourself as a learner 

8. What kind of things have you changed in your learning and even life because of 

something that you learned in PIL? 

9. Tell me about something you learned in PIL had a positive impact or effect on your 

learning and life here in the USA? 

10. Could you tell me about your overall experience in PIL? 

11. Did your motivation change since you began attending PIL? 

12. How did your understanding of language learning change? 

13. How did you change as a language learner? What do you do differently in class and out of 

class? 

14. What strategies and tools do you use now that you learned about in the PIL? 

15. Tell me how would you change PIL program to better help CESL students? 

16. Which workshop was the most useful and why? 
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17. Which one did you find the least interesting or useful? 

18. What other topic you wish PIL offered? 

19. Did you meet with learning advisor? 

      20. Any other comments or ideas. 
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APPENDIX H:  Comprehensive Comparison of Pre- and Post- responses for the Main Survey 

Reasons to learn-Ideal self  

(out of 30) 

Yin 

pre     post   

Jalal 

pre     post   

Carlos 

pre     post   

Zoltan 

pre     post   

1. It is important to me to receive 

an American education. 

6            6 6  6 6 6 6 6 

2. Learning English is important to me 

because I want to travel internationally. 

5            6 6 6 5 6 4 4 

3. Studying English is important to me 

because it helps me to get a good job. 

6            6 6 6 6 5 6 6 

4. I can see myself living in an English 

speaking country in the future. 

6            6 4 6 6 5 5 5 

5. I study English because I enjoy 

studying FL 

6            5 6 6 6 5 5 4 

Reasons to learn – Ought-to self  

(out of 30) 

29         29 28 30 29 27 26 25 

6. My parent want me to have American 

education (Bachelor’s, Master’s or 

Ph.D). 

6           6 6 5 4 4 3 2 

7. I have to learn English because I want 

to enter American university. 

6          6 5 6 6 6 6 6 

8. I study English because people in my 

country say it is important. 

6           6 6 4 4 5 1 6 

9. I have to study English so I don’t 

disappoint / upset my parents. 

4           1 1 2 3 3 6 3 

10. My country encourages people to 

get an American education. 

5          5 6 6 4 5 5 6 

Reasons to learn –Class atmosphere  

(out of 54) 

 

27         24 24 23 21 23 21 23 

11. I like the feeling in my CESL 

classes. 

6            6 6 6 6 6 6 6 

12. I enjoy speaking in English to fluent 

speakers (including native). 

6           6 6 6 6 6 6 6 

13. I get nervous when I am speaking in 

my English classes. 

*1          * 

4 

*6 *4 *2 *2 *6 *5 

14.I get nervous when I speak English 

with native speakers. 

*2          *5 *6* 4 *1 *2 *2 *2 

15. I do my best to learn English. 5           6 6 6 6 6 6 5 

16. My English classes are helping me 

to improve my English. 

5           6 6 6 6 6 5 6 

17. I like living in America. 5           6 6 6 6 6 6 5 

18.I feel comfortable using English 

outside of CESL 

4           6 6 6 5 5 6 6 

19. English classes help meet/reach my 

own goals and needs. 

5          6 6 6 6 6 6 6 
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Effort to learn in class  

(out of 40) 

39         51 54 50 44 45 49 47 

20. I ask my teachers to help me if I 

don’t understand something. 

5           6 5 5 3 4 5 5 

21. I pay attention in class. 4           6 5 5 4  5 5 4 

22. I ask my classmates for help if I 

need it. 

3           3 5 5 3  5 3  5 

23. I ask my teachers for help if I need 

it. 

5           3 5 5 3  4 4 5 

24. I ask myself if I understand new 

material. 

4           6 5 5 2  3 2 3 

25. I complete homework and other 

assignments. 

5          6 5 4 3 6 4 3 

26. When my teacher asks a question to 

the whole class I raise my hand to 

answer it. 

3        3 5 4 3 3 2 2 

27. I participate actively in pair and 

group activities in class. 

4        5 5 4 4 5 4 4 

Effort to learn out of class  

(out of 95) 

33     38 40 37 25 35 29 31 

28. I practice grammar on my own. 4         5 5 5 2 4 5 5 

29. I write emails and letters to people 

in English. 

4         2 5 5 2 3 3 5 

30. I use English for social network 

websites (Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, 

blogs, etc.) 

3         5 5 4 3 3 3 4 

31. I read online texts (news articles, 

Wikipedia, scientific articles, etc.) 

3         4 3 4 4 5 2 3 

32. I read books/magazines/newspapers 

in English that are not required by my 

teachers. 

3        3 4 4 5 5 3 3 

33. I watch English movies, TV shows, 

and programs. 

3        4 5 5 5 5 5 5 

34. I listen to music in English. 4        5 3 5 5 4 5 5 

35. I search the Internet in English. 4        4 4 4 5 5 4 5 

36. I have study groups with my 

classmates. 

2        2 5 4 3 3 2 2 

37. I play video/computer games in 

English. 

1        2 5 5 2 3 4  5 

38. I use English learning websites on 

my own. 

3        4 4 4 3 4 5 4 

39. I use computer programs to practice 

English on my own (e.g. Auralog). 

2       4 3 5 2  3 4 5 

40. I speak in English with my 

classmates who have the same native 

language as I. 

2       2 4 4 3 3 3 3 
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41. I practice speaking English with my 

friends. 

3       4 5 5 3 3 2 5 

42. I try to use as much English as 

possible outside of CESL. 

3       4 5 5 2 3 5 5 

43. I try to make friends with native or 

fluent English speakers. 

2        3 4 5 3 4 5 5 

44. I interact in English with my 

classmates from different countries 

outside of classroom. 

4      5 4 5 4 5 5 5 

45. I participate in a CESL club (e.g. 

chess, music, hiking, knitting, etc.) 

2      4 2 2 5 4 1 2 

46.I attend out of class events where 

English is spoken (e.g. International 

Festival) 

2      4 3 3 4 4 4 4 

Metacognitive strategies  

(out of 60) 

54      70 78 83 65 73 70 75 

47. I set goals to improve my English. 5         5 6 6 5 5 6 5 

48. I do some regular work to improve 

my English on my own. 

5         6 6 6 6 5 5 6 

49. I make study plans to achieve my 

goals. 

4         6 6 6 4 5 2 3 

50. I think carefully before I start an 

assignment. 

5         6 6 6 4 5 6 6 

51. It is my job to watch my time as I 

complete activities in class. 

3         5 5 6 5 5 6 5 

52. I control my progress on my 

assignments outside of class to make 

sure I finish. 

5        6 6 6 5 5 2 6 

53. If there is a rubric (grading system) I 

look at it carefully to better complete 

my assignment 

6        6 6 6 2 3 1 6 

54. I read and follow my teacher’s 

instructions when I do assignments. 

6        6 6 6 4 6 4 6 

55. I ask my teachers questions about 

my grades. 

4        5 5 6 2 4 4 6 

56. After I get my assignment back with 

a grade, I think about why I got this 

grade. 

6        5 6 6 1 5 6 6 

Cognitive strategies  

(out of 54) 

49       56 58 60 38 48 42 55 

57. I think about connections between 

what I already know and new things I 

learn in English. 

5         5 6 6 4 5 5 6 

58. I connect a new word to a picture in 

my mind to memorize it. 

4        3 6 5 5 4 2 3 

59. I use flashcards to memorize 3        4 6 6 3 4 4 2 
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vocabulary. 

 

60. I write words many times to 

memorize them. 

4       6 6 6 3 4 6 6 

61. I review words often so I don’t 

forget them. 

5       6 6 6 4 4 5 3 

62. I read for fun in English. 4       4 6 6 5 6 3 4 

63. I try to guess what a word means if I 

do not know it. 

4       5 5 6 5 5 2 4 

64. I try to read without looking up 

every word that I do not know. 

4       4 5 6 4 4 2 6 

65. I notice my own mistakes. 4       4 6 6 4 5 2 4 

Social and affective  strategies 

(out of 18) 

37     41 52 53 37 41 31 38 

66. I try to relax whenever I feel afraid 

of using English. 

5       5 6 6 1 4 2 6 

67. I give myself a treat or reward for 

doing well in English. 

6       6 6 6 4 5 5 5 

68. I talk to someone else about my 

feeling towards my English learning 

4       5 5 5 3 5 1 4 

 15     16 17 17 8 14 8 15 

Possible total 381 (100%) 

 

Significant increase-38 (10 %) 

pre-test 

total: 

283  

 74 % 

pre-test 

total: 

351 

92% 

pre-test 

total: 

267 

70 % 

pre-test 

total: 

276 

72 % 

 post-test 

total: 325 

85 % 

increase is 

42 (more 

than 10%) 

 

post-test 

total: 

353 

93 % 

increase is 

2 (less than 

10 %) 

post-test 

total: 

306 

81 % 

increase is 

39 (more 

than 10%) 

post-test 

total: 

309 

81 % 

increase is 

33 (less 

than 10%) 

*In order to capture the positive change of lowered anxiety, the reversed numbers were 

used (1 - Strongly Agree, 2 – Agree, 3 - Slightly Agree, 4 - Slightly Disagree, 5 – 

Disagree, 6 - Strongly Disagree)  
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APPENDIX I:  Pre- test data for Likert Scale Survey (N=14) 

 

Participants  
 

1 

 

2 

 

3 

 

4 

 

5 

 

6 

 

7 

 

8 

 

9 

 

10 

 

11 

 

12 

 

13 

 

14 
Reasons to 

learn - Ideal 

self (30) 

24 30 24 26 15 15 6 27 28 28 28 26 18 26 

Reasons to 

learn – 

Ought-to self  

(30) 

30 30 26 26 20 15 7 27 28 24 21 27 23 23 

Reasons to 

learn – Class 

atmosphere 

(54) 

37 39 35 38 30 37 42 45 41 41 40 49 49 33 

Effort to 

learn In class 

(40) 

33 37 33 38 34 31 30 32 33 31 35 38 36 27 

Effort to 

learn –  

Out-of- class 

(95) 

57 79 62 74 60 53 73 67 69 52 49 78 66 53 

Metacognitiv

e strategies 

(60) 

46 48 53 57 47 45 51 51 48 49 48 44 54 39 

Cognitive 

strategies 

(54) 

43 44 40 47 35 35 48 43 41 43 41 44 46 39 

Social and 

Affective 

(18) 

14 18 15 16 15 15 15 15 17 14 17 6 12 12 

Total 

possible 

(381) 

284 325 288 322 256 246 272 307 305 281 279 312 304 252 
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