
Freedom or Focus? Fostering Learner Autonomy 

JASAL Journal Vol.1, No. 1, June 2020 62 

Freedom or Focus? Contrasting Approaches to Fostering Learner 
Autonomy in the Classroom 

 

Caroline Hutchinson 

Nihon University College of Economics 

hutchinson.caroline@nihon-u.ac.jp 

 

Author Biography 

Caroline Hutchinson is an assistant professor at Nihon University College of Economics, 
Japan. She has also taught in Hungary, Vietnam, and at Kanda University of International 
Studies, Japan, where the present research was conducted. Her research interests include 
motivation and learner autonomy, CLIL and Japanese history.  

 

 

  



Freedom or Focus? Fostering Learner Autonomy 

JASAL Journal Vol.1, No. 1, June 2020 63 

Abstract 

This paper describes two classroom-based projects aimed at developing first-year university 
students’ capacity to study autonomously. In the first project, students set individual learning 
goals and identified relevant activities with the help of the teacher, completing the study outside 
of the classroom. In the second, students did not set goals, and instead selected and sampled 
learning activities suggested by the teacher during class time. In both cases, learners completed 
reflections on the benefits and drawbacks of these activities.  
In both projects, student reflections were collected and analysed by the teacher, and followed 
up with student-teacher consultations. In the second project, pre- and post-intervention 
questionnaires on language learning motivation were analysed and used as the basis for 
follow-up interviews with randomly selected students. The research aimed to establish what 
effect each intervention had on student motivation, metacognitive awareness, and ability to 
study independently. 
This paper compares the two projects, considering the level of challenge for students, 
potential for collaborative learning, and the ability of the teacher to give appropriate support 
and feedback. It concludes by emphasising the need to support learners as they develop the 
ability to effectively set goals and engage in self-directed learning, and offers suggestions for 
classroom teachers and learning advisors looking to do so. 
 

本稿では、大学 1年生の自主学習能力向上を目指す授業ベースのプロジェクト 2件

について詳述する。第 1プロジェクトでは学生が各自学習目標を設定し、教師の指

導のもと目標達成に役立つ学習活動を特定、授業外にて学習を完了。第 2プロジェ

クトでは、教師が薦める学習活動を授業内で選択し実践。どちらの事例において

も、学生は実際に行った活動のメリットとデメリットについて省察した。 

また両プロジェクトにおいて、学生による考察と学生の相談内容を収集し分析。第

2プロジェクトでは、教師による介入の前後に言語学習の動機付けに関するアンケ

ートを実施、その分析結果をもとに無作為に選ばれた学生の追跡聞き取り調査を行

った。狙いは各介入が学生の意欲、メタ認知的意識、自主研究能力に及ぼした影響

の特定である。 

本稿では難易度、共同学習の潜在的可能性、教師のサポート力とフィードバック力

を考慮しながら 2件のプロジェクトを比較検討する。結論として、学生が自ら設定

した目標に向かい自主的に学習する能力を伸ばすには、学習者をサポートする体制

が不可欠であると強調し、そのようなサポートの提供を検討している授業担当教員

と学習指導員向けに提案を行う。 

 

Keywords: autonomy, reflection, goal setting, experiential learning 
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The idea that learners benefit from taking an active role in their own learning, and 

developing the capacity to “take charge of [their] own learning” (Holec, 1981, p. 3), has 

become widely accepted in language teaching. Greater student control over the content and 

nature of learning, and a reflective stance towards learning, is held to lead to a more 

personally meaningful study experience, increasing learner focus, motivation, and resilience 

in the face of setbacks (Little, 2002). One way of supporting the development of autonomous 

learners is the provision of self-access learning facilities. Kanda University of Foreign 

Studies has an attractive Self-Access Learning Centre (SALC) that students often cite as one 

of their primary reasons for choosing the university.  

In spite of this, students in my first-year classes at Kanda frequently reported lacking 

the courage to discuss their learning needs and goals in English, or struggling to identify 

those needs. While learning advisors may encounter more students who already have 

confidence in their language skills or ability to study autonomously, classroom teachers face 

the question of how best to support the development of learners “who are not yet autonomous 

but are involved in the process of acquiring the ability to assume responsibility for their own 

learning” (Holec, 1981, pp. 25-26) without removing their autonomy by being overly 

directive. 

This paper will describe two teaching interventions intended to support the 

development of first-year university students’ learner autonomy and understanding of the 

learning process. The interventions spanned the first semester of the first year in consecutive 

years, and involved students identifying learning activities, trying them, reflecting on the 

experience, identifying a new activity and repeating the process. The first intervention saw 

students identify goals and activities before trying out activities in their own time; in the 

second, students chose activities from several recommended by the teacher or learning 

advisor, and carried them out in class. This paper will compare the two projects and offer 

suggestions for teachers and learning advisors seeking to support learners in the development 

of autonomous learning skills. 

 

Literature Review 

Ushioda (2011, p. 223) points out that autonomy has been defined in two quite 

different ways: “autonomy as a psychological need to experience personal agency, and 

autonomy as a capacity to manage and regulate one’s learning”. She argues that autonomy as 

a capacity is unlikely to develop without motivation, which encompasses student willingness 

to exercise control over their learning. On the other hand, she argues, students are unlikely to 
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feel motivated to take ownership of their learning without the experience of making 

autonomous decisions about it. These three elements may thus be seen as a progression: 

learners first experience control over their learning, become willing to engage in 

metacognitive behaviour characteristic of self-regulated learning, and subsequently develop 

the capacity to do so.  

Most learners need significant support and guidance before they develop the capacity 

to direct their own learning. This support is typically provided by the classroom teacher; 

research such as that of Dam (1995) suggests that promoting learner choice in the classroom 

can have a powerful motivating effect on students. For Little (2007, p. 26), “Learner 

autonomy is the product of an interactive process in which the teacher gradually enlarges the 

scope of her learners’ autonomy by gradually allowing them more control of the process and 

content of their learning”. Sheerin (1997) identifies the delicate balancing act that this can 

entail: teachers should not remove autonomy by insisting on their role as expert or stepping in 

where the student is not ready to take responsibility, but they should also avoid stepping back 

too much and risking student frustration or reliance on familiar resources which do not 

promote growth. 

Among the metacognitive abilities and dispositions held to characterise autonomous 

learners, a number relate to setting objectives, planning, and evaluating learning (Sheerin, 

1997). Student goals in second-language education are held to have a number of positive 

effects. According to Dornyei (1998, p. 120), “(a) they direct attention and effort towards 

goal-relevant activities at the expense of actions that are not relevant; (b) they regulate effort 

expenditure in that people adjust their effort to the difficulty level required by the task; (c) 

they encourage persistence until the goal is accomplished; (d) they promote the search for 

relevant action plans or task strategies.” 

Goals also act as a way to evaluate performance, and achievable proximal goals can 

help students maintain motivation over the long term. Specific, challenging goals are believed 

to lead to a higher level of task performance than easy or vague goals (Locke & Latham, 

2006). Another way for students to evaluate their performance and become more aware of the 

learning process is through reflection, which acts as “a bridge between practical experience 

and theoretical conceptualisation” (Kohonen, 2007, p. 4).  

 

Context 

The interventions described in this paper took place with two consecutive cohorts of 

first-year university students at Kanda University of International Studies, a specialist 
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languages university in Japan. They were carried out in a compulsory class called Freshman 

English, which meets four times a week and focuses primarily on students’ spoken 

competence. Participating students were English majors and perceived to be highly motivated 

to learn and speak English. Both classes were composed of students who had placed into the 

lowest proficiency stream, around CEFR A2 level.  

As part of the project group responsible for the Freshman English curriculum, I was in 

charge of updating the Independent Learning component of the course’s Orientation Unit. 

This Unit aimed to support students’ transition from high school to university by introducing 

the kinds of learning activities they could expect to encounter during their degree programme. 

This update had three main aims: 

1. Promoting self-regulation, including an experience of meaningful choice in 

learning, and the ability and willingness to reflect on past experiences and plan for 

future learning;  

2. Broadening student awareness of aspects of the learning process, including 

familiarity with the learning context, its affordances and skills needed to do well 

within it. 

3. Socialising student participation in supportive social groups which facilitate 

adaptation to the university learning environment. 

The previous materials had introduced the concept of self-directed learning by 

encouraging students to set one goal and identify three relevant learning activities. Learners 

tried out those activities and then reflected on their progress. Teacher responses to a survey 

conducted by the project group suggested that students struggled to identify meaningful goals 

or relevant activities during the Independent Learning component. Nonetheless, they often 

stated that they had enjoyed and benefitted from the process, possibly to avoid discussing 

setbacks. Many teachers reported that they subsequently dropped the idea of independent 

study due to its initial lack of success.  

In order to give students time to develop the skills and willingness to engage in 

autonomous learning, the project group decided to expand the intervention to a semester-long 

project. In both interventions, students’ written reflections (four study sessions plus one 

workshop on study apps, which is not considered here) were collected and assessed for 10% 

of the course grade. Although the creation of a rubric was considered, student reflection was 

ultimately graded holistically, with responses that were complete but superficial receiving a 

passing grade while more in-depth responses received a higher grade. 
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 Both interventions used the same reflection questions, which were completed by 

students in English. The questions were as follows: 

1. What activity did you do? How did you do it (use verbs like read, listen, pronounce)?  

2. What was good about this way of studying? 

3. What was not good about this way of studying? 

4. How will you study next time?  

 These questions were based on the first three items of Nunan’s (1997) framework for 

encouraging autonomy in the classroom. They aimed to demonstrate student ability to 

understand what they did during the activity (what Nunan calls awareness), evaluate the 

activity against their own goals (involvement), and modify the activity to better suit those 

goals (intervention).  

 

Research Methods 

Research aimed to establish whether the intervention had achieved the three aims of 

the Orientation Unit: promoting self-regulation, broadening awareness of the learning 

process, and facilitating the development of supportive social groups. The first year’s 

intervention was intended primarily as a trial of the new materials. In this intervention, all 

student reflections were collected and analysed, along with recordings of two student-teacher 

consultations with each student. I also recorded teacher observations in a field journal.  

The same data were collected for the second intervention, in addition to mixed 

methods research on student attitudes toward learning in general, and this intervention in 

particular. A pre- and post-intervention questionnaire on language learning motivation was 

administered containing 32 statements about learning foreign languages with which 

participants rated their agreement on a Likert scale. The questionnaire was based on that of 

Williams, Burden & Lanvers (2002), and targeted attitudes toward English, perceptions of 

students’ own ability, perceived control over the learning process, and perceptions of the role 

of outside influences. At the end of the semester, detailed reflective interviews were 

conducted with five students chosen at random from those who had completed the majority of 

the independent study sessions and reflections.  

 

Intervention 1: Individual Goal Setting 

20 lower-proficiency students followed a needs analysis process focussing primarily 

on their spoken competence. Each student worked with a teacher or the learning advisor 

paired with their class to choose a goal and find an appropriate learning activity for that goal. 
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Students had two weeks to try the activity and reflect on their experience. This was repeated 

four times during the semester, with students able to change their goal from one cycle to the 

next. In order to guide students’ decision-making, they were asked to choose from among 

four broad goal categories which were felt to be most relevant to class content and students’ 

needs: discussion skills, vocabulary, grammar, and pronunciation., Students were further 

encouraged to choose a specific and achievable ‘small goal’ within the chosen category 

(Hutchinson, 2014). 

The pattern of student choices is outlined in Figure 1, below.  

 

Figure 1 

Study Choices in Project 1 

 

 
 

The majority of students initially chose discussion skills, which were defined to mean 

the practice of generating opinions on topics and studying formulaic language used in 

discussion functions. Students had already taken part in group discussions for the university 

placement exam, and as part of their needs analysis process, but for many this was the first 

time they had had a sustained discussion in English. Therefore, they were probably correct in 

identifying the discussion process and relevant discourse as an area for improvement. 

However, although many students selected this activity, it became apparent that their 

timetables made it difficult for them to study together outside class time. Further, as the 
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English resources suggested to them were aimed at more advanced learners, reflections and 

consultations suggested that students struggled to derive meaning from their study. 

These issues may explain why many students shifted to studying vocabulary, which is 

easier to study individually. Students tended also to migrate away from the English resources 

initially suggested toward familiar Japanese language resources. This reliance on familiar 

resources was observed from the beginning of the study with students who initially chose to 

study grammar. While students rated this study highly, reviewing high-school grammar 

books did not fulfil the aim of socialising learners to new study practices.  

Pronunciation was students’ least popular choice, which was likely due to a lack of 

familiarity with how to study it. This supposition is supported by the fact that two students 

chose to shadow an entire movie without using a script. One reported during the consultation 

that shadowing was “boring”, and that he had not reviewed his recording afterwards since the 

shadowing itself had taken several hours; both students reported finding the study 

demotivating. Such experiences reveal the extent to which students struggled to understand 

the study activities introduced to them, and may have influenced both students’ subsequent 

choice of familiar Japanese-language high school study resources.  

Following the first intervention, the curriculum project group conducted informal 

feedback sessions with teachers and learning advisors. The feedback suggested that 

supporting individual students to set goals constituted a heavy workload for teachers and 

learning advisors. It also made it difficult to give meaningful feedback on student reflections, 

since study was conducted in students’ own time and students often struggled to articulate 

what they had done in English.  

 

Intervention 2: Classroom-based Experimentation 

The second intervention was conducted in the first semester of the subsequent 

academic year with a new cohort. By bringing the completion of activities into the classroom, 

the project groups hoped to create an opportunity for experiential learning, in which students 

experience learning processes and become aware of them, using reflection to create “a bridge 

between practical experience and theoretical conceptualisation” (Kohonen, 2007, p. 4). 

Students would still be able to experience choice, but with tangible activities to choose 

between, and the support of group members and their teacher.  

Four times during the semester, my class of 19 lower-proficiency students were 

introduced to three or four activities that they could complete in class. Students chose an 

activity, found group members, carried out the activity and wrote a reflection. Although they 
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were encouraged to choose other activities if they wished, in practice this was only observed 

when students requested activities from previous weeks. This time, I conducted 

questionnaires and interviews to determine how the process was perceived by students, and 

what aspects they found difficult (Hutchinson, 2019). Since one criticism of the previous 

intervention was that it tended to preclude collaborative work, most of the activities I 

suggested in the second intervention involved group work and speaking skills. The most 

popular activities are introduced in Table 1. 

 

Table 1 

Study Choices in Project 2 

 

Activity name Brief description Number of 

students 

Survival 2 Students discuss who to save from a group of  

people facing danger.  

6 

Record a 

Conversation 

Students prepare then record a discussion. They  

listen and find areas to improve. 

6 

Shadowing Students speak a text aloud while listening to it and  

following a script. 

6 

Survival 1 Students rank items, then read the expert advice to  

determine if they survived. 

8 

Taboo Students explain words to their group without  

saying certain “taboo” words. 

9 

Word Map Students investigate features of a word, such as  

definition, collocations, and example sentences. 

13 

I Disagree Teams of students prepare to argue one side of an  

issue, rebutting the other team. 

16 

 

The most popular activities were those that promoted speaking, involved cooperation 

and included game-like elements that reduced pressure on students. The two “Survival 

Games” involved ranking and negotiation to achieve the best outcome for the group, and in 

the first instance a clear scoring system. These games benefitted from substantial ‘buzz’ as 

students recommended them to those who were yet to try them. 
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The most popular activity was “I Disagree”, a group discussion activity that saw 

students organize into opposing teams and required them to stick to one side of an argument 

until the final two minutes. In their reflections, students stated that they enjoyed thinking 

from a different viewpoint and working in teams, and were able to continue and deepen the 

discussion to a greater degree than usual. Even where activities were not originally intended 

to be social, such as Word Map, they tended to be completed cooperatively in small groups. 

As in the previous intervention, certain activities proved difficult for many students. 

Four of the six students who chose shadowing reported that the listening texts they had 

chosen were at the wrong level, with only one commenting that he had changed to materials 

at a more appropriate level. A similar tendency was noted with the length of activities; 

although some students wrote in their reflection that the time was too short, they responded to 

suggestions that they change the time with embarrassment or by retracting the criticism. Even 

with the teacher present, there was little evidence that students were prepared to modify 

activities to meet their learning needs, a reluctance that was confirmed in student interviews.  

 

Comparison of Interventions 

Promoting self-regulation 

The primary aim of the intervention was to promote self-regulation, including student 

ability to understand, choose, carry out and reflect on learning activities in English, and plan 

for future learning. The evidence from both interventions confirmed how challenging this 

process was to students, regardless of support from teacher and peers. Four of the five 

students interviewed after the second intervention stated that choosing activities was difficult, 

which matched teacher observations that students frequently took more than twenty minutes 

to make a choice. Four students felt that it was sometimes difficult to understand the English 

activity instructions. Student B elaborated by saying “I don’t know what activity is doing, 

maybe all of these is very important but I want to brush up my skill, all, so I’m difficult to 

choose…” (reported in Hutchinson, 2019, p. 52). Although three students stated that they 

tried to match activities to skills they wanted to practice, they also said that they chose based 

on which activities seemed easy, fun, or their friends were choosing. This suggests that 

students entered into learning activities with limited understanding of what the activities had 

to offer, building their understanding as they went. They took a long time to choose activities 

because the process was difficult for them, and because they felt that choosing one meant not 

being able to experience others.  
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Students appeared to find future planning even more difficult. The parts of the 

reflections in both interventions discussing what students had done and the positive aspects of 

that activity were lengthier and more detailed than the parts identifying what an activity 

lacked or the students’ future aims. Supporting this observation, three of the five students 

interviewed after the second intervention highlighted the latter questions of the reflection task 

as being particularly difficult (Hutchinson, 2019). It could be argued that since the last two 

reflection questions focus on things that students have not yet actually experienced, they are 

more abstract than the first two. They assume an awareness of language study as a system of 

possibilities and needs in which one day’s study activity would suggest to students a new 

need to be addressed in the future. In both interventions, in cases where students did identify 

a future aim, it was overwhelmingly to repeat a concrete activity they had felt to be useful. 

Neither intervention provided substantial evidence of a growing ability to forward plan and 

set goals. However, it could be argued that concrete experience of experimentation and 

reflection may provide an accessible way to start building students’ overview of the learning 

process. 

Student awareness of the learning process  

The second aim was to broaden student awareness of the learning process, including 

introducing study activities that could help them to succeed at university. In the first 

intervention, students were supported in choosing goals and relevant learning activities, but 

then left on their own to figure out how to complete the activity. Student interviews, 

reflections and classroom observation revealed how difficult it was for them to understand 

and carry out these unfamiliar learning activities in their second language. If they were 

unable to do so, the intervention risked leaving students with experiences of failure or 

fruitless effort. Further, since reflection on the activity required students to do something 

meaningful with it without teacher oversight, students were more likely to report success 

even where they had struggled, in order to fulfil the assessment criteria. Students in the first 

intervention tended to gravitate toward familiar activities, either from the beginning or after 

experiencing difficulty with their initial unfamiliar choices.  

Once the choice and subsequent experimentation were transferred to the classroom, 

however, students benefitted from teacher and peer support, and were far more likely to 

experience success. They were thus able to have a range of experiences, to reflect more 

deeply on activities and understand the differences between them. In this environment, rather 

than entering an antagonistic ‘policeman’ role with students who seemed to be dishonestly 
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reporting progress, I was able to provide more detailed feedback and suggestions, having a 

better understanding of what students had actually been doing in class. 

Supportive collaborative study 

The third aim of the interventions was to socialise students to supportive collaborative 

study. Students in the first intervention reported finding it difficult to study together outside 

class, and as a result many dropped activities requiring collaborative study. This made it 

difficult to practice speaking, even though most identified their development of spoken 

English as a priority. The second intervention was more collaborative, with students choosing 

activities together, negotiating participation, and reflecting together. Students regularly 

recommended activities to others, and their reflections revealed the development of shared 

interpretations as to what constituted positive and negative study behaviours. One recurrent 

comment was that certain activities, in particular games such as Taboo, were “too fun”; in 

other words, students had become too absorbed in the game to focus on correct grammar 

usage, or had become excited and disturbed the study of others.  

 As interviews were only conducted after the second intervention, it is difficult to 

compare learner perceptions of the two interventions. Nevertheless, students in the second 

intervention did not seem to feel constrained by the lack of individualised goal setting. 

According to the language learning motivation questionnaire administered in this 

intervention, student agreement with the questionnaire item “I set myself goals when I study 

English” fell from 4.06 out of 5 to 3.83 (Hutchinson, 2019). When discussing this in follow-

up interviews, learners suggested that they preferred to learn about activities before setting 

goals. One interviewee argued that stating a goal up front would narrow potential choice: “if I 

have a correctly goal I have to choose the activity to lead to the goal”, instead preferring 

“doing a lot of activities and find own goal”. Nor did students appear to want more choice of 

activities. During the independent learning sessions, I repeatedly stated that students could 

choose beyond the activities suggested, but this was only observed in cases where students 

requested activities from previous sessions.  

 

Discussion 

Fostering Autonomy  

As discussed in the literature review, Ushioda (2011) argues that autonomy has been 

defined in two quite different ways: as the experience of personal agency and choice, and as a 

capacity for self-directed learning. Although both of the projects described here aimed to 

foster this, the first intervention required students to identify goals and activities – in other 
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words, to demonstrate exactly that capacity for self-regulation which we are aiming to 

develop and have decided that students lack – and then to carry out these activities without 

teacher or peer support. The level of difficulty was therefore substantially higher, arguably 

too high for most students at this stage of their development. The second intervention 

focussed instead on giving students the experience of choice in the classroom, allowing them 

to build knowledge about the learning process, and hopefully increase their motivation to take 

control of their own learning in future.   

There is also the danger that by insisting that students set goals and adhere to them, 

the first intervention deprived students of the opportunity to fully experience meaningful self-

determined decision-making. As discussed above, there were instances in the first 

intervention where students experienced failure through poor choice of learning content or 

misunderstanding how to complete a learning activity. With this in mind, and hoping to 

encourage effective learning behaviour, I attempted to steer students in the direction of study 

that most closely supported successful completion of the goal. In so doing, however, there is 

a danger that students were steered away from following their interests. Additionally, given 

the mismatch between the stated freedom of choice and subsequent guidance and correction 

offered to students, it is possible that the first intervention may have actually hindered student 

understanding of the new learning context and its requirements through its lack of 

transparency. 

Goal Setting 

In psychological research, support for the benefits of setting goals seems unequivocal: 

“specific, high (hard) goals lead to a higher level of task performance than do easy goals or 

vague, abstract goals such as the exhortation to “do one’s best”” (Locke & Latham, 2006, p. 

265). Yet some in the business world have argued that goal setting harms organizations in 

“systematic and predictable ways” (Ordóñez, Schweitzer, Galinsky & Bazerman, 2009, p.5), 

and does so most seriously precisely when goals are both specific and challenging. In their 

2006 paper, Locke and Latham introduce some caveats to their model: “So long as a person is 

committed to the goal, has the requisite ability to attain it, and does not have conflicting 

goals, there is a positive, linear relationship between goal difficulty and task performance” (p. 

265). To what extent do these caveats hold true of the first-year students described in this 

paper? 

 It is clear that some of my students were not committed to the goals they chose in the 

first intervention, which was likely due to the fact that the goal setting process was externally 

dictated by the context and the teacher. Further, in attempting to steer students away from 
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unproductive study, I frequently suggested goals and activities thought to be a better fit for a 

student, removing an element of freedom from the student’s choice. Ordóñez et al (2009) cite 

several studies suggesting that goal setting can harm intrinsic motivation as it increases 

extrinsic motivation, meaning that participants may engage in the task to satisfy a 

requirement or for external rewards such as the 10% of course grade assigned to the project. 

 Since students were required to set their goals in an English-only environment, and 

steered towards English-language resources, it is likely that they were ‘choosing’ activities 

which were suggestions of the teacher or learning advisor (Sheerin, 1997). Arguably, within 

the context of the first intervention, students did not have “the requisite ability to attain” the 

goals they set, or to set goals that they could attain. Ordóñez et al (2009) identify three main 

side effects of overly challenging goals: shifting attitudes to risk, promoting unethical 

behaviours, and the psychological effects of failure. Many students in the first intervention 

made less risky choices such as reviewing high school study, especially those who had 

initially tried a new activity and found it overly challenging. While this approach was not 

necessarily a poor use of their time, it did not fulfil the intervention’s aim of socialising 

students to new study methods, and prevented students from broadening their base of 

experience. 

A few students behaved unethically, reporting that they had successfully completed 

their study but unable to answer questions about it, leading to a change in the student-teacher 

role as I was forced to police student learning. Finally, and most problematically for a project 

aiming to create student identities as competent learners and foster effective study habits, 

there is evidence that challenging goals, even where they improve performance, may leave 

people questioning their abilities and intelligence (Mussweiler & Strack, 2000). Since self-

efficacy and motivation are held to play a key role in ongoing engagement with learning 

(Bandura, 1977), overly challenging goals may be counterproductive for first-year university 

learners. 

In the context of a controlled psychological experiment, it may be possible to ensure 

that a participant “does not have conflicting goals” (Locke & Latham, 2006, p.265), but this 

is unlikely to be true of complex individuals adapting to a new course of study. Indeed, 

interviews with selected students following the second intervention made it clear that they 

were keen not to limit themselves to one goal, and that making one choice was difficult 

precisely because it precluded choosing other activities. One student argued strongly for the 

benefits of experimentation over goals, preferring to first build experience which would lead 

to organically finding a goal. This parallels the evidence found by Ordóñez et al (2009) that 
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the narrow focus of initial goal setting may promote performance but inhibit learning, as 

specific measures encourage a narrow focus and definition of success.  

 

Conclusions 

 This paper has compared two classroom teaching interventions which aimed to foster 

learner autonomy, learning skills, and student participation in supportive groups. The first 

involved individual goal setting and reflection, and produced a more focussed and 

individualistic learning setup which presented challenges for the teacher in supporting 

students. Many students appeared unready for the level of self-direction, which sometimes 

resulted in ineffective study, an over-reliance on familiar resources, reduced confidence and 

in some cases, unethical behaviour. The second intervention was developed in response to 

these perceived issues, and brought the process of choosing and sampling activities into the 

classroom. This was a more social and supportive experience, and enabled students to take 

risks and build a range of new experiences that they could, through reflection, transform into 

greater confidence and awareness of the learning process.  

For students with limited experience of directing their own learning, setting goals 

before identifying activities may be an overly abstract and daunting task. Conversely, moving 

from concrete experience of choice and experimentation in learning can be highly motivating, 

and reflection on action has a role to play in bridging the gap between practice and 

conceptual understanding. Where goals are set, it is important that students experience 

freedom and meaningful choice in doing so, including the freedom to fail or fall short without 

fear of getting poor grades, risking personal relationships, or losing confidence in their own 

abilities.  

While learning advisors can offer more targeted, one-to-one support than a classroom 

teacher, they may see less of the journey that brings a student to want to take charge of their 

learning in the first place. Furthermore, with lower-proficiency students who may struggle to 

articulate more abstract concepts, it can be difficult to know how deeply they are thinking 

about their own learning. The present research has provided a greater insight into just how 

difficult students found choosing, understanding and conducting learning activities, as well as 

reflecting on them.  However, it also revealed how engaged most students were in the 

process.  

Where goals arise spontaneously from students, it is likely that they have seen the 

value of setting goals, and they should be encouraged to set goals that are personally 

meaningful. When students seem less ready to take responsibility for their learning, however, 
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it can be tempting to introduce a structure, such as goal setting, that seems likely to promote 

the kind of tangible results that will keep learners motivated. In so doing, however, it is 

important that teachers and learning advisors do not remove autonomy from the process and 

steer students toward activities that seem meaningful to the practitioner, at the expense of 

students’ own meaning-making.  
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Appendix A 

ENGLISH LEARNING MOTIVATION QUESTIONNAIRE 
英語学習に対するモチベーションについてのアンケート 
 
The following questions ask about your motivation for and attitudes about learning English. Remember 
there are no right or wrong answers, so please just answer as accurately as possible. 
これはあなたの英語学習に対する姿勢やモチベーションを問うアンケートです。これには正

解も不正解もありません。あなたの率直な気持ちを答えてください。 
 
Use the scale below to answer the questions. If you think the statement is very true of you, circle 5; if a 
statement is not at all true of you, circle 1. If the statement is more or less true of you, find the number 
between 1 and 5 that best describes you. 
各質問事項に5段階で回答してください。各問があなたに当てはまっていれば「５」に丸
を、全く当てはまらなければ「１」に丸をつけてください。どちらでもなければ、「１」か

ら「５」の中で1番自分に当てはまる数字を選んでください。 
 
 
1. Most language learning can be done without a teacher 
語学学習に教師は不要だ。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

2. Doing well in English is up to me 
自分次第で英語は上達する。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

3. I don't usually do well in English lessons 
英語の授業は苦手だ。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

4. I think I’m good at English 
英語は得意だと思う。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

5. I prefer to study English on my own, rather than in groups 
グループワークより自分一人で英語を学ぶ方が好きだ。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

6. It will be important for me to know English in the future 
英語の知識は将来自分にとって重要になる。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

7. I work hard at English 
真面目に英語学習に取り組んでいる。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

8. I believe that anything can be achieved, if I work hard enough 
一生懸命頑張ればどんなことでも達成できる。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

9. I don't mind if I'm not a fluent English speaker at the end of my degree 
卒業時までに英語を流暢に話せるようにならなくても別に気にな

らない。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

10. I don't know which ways to study English work best for me 
どの英語学習法が自分に一番合っているかわからない。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

11. I don't learn English for my own enjoyment 
楽しんで英語を学んでいない。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

12. When I get good marks in English I usually know why 
英語の成績がいいと、おおよそなぜだか理由がわかる。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

13. I want to learn to speak English well 
英語をうまく話せるように学びたい。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 
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14. However hard I try, I’ll never do well in English 
どんなに頑張っても英語をうまく話せるようにはならない。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

15. My English is not as good as I want it to be 
自分が望むほど英語は上手くない。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

16. I’d want to learn English even if I didn’t have to 
必須科目でなくても英語は学びたい。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

17. I enjoy English lessons 
英語の授業は楽しい。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

18. I try to set myself goals when I study English 
目的意識を持って英語を学習している。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

19. I’d like to meet English-speaking people 
英語を話す人と知り合いたい。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

20. I cannot study effectively on my own 
独学では効率よく勉強できない。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

21. My parents encourage me to study English 
両親が英語学習を勧める。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

22. English will not be an important factor in getting a job 
就職に英語は重要項目ではない。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

23. I don't often measure my English study progress 
自分の英語レベルの上達の有無にはあまりこだわらない。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

24. English lessons are not interesting for me 
英語の授業には興味がない。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

25. If I do badly at English, I usually know how to do better next time 
英語の成績が悪い時、次はどうすればよくなるかわかる。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

26. My family are not interested in my English study 
家族は私の英語学習に無関心だ。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

27. I have no interest in getting to know English native speakers 
ネイティブスピーカーと知り合うことに興味がない。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

28. I am confident I can achieve my English learning goals 
英語学習における自己目標を達成する自信がある。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

29. I could study harder if I wanted to 
やる気さえあれば、一生懸命勉強できる。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

30. I know which things I need to study to improve my English 
何を勉強すれば自分の英語を上達させることができるのか知って

いる。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

31. My teacher is helpful to me in learning English 
教員は私の英語学習に協力的だ。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

32. The students in our English class work together as a group 
このクラスの生徒はグループワークにおいて協調性がある。 

Not at all true             Very true 
1         2          3          4           5 

 
 


