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Abstract 
This study investigated the extent to which Malaysian primary ESL teachers understood 
the concept of learner autonomy and how their beliefs about this concept were applied in 
their teaching practices. There is very little research on how teachers’ beliefs on learner 
autonomy are enacted in teaching practices, especially in Malaysian context. 44 primary 
ESL teachers from 11 schools in Pengkalan Chepa Zone of Kota Bharu District 
participated in the study. Data were collected through two phases of the study, utilising 
both quantitative methods (survey questionnaire) and qualitative methods (semi- 
structured interviews). This study found that teachers generally lacked understanding 
about learner autonomy and there was a mismatch between teachers‟’beliefs and their 
actual teaching practices regarding learner autonomy. A few constraints to implementing 
learner autonomy in Malaysian classrooms had also been identified, for instance; teachers’ 
knowledge and readiness, Malaysian curriculum and examination-oriented culture as well 
as teaching and learning facilities. Though there are a few limitations with regard to the 
study, the findings of this study will provide teachers and policy-makers new insights into 
learner autonomy against the backdrop of Malaysian education system and policy.  
 

Keywords: Learner autonomy, teacher’s beliefs, primary ESL teachers, Malaysian 
Education System  

 
Introduction 

In this 21st century where the advancement of science and technology have 
impacted and governed every aspect of our lives, it has evidently led to advancement in 
the field of education which subsequently redefined the role of teachers and learners. The 
traditional role of teachers as a sole provider of knowledge is no longer relevant in today’s 
21st century classrooms as teachers are expected to perform various tasks and hold 
additional roles.  As a result, it has also created a paradigm shift in the way people are 
being educated (Lim, 2000).   

The movement towards learner-centred approaches which focuses and addresses 
learners’ needs regards learners’ autonomy as one aspect which is highly centralized and 
prioritized move to prepare learners for the challenges in the 21st century learning.  In 
recent years, the Malaysian education system has also been intensively promoting this 
approach, as evident in the current education policies which have highlighted the 
importance of students acquiring 21st century skills (Ministry of Education Malaysia, 
2003). While this is so, the question in regards to Malaysian teachers still remains, which 
is if they are able to embrace and implement learner autonomy in their classrooms? Will 
they be able to let go of the traditional teaching practices and let their students take the 
responsibility of their own learning? Learner autonomy challenges the traditional roles 
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teachers hold “because it emphasizes the role of the learner rather than the role of the 
teacher” (Jacobs & Farell, 2003, cited in Alonazi, 2017, p. 183).   

In 2008, the Ministry of Education of Malaysia began the trial implementation of 
the new modular and thematic primary school curriculum as well as school-based 
assessment in fifty primary schools in Malaysia. The reason for this curriculum and 
assessment transformation is to ascertain that schooling system fulfils students’ current 
and future needs by improving learners’ acquisition of communication and thinking skills, 
creativity and innovation. From the beginning of school term in 2011, the New Primary 
School Standard Curriculum known as KSSR or Kurikulum Standard Sekolah Rendah was 
implemented in all Year One primary schools nationwide. The new curriculum intended to 
improve the integrated curriculum for primary school (KBSR) that was introduced and 
implemented in late 1990s.   

One of the objectives in the National Education Philosophy (NEP) of Malaysia is 
to produce citizens who can contribute and compete globally (Principles and general 
objectives of education, 1990). This objective can only be realized if the education system 
including the teaching and learning approach is changed to suit the needs of the current 
trends in education. In view of this, Malaysian educators have always upheld the strong 
desire to see that students’ perception and the ways of learning are switched to a more 
independent one. These educators also feel that for Malaysian students to be successful in 
the 21st century, the educators themselves need to move out of the way to let students 
discover things and concepts on their own effort (Educational Technology’s Effect on 
Models of Instruction, 1997). Hence, taking education as a platform to achieve this goal, 
there is a renewed emphasis on the need to shift teaching pedagogies to be more learner- 
centred. This move is reflected in the recent revamp of our education policy, such as 
KSSR and KSSM.   

Various studies including one by Little (2008) confirm that the development of 
learner autonomy can positively influence the progress of second language (L2) 
proficiency. This is further supported by Davis (1993, cited in Tanyeli & Kuter, 2013) 
who argues that learners learn best if they can participate actively in the learning process. 
Hence, the role of learner autonomy should be given a priority in developing new policies 
or improving the existing ones. As mentioned earlier, the latest revamp in English 
language policy in Malaysia is a reflection to how serious the Malaysian government is in 
making sure our education system stays relevant in today’s globalised world. The 
implementation of school-based assessment as well as the implementation of the Common 
European Framework of Reference (CEFR) is a testament to this agenda. A paradigm shift 
in education should be a national agenda where all stakeholders take an active stance from 
all directions.   

Like many typical Asian countries, Malaysian education system is very much 
examination-oriented, so much so that students are left with no choice and are forced into 
rote-learning and memorising just for the sake of getting high scores and the best grades in 
examinations (Ali, 2003, cited in Aspalila, 2011). Malaysian teachers are indeed still 
heavily bound by the traditional teaching approach. As a consequence, students’ creativity 
as well as the ability to be critical in analysing things have been greatly reduced (Darshan 
& Ong, 2003). This also leads to students not being able to apply the knowledge of the 
language to communicate themselves in a genuine way (Paul, 2003). Realising this 
important fact, the Malaysian government has taken an aggressive move by reviewing and 
revamping policies in our education system. Hence, with the implementation of the New 
Primary Curriculum or KSSR, and with alternative assessments such as school-based 
assessments, it is hoped that they are able to serve as a holistic approach for every 
Malaysian student.   
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Nevertheless, this move is not without issues. Lack of preparation as well as 
haphazard implementations have left teachers in a bind. This finding is in line with 
Benson’s (2000), who classifies the challenges in promoting learner autonomy in learning 
contexts into policy constraints, institutional constraints, conceptions of language, 
language teaching methodologies (p. 116). Similarly, Huang (2006) addresses factors such 
as institutional pressures, societal expectations, and conflicts in learner and teacher 
agendas and priorities in learning as obstacles to implementing learner autonomy.  

Another issue that can be derived in building learner autonomy is the gap between 
teachers’ pedagogical knowledge and teachers’ practice. A study done by Aspalila (2011) 
on learner-centredness in Malaysian year 5 primary school teaching revealed that 
teachers‟ understanding on what learner-centred practices entails is rather superficial and 
this subsequently further reflected in their classroom teaching and learning process. 
Thanvenius (1999, cited in Alonazi, 2017) claims that while teachers may seem to be 
passionate to cultivate learner’s autonomy, they may not be fully informed of what it 
actually involves and the effects it has on their roles as teachers.   

This paper, which is exploratory by nature, examines these research questions:  
1. What are teachers‟ beliefs on learner autonomy? 
2. What challenges do teachers face in implementing learner autonomy in their 

classrooms?  
 

Literature Review 
Research and studies on learner autonomy in language learning are in abundance. 

Therefore, there are various definitions offered in this field.  Holec (1981) for instance has 
been cited as making the pivotal contribution to the field. Holec (1981, p. 3, cited in 
Nguyen, 2014, p. 3) defines learner autonomy as “the ability to take charge of one’s own 
learning”. Usuki (2002, cited in Ebata, 2010) agrees that learner autonomy is when 
learners are actively responsible for their own learning. This notion is further supported by 
Little (1995, cited in Ebata, 2010) who claims that learners are being autonomous when 
they are able to take charge of the learning process from planning and assessing 
performance.  

Littlewood (1996) on the other hand highlights two components that can be used to 
describe autonomous learner which are “ability” and “willingness”. In addition, Wenden 
(1991) and Benson (2003) define learner autonomy as allowing learners to take 
responsibility and ownership of their learning process.   

Apart from that, Littlewood (1999) has proposed two levels of learner autonomy; 
proactive autonomy and reactive autonomy. Proactive autonomy is often associated with 
students in Western cultures. It involves learners’ ability to plan, monitor, and assess their 
own learning. This type of autonomy is more prevalent in Western countries such as 
Australia and America (Nguyen, 2014). On the other hand, reactive autonomy is the type 
of autonomy which does not create its own directions. Rather, it initiates the directions and 
consequently enables learners to systematically plan their resources autonomously in order 
to achieve the desired outcomes (Nguyen, 2014). Therefore, reactive autonomy is seen to 
cater more to Asian educational contexts where the concept of learner autonomy is only 
recently being explored.   One must consider cultural and social constraints that are 
distinct to those of Western cultures (Benson, 2000; Little, 1997; Littlewood, 1999; Smith, 
2008, cited in Nguyen, 2014).   
 
Principles and Approaches of Learner Autonomy  

According to Little (1991, p. 2) the process of autonomy in language learning involves 
three basic pedagogical principles which are learners’ involvement, learners’ reflection 
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and appropriate target use which is the language of language learning.  On the other hand, 
Sinclair (2000, cited in Borg & Al-Busaidi, 2012, p. 5) suggests 13 aspects of learner 
autonomy which have been broadly accepted by the language teaching profession. They 
are as follow:   

1. Autonomy is a construct of capacity.  
2. Autonomy involves a willingness on the part of the learner to take responsibility 

for their own learning.   
3. The capacity and willingness of learners to take such responsibility is not 

necessarily innate.   
4. Complete autonomy is an idealistic goal.  
5. There are degrees of autonomy.  
6. The degrees of autonomy are unstable and variable.  
7. Autonomy is not simply a matter of placing learners in situations where they have 

to be independent.   
8. Developing autonomy requires conscious awareness of the learning process-i.e 

conscious reflection and decision making.   
9. Promoting autonomy is not simply a matter of teaching strategies.   
10. Autonomy can take place both inside and outside the classroom. 
11. Autonomy has a social as well as an individual dimension.   
12. The promotion of autonomy has a political as well as psychological dimension.   
13. Autonomy is interpreted differently by different cultures.  

 
In addition, Benson (2001) and Little (2004) have proposed six approaches to fostering 

learner autonomy; resource-based, technology-based, curriculum-based, classroom based, 
learner based and teacher-based approach.   A study done by Morrison in 2008 has proved 
that self-access centres are able to improve students’ achievement as it is able to enhance 
language learning as well as independent learning. While this is so, he further argues that 
in order for learners to learn effectively in self-access centres, there must be a system or 
guidelines for learners to follow. Therefore, teachers play a crucial role in providing 
support and creating opportunities for their learners in utilising the use of self-access 
centres, and eventually develop independent learning and learner autonomy.  

Meanwhile, technology-based approach is usually associated with forms such as 
computer-assisted language learning (CALL) (Aston, 1997; Klaus, 2012; Milton, 1997) 
and e-tandem learning (Little, 2001) and computer mediated communication (CMC) 
(Ankan & Bakla, 2011; Dang & Robertson, 2010; Hamilton, 2013). In the study 
conducted by Dang and Robertson (2010), a relationship between computer technology 
and learner autonomy had been explored. The findings revealed a strong correlation 
between CMC (computer mediated communication or online technology) and learner 
autonomy. Therefore, it is suggested that ESL teachers to take advantage of their students‟ 
e-habits and train them to become autonomous learners using this approach. For example, 
the use of blogs can foster learner autonomy in which learners are involved in decision-
making, independent action, critical reflection and detachment (Ankan & Bakla, 2011).  

The third approach to promote learner autonomy is the curriculum-based approach. 
which aims to nurture learner involvement in decision making (Cotterall, 2000; Dickinson, 
1995; Esch, 1996, cited in Nguyen, 2014). It also focuses learners’ responsibilities, 
attitudes, and beliefs about learning processes (Nguyen, 2014). Curriculum-based 
approach is characterised by five principles, which are; learner goals, the language 
learning process, tasks, learner strategies, and reflection on learning. Teachers‟ role in this 
aspect is to create awareness amongst their learners about the need to identify their goals, 
learning options, and strategies. In addition, Reinders and Balcikanli (2011) contend that 
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teachers need to make their instructions explicit in order to help their learners‟ learn. They 
also argue that textbooks play a vital role in the teaching and learning process as they can 
indeed be used as a tool to encourage learner autonomy. In a situation where other 
resources are limited, textbooks can be utilised by the teachers in order to foster learner 
autonomy amongst their students. However, adaptations may be necessary to ensure that 
students are able to relate the teaching and learning process within their contexts (Nguyen, 
2014).  

In classroom-based approach, it is believed that learner autonomy can be nurtured 
through cooperative learning within classroom contexts in which learners are able to be 
responsible for their learning by working with their peers or teachers (Benson, 2001). 
Nguyen (2010) argues that this approach requires teachers to be able to negotiate control 
and responsibility with their learners, especially in setting the goals, the learning process, 
and determining evaluation and assessments. Mahdavinia and Ahmadi (2011) for example 
studied the use of portfolios in assessment as an approach to fostering learner autonomy. 
They propose that the use of portfolios offers a few advantages. For instance, it promotes 
self-directed learning, improvement in self-confidence, development of self-assessment 
skills, a stress-free class, and most importantly a friendly and healthy relationship between 
teachers and students (Nguyen, 2014).   

As for the learner-based approach, an emphasis is placed on training students to 
develop learning skills and strategies, for instance, training students‟ metacognitive 
knowledge and skills in order to foster learner autonomy (Benson, 2001, 2013; Dislen, 
2011; Ng & Confessore, 2010; Yu, 2006) and motivation (Spratt, Humphreys & Chan, 
2002; Ushioda, 2011, cited in Nguyen, 2014). Ushioda (2011) argues that learner 
autonomy is crucial in enhancing students‟ full potential as individuals. Previous studies 
done on learner autonomy in language learning had also proven that autonomous learners 
are motivated learners (Nguyen, 2014). In 2010, Ng and Confessore conducted a 
quantitative study to investigate the relationship between six learning styles and learner 
autonomy. The findings of the study revealed that there was a strong relationship between 
learner’s autonomy and learning styles. For instance, those who portrayed learning styles 
such as collaborative, competitive, dependent, independent, and participant seemed to be 
more autonomous than their peers. The implication of this study was the importance of 
taking into consideration the diversity of learning style preferences when developing 
learning activities.  

The last approach, the teacher-based approaches put the focus on teacher autonomy, 
teacher education, and teacher’s role as facilitator (Benson, 2001; Borg & Al-Busaidi, 
2012; Feryok, 2013). This approach lies on the conjecture that the beliefs and perceptions 
teachers hold have great significance and affect their commitment in the implementation 
of learner autonomy in their classrooms (Aoki, 2008; Borg &Al-Busaidi, 2012; Raya & 
Sircu, 2013, cited in Nguyen, 2014). It is important to note that interaction between 
students and teachers are crucial as negotiations of meanings take place during the 
interactions. Nevertheless, Aoki (2008, cited in Nguyen, 2014) argues that teacher 
autonomy does not involve teacher’s capacity to implement learner autonomy, rather it 
relates instead to the practice of teachers in the classroom.   
 
Teachers’ Beliefs and Practices in Relation to Learner Autonomy   

It is universally acknowledged that teachers hold different beliefs in regards to 
issues in education; and teachers‟ beliefs have significant influence on their pedagogical 
practices (Borg, 2001; Pajares, 1992, cited in Nguyen, 2014). Various studies had been 
conducted to explore teachers’ beliefs and perceptions in promoting learner autonomy, for 
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instance studies done by Balcikanli (2010), Borg and Al-Busaidi (2012), Chan (2003), as 
well as Sakai, Takagi and Chu (2010).   

A study conducted by Chan (2003), for example investigates teachers’ beliefs 
about learner autonomy.  It explores teachers’ perceptions of their roles and responsibility, 
their perceptions of their students’ abilities in decision making, the impact of learner 
autonomy on teachers’ teaching, the teachers’ and students’ attitudes towards learner 
autonomy as well as the actual activities that teachers ask their students to take up both 
inside and outside the classroom. The study revealed that in general, teachers had positive 
attitudes and awareness of learner autonomy; nevertheless, they insisted in maintaining the 
major role in their students’ learning and felt reluctant in handing over the responsibility 
of learning to their learners (Nguyen, 2014). Similarly, a study conducted by Balcikanli 
(2010) to investigate prospective teachers’ beliefs about learner autonomy in the Turkish 
educational contexts also posited that teachers had positive attitudes towards learner 
autonomy. In addition, the study also highlighted that the teacher-centred approach to 
teaching in which the traditional teaching methods are widely practised as the main 
constraint to fostering learner autonomy (Nguyen, 2014).   

Meanwhile, a study by Alonazi (2017) on the role of teachers in promoting learner 
autonomy in Saudi Arabia concluded that teachers agree that students are autonomous 
learners.  The study also illustrated the fact that most teachers do not fully understand the 
concept of learner autonomy or they are not aware of the roles they are fully performing.  
This hinders the process of promoting and fostering autonomous teaching and learning.   

Md Yunus and Mohd Arshad (2015) study on the perceptions of ESL teacher 
toward the practices and prospects of autonomous language learning discovered that some 
of teachers believed that learner autonomy is difficult to be obtained due to strict 
curriculum plans teachers need to follow.  This would hinder any learner’s autonomous 
activities as teachers often feel the need to finish the syllabus set by the ministry.   

Although most of these studies point to the fact that teachers have mixed feelings, 
but unanimously teachers do have positive attitudes towards learner autonomy. However, 
it was not clear how whether this attitude was reflected in the teachers’ practices.   
 
Teachers’ Knowledge and Readiness  

Teachers have a pivotal role in determining the success and effectiveness of learner 
autonomy. Therefore, their knowledge and readiness on how to apply learner autonomy 
towards their learners need to be explored and discussed. As proposed by Voller (1997, 
cited in Aspalila, 2011), teachers need to assume management and instructional roles in 
order to build learner autonomous classrooms.  

Currently, there are no specific professional development courses that cater for 
teachers’ need in understanding the notion, principles, and approaches to learner 
autonomy in Malaysia. It can be argued that teachers’ understanding is based on their own 
limited interpretations. This of course will lead to ineffectiveness if learner autonomy was 
to be implemented in their classrooms. A study by Aspalila in 2011 on student- 
centredness and learner autonomy revealed that teachers were not able to mention and 
describe fundamental elements of learner autonomy. This gap needs to be addressed by the 
Malaysian Ministry of Education if they want to ensure the successful implementation of 
learner autonomy in Malaysian educational contexts.   
 

Methodology 
It is paramount for researchers to show an in-depth understanding of various 

research designs available and which is most suitable to be used as an approach for their 
own research. Holding to this belief, the research was carefully planned to adhere to 
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certain procedures to ensure the process of carrying out the study was done correctly and 
ethically. For this study, a pragmatic approach in which both quantitative and qualitative 
or mixed-methods approach were utilised. The reason for this is because the researcher 
aims to seek a deeper understanding of the topic studied through comparisons of both 
forms of data obtained. Creswell (2014) contends that researchers who opt for pragmatic 
approach is trying to provide the best understanding of a research problem, and this is 
what the study aimed to achieve.  
The study was initiated by a survey questionnaire to get the generalise results to a 
population (Creswell, 2014). In the next step, the focus was on qualitative, semi-structured 
interviews in which detailed views from the subjects were obtained in order to aid and 
reinforce the initial findings from the quantitative survey.  
 
Population and Sampling  

The target population for this study is full-time primary ESL school teachers in 
Kota Bahru district, specifically in Pengkalan Chepa zone. Kota Bharu is one of the 7 
districts in the state of Kelantan, which is on the East Coast of Malaysia.   There are ten 
districts in Kelantan and Kota Bahru was selected as the setting.  Within the district, there 
are eleven schools and therefore, the sample of teachers in this study is selected using 
purposive sampling ((Singh et al., 2006). Fifty primary ESL teachers were identified in the 
selected schools.  As the nature of the study was to explore teachers’ beliefs on learner 
autonomy using questionnaires and semi-structured interviews as the choice of 
instruments, it was imperative that the researcher was able to be in close proximity with the 
respondents to ensure that arrangement could be made smoothly.  
 
 Research Instruments  

In order to record and provide substantial evidence for this study, questionnaires 
were distributed and semi-interviews were conducted. Both the questionnaire and 
interview questions were adapted and adopted from Nguyen (2014). The questionnaire 
was arranged into four main sections. Section one was about teachers’ sense of 
responsibility, Section Two on teachers’ beliefs about students’ autonomy, Section Three 
on constraints to autonomy, and Section Four on fostering autonomy among Malaysian 
students.  
For the second phase of the study, semi-structured interviews were conducted in order to 
gain personal and deeper insights of the topic being researched. The reason semi-
structured interviews were used was because it served as guides or probing questions so 
that information from different interviews is directly comparable (Kvale, 2007Ten 
questions related to the topic of the study were asked by the interviewer in order to gauge 
deeper understanding from the participants Their responses were tabulated based on the 
themes that had been highlighted in the initial survey questionnaire. Taking into 
considerations for factors such as time constraint and subjects’ availability and 
convenience, five participants were chosen for the interviews based on their responses and 
willingness gauged from the initial survey. In addition, taking into considerations of the 
participants’ background, the researcher had exercised flexibility in terms of the medium 
of instructions especially during the second phase of the data collection which was the 
semi-structured interviews. Upon the participants’ request, the semi-structured interviews 
were conducted in the first language, English, and using code-switching whenever 
applicable. 

Once approval had been obtained from the Ministry of Education, the researcher 
proceeded with data collection which was distributing the questionnaire and conducting 
the semi- structured interviews. The questionnaire was distributed within a week as the 
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researcher had to go to 11 schools in total. The teachers chosen were required to answer 
and return the questionnaire in a week’s time. After the stipulated time, the questionnaire 
was collected and analysed. Ten respondents agreed to be interviewed in the second phase 
of the study. However, after further discussion and calibration, only five respondents were 
truly available for the semi-structured interviews. Thus, the semi-structured interviews 
were conducted by adhering to the agreed interview protocol. Five sessions (one session 
for each interviewee) were arranged at an agreed place and time.  

In phase one of the study, a survey questionnaire was distributed to eleven schools 
in Pengkalan Chepa zone. These schools are situated within 20km radius of each other. 
Therefore, the researcher was able to go to the schools in order to collect the intended data 
within a week’s time. After the agreed period, the researcher once again visited the 
schools in order to collect the survey questionnaire. Out of fifty, 44 managed to hand in 
the completed questionnaire. It took the researcher about a week to analyse the findings 
from the survey questionnaire.  

As for the phase two of the data collection, first of all, the researcher had followed 
a series of interview protocol. Permission from the participants to voice record the 
interview was sought prior to the interview. Then, a brief overview of the study was laid 
out to the interviewees so that they were well-informed of what they were going to be 
interviewed for. Then, the venue, date, and time for the interview were set depending on 
the interviewer’s and interviewees’ availability. The interviewees were also given a choice 
whether they wanted the interview to be conducted in English or Malay.  
 

Findings 
The findings for the phase one of the study which was the survey questionnaire 

were organised into four categories; primarily sense of responsibility, beliefs about 
students, constraints to autonomy, and fostering autonomy (Nguyen, 2014). As for the 
phase two of the study, five respondents agreed to be interviewed in order to further 
explore the issue at hand in depth.  

The first part of the survey questionnaire asked the respondents to define learner’s 
autonomy based on their own understanding.  11.4% or five teachers defined learner 
autonomy as a capacity that teachers can help learners to develop in the learning process. 
22.7% or 10 respondents defined learner autonomy as the situation in which learners are 
totally responsible for their learning. 34.1% or 15 respondents defined learner autonomy 
as learner’s right to take control of their own learning. 11.4% or five and 9.1% or four 
respondents respectively defined learner autonomy as self-study and teaching 
methodology that focuses on learners. Last but not least, other 11.4% or five respondents 
opt for other definitions which were not specified in the questionnaire.  
 
Definition of Learner’s Autonomy 

Similarly, during the semi-structured interviews, the five teachers had also defined 
earner autonomy’ as students being responsible and able to take control of their own 
learning, as exhibited by Asyraf, Camilla, and Didi.  

For me ‘learner autonomy’ is where the students are responsible on their learning,  
including decision making, problem solving, planning and also evaluating their  
own learning achievement (Asyraf).  

 
In my opinion, learner autonomy means the ability of the students to set their own 

goals, and the ability to make decision on their own learning, but at the same time they 
indicated that they are still dependent on the teacher,  
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Where the teacher needs to guide them and give them space to set their own goal, 
their own objective, etc... (Camilla). 
For me learner autonomy means the learners have control of their learning, how 
they get knowledge, and how they perform in their lesson. Mmm... and with the 
teachers only supervise, not taking control of the class, as much as we usually do 
(Didi).  

 
Teacher’s Sense of Responsibility  

The questionnaire findings suggest that teachers have a high sense of responsibility 
towards their students’ learning. 89.06% (44.54% Agree & 44.52% Strongly Agree) of the 
teachers positively believed that they have the responsibility in aspects such as 
determining the objectives, content, as well as evaluating their students‟ progress. On the 
other hand, only 4.06% (4.06% Disagree) of the respondents had negative beliefs on 
teachers‟ sense of responsibility.  

Results from the semi-structured interviews also showed that teachers’ beliefs 
about their sense of responsibility were generally positive. They viewed their roles in the 
teaching and learning process as vital and an important part of effective successful 
classroom management, as illustrated from the interview transcriptions below:  

I (am) also aware of choosing the materials which are attractive for my students. I 
try to create a very conducive environment whether inside or outside the classroom 
(Asyraf). 

 
Camilla, meanwhile, view the learner’s autonomy as although something positive, 

but since the syllabus and school demands that the syllabus is finished on time, the focus 
is on inculcating learner’s autonomy will not be a priority. Although she strongly believes 
that improving and encouraging learner’s autonomy is utmost important, she admitted that 
she has to also adhere to what the school and students want:  

Besides that, the syllabus, I need to finish the syllabus. I need to achieve the 
objectives. That‟s one of the factor(s). And the next one is the exams. If the exam 
is around the corner I need to focus more on the exam and less focus on the learner 
autonomy. And besides that, the last one, I need to think of the input and output, 
what I give and what they get (Camilla).  

 
Discussions and Implications 

The research questions which are aimed at exploring teachers‟ beliefs on learner 
autonomy have managed to offer insights on how these beliefs affect teachers‟ practices 
as well as the challenges that come with it. The research questions were answered by using 
a pragmatic approach to the study in which both qualitative (semi-structured interviews) 
and quantitative (survey questionnaire) methods were applied. The study had been 
conducted in two phases. The first phase was the administration of the questionnaire and 
the second phase was a follow-up in a form of semi-structured interviews. The data from 
the two sources of instruments were then analysed and compared in order to relate it with 
the concepts of learner autonomy in language learning.  
 
Teachers’ Understanding of the Concept of Learner Autonomy  

Based on the results and findings presented above, it is apparent that the teachers‟ 
understandings of the concept of learner autonomy reflected those in the literature, with 
recurring support for concepts such as students‟ empowerment, decision making, problem 
solving, and responsibility towards own learning. As suggested in the findings presented 
above, teachers believed that learner autonomy basically means that learners take control 
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of and responsible for their own learning. These findings correlate with definitions of 
learner autonomy that had been proposed by Holec (1981).  

Similarly, the five teachers who were involved in Phase Two of the study also 
portrayed basic understandings of what learner autonomy is. They managed to highlight 
themes such as students being responsible for their own learning (in terms of decision 
making, problem solving, planning, evaluating own learning), students‟ empowerment, 
the ability to set own goals, make decisions of their own learning, students have control of 
their learning, and student-centredness. This is in line with principles and approaches 
proposed by Little (1991) and Sinclair (2000), as discussed in the previous chapter on 
literature. Overall, it can be assumed that teachers do have basic ideas on what learner 
autonomy entails and able to apply some of the fundamental aspects of it in their 
classroom, albeit subconsciously.  
 
Teachers’ Beliefs about Students  

It is rather interesting that although the findings suggest that teachers are in favour 
of fostering autonomy in their classrooms, they do not sit well with teachers‟ beliefs about 
their students. The findings revealed that teachers believed that they promoted learner 
autonomy in their teaching and learning process. While this is so, their descriptions of how 
they did so highlighted limited range of pedagogical strategies, as illustrated in the 
interviews with the five teachers. Out of six approaches discussed in the literature, 
curriculum-based approach, classroom-based approach, and learner-based approach 
seemed to be evident in these teachers‟ practices, although not in their entirety.  
In fostering learner autonomy through curriculum-based approach, the teachers had 
highlighted that they tried to involve the students in decision making as well as creating 
awareness about the learners’ goals, the language learning process, tasks, learner 
strategies, and reflection on learning.  

As for the classroom-based approach, it is believed that learner autonomy can be 
nurtured through cooperative learning within classroom contexts in which learners are 
able to be responsible for their learning by working with their peers or teachers (Benson, 
2001). Nguyen (2010) argues that this approach requires teachers to be able to negotiate 
control and responsibility with their learners, especially in setting the goals, the learning 
process, and determining evaluation and assessments. Results from both data collected 
showed that teachers do believe that cooperative learning is able to promote learner 
autonomy. This may also be due to the fact that in recent years, there is an emphasis on the 

need to apply 21st century education teaching and learning process in Malaysian schools. 
One of the characteristics that is given high priority is the physical aspects of the 
classroom in which students are required to sit in groups. The justification behind this is 
that students will be able to learn better through group activities as well as cooperative 
learning. Therefore, this may indirectly influence teachers‟ decision to apply classroom-
based approach in order to foster learner autonomy.  

On the other hand, in learner-based approach, an emphasis is placed on training 
students to develop learning skills and strategies, for instance, training students‟ 
metacognitive knowledge and skills in order to foster learner autonomy (Benson, 2001, 
2013; Dislen, 2011; Ng & Confessore, 59 2010; Yu, 2006) and motivation (Spratt, 
Humphreys & Chan, 2002; Ushioda, 2011, cited in Nguyen, 2014). It is important to note 
that motivation is a crucial part of students‟ learning, and being autonomous can have a 
positive impact on students‟ motivation. To a certain extent, the findings revealed that 
teachers are not ready to let their students to have the authority to decide on what and how 
they should learn. They believed that their students were not yet capable of doing so. This 
is because teachers feel that their students are not „mature‟ enough to decide and choose 
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what is best for them. This may also be due to the fact like many typical Asian countries, 
the traditional teaching methods in which teacher holds the complete authority is still 
prevalent in Malaysian classrooms. Therefore, these teachers may feel that students should 
also maintain their traditional role in the classroom as the receiver of knowledge.  
 
Fostering Learner Autonomy in Malaysian Educational Context  

According to Little (1991), learner autonomy in formal language learning requires 
reflective involvement in planning, implementing, monitoring, and evaluation the learning 
process. Based on the self-determination theory proposed by Deci and Ryan (2000), apart 
from competence and relatedness, autonomy is one of the principal needs, and it 
contributes to healthy psychological functioning (Doğan & Mirici, 2017). In other words, 
autonomy is essential if students are to thrive in educational settings as they develop a 
sense of freedom, ownership, and responsibility for their own learning. Benson (2008, 
cited in Ünal, Çeliköz & Sarı, 2017) even claims that the relationship between the nature 
of language learning and the development of learner autonomy is inextricably linked. 
Benson (2008, cited in Ünal et al., 2017) further contends that language is only acquired if 
learners are actively engaged in the learning process.  

Based on the plethora of evidence given above and in the previous chapters, 
fostering learner autonomy in Malaysian educational contexts is indeed a bold yet needed 
change. Current world trends demand for global citizens who are able to work 
independently and at the same time who are also a team player. These characteristics can 
only be achieved if they are nurtured and exposed to learner autonomy from an early start 
in life.  
 

Conclusion 
To conclude, this study has explored teachers’ beliefs in relation to the feasibility 

of learner autonomy in Malaysian educational contexts. Generally, Malaysian teachers do 
hold positive disposition towards learner autonomy. They agreed that learner autonomy is 
crucial in today’s world. Learners need to be able to be independent and become more 
involved with their own learning. However, there are a few challenges that hinder the 
development of learner autonomy in Malaysian classrooms, mainly teachers‟ knowledge 
and readiness, the curriculum, and teaching and learning facilities. These challenges 
should be addressed seriously if we are to be making progress in our education system.  

In sum, teachers should continuously be given support and the opportunity for 
continuous professional development in order to enhance and upgrade their skills. The 
traditional teaching method should be challenged if our students were to advance and 
become globally competitive. Hence, promoting learner autonomy is seen as one of the 
ways in which Malaysian students can benefit from later in life. However, teachers need to 
realise that implementing learner autonomy does not mean that they have lesser role in the 
teaching and learning process. In fact, their role is more relevant than ever. Teachers are 
still the main point of reference who are indispensable in their students’ learning. 
Nevertheless, a paradigm shift in how the role is portrayed by the teachers need to be 
further explored critically, especially by the teachers themselves.    
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