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A growing interest in learner autonomy amongst language teachers is reflected in 

the frequent inclusion of this term in the titles of language learning and teaching 

publications, conferences, and research projects. This suggests that traditional approaches 

to language teaching are giving way to an approach which seeks to involve learners in the 

decision-making process surrounding their learning. One key means of engaging learners 

in decision-making and thereby promoting learner autonomy involves teaching learners 

how to actively engage in assessing their own learning. However, published accounts of 

language teachers encouraging self-assessment are rare. While Tassinari (2016) argues 

that empowering learners to self-assess represents a significant challenge for language 

educators, teachers should be encouraged to learn that simply starting to talk to learners 

about assessing their learning is a valuable first step: 

… the most important aspect of strategic learning is not the exact nature of the 

specific techniques that learners employ but rather the fact that they choose to 

exert creative effort [emphasis added] in trying to improve their own learning … 

The essential aspect of empowering learners is to set into motion the self-

regulatory process [emphasis added] rather than to offer the instruction of a set of 

strategies.  (Tseng, Dörnyei and Schmitt, 2006, p. 95) 

In this short article I argue that language teachers have a responsibility to activate 

in their learners a process whereby they begin to manage their own learning. While there 

are many ways in which this can be done, I present three examples here from a course 

which encouraged learners to develop ways of managing all aspects of their language 

learning. In presenting these examples, I wish to emphasize not so much the individual 

measures designed by the learners, but rather their willingness and ability to participate in 

the process. As my title suggests, despite having no prior experience of assessing their 

learning, these learners took to self-assessment “like ducks to water.” 

First, I review some key ideas about self-assessment explored in the research 

literature, and about the link between self-assessment and learner autonomy. Next, I 

provide some background on the context in which the course I report on was delivered. 

The third section presents and discusses three measures of learning designed by the 

learners.   

Previous Research in Self-Assessment and Learner Autonomy 
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Henri Holec (1981), considered by some to be the founder of learner autonomy in 

language learning, considers self-assessment—both monitoring and evaluating learning—a 

key characteristic of learners who take charge of their learning. However, in most 

educational settings, assessment is the exclusive prerogative of the teacher. This is 

unfortunate since self-assessment imparts many advantages to the learner including 

helping them identify their strengths and weaknesses, alleviating their feelings of fear, 

anxiety and frustration, learning to evaluate the effectiveness of their communication, 

raising their awareness of the learning process and enhancing their knowledge of the 

range of possible goals in language learning (Li & Zhang, 2021). It is also possible that 

self-assessment increases motivation.  

Assessment specialists draw a distinction between assessment as an internal self-

directed activity and assessment as an external other-directed activity. Benson (2011, p. 

168) argues that, from a learner autonomy perspective, “the formative aspects of internal 

assessment are of greater significance than learners’ ability to match their own 

assessments with external assessments of their proficiency”. In other words, learners who 

are trying to improve their learning are likely to principally be interested in determining 

how well they can perform a learning task. They may also be interested in comparing 

their performance on a particular task on one occasion with their performance on a 

previous or subsequent occasion. They are considerably less likely to be interested in the 

correlation between their assessments and those of external tests or examinations.  

However, traditional language teaching tends to focus more attention on external 

summative assessments of proficiency. As a result, learners fail to develop any internal 

criteria for evaluating their performance. In Japan, for example, where the data for this 

study was collected, English language learners are constantly reminded of external 

measures of their proficiency such as their TOEIC or TOEFL scores. One of the 

participants in the study described this phenomenon in her language learning journal:  

I didn’t think about plans or strategies … when I was in high school … I only 

studied the assignment that teachers gave me without thinking about any plans.  

And I only thought about results … I didn’t care why I made a mistake or which 

English knowledge was lacking for me. I didn’t evaluate my improving by 
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evidences [sic]… I found that my past way was very useless for improving my 

English skill  

But unless learners learn to reflect on why they make mistakes, what knowledge they 

lack, and how their performance falls short of their goals, they will forever be dependent 

on their teachers to evaluate their performance and progress.  

Studies have confirmed, however, that learners are capable of carrying out self-

assessment (Tassinari, 2016; Mazloomi & Khabiri, 2018; Duque Micán & Cuesta Medina, 

2017). In a project aimed at introducing self-assessment to learners of Japanese at an 

Australian university, Thomson (1996) found that many learners lacked confidence in 

their ability to assess their learning. She argued that although language learners 

continuously assess their own performance internally in the classroom and in real-life 

interactions, they do so unconsciously, and therefore often develop negative attitudes to 

the idea of formal self-assessment. This suggests that it is essential to provide adequate 

support when introducing self-assessment to learners for the first time. 

In the strong version of self-assessment, the procedures adopted to measure 

learning are determined by the learners themselves. Holec (1985, p. 142) argues that if 

self-assessment is to be successful, the procedures must be “relevant to the learner in 

question and to the particular learning in which he [sic] is engaged.”  In other words, 

successful self-assessment requires learners to monitor and evaluate their performance on 

tasks that are important to them, using criteria that match their learning goals. The logical 

conclusion, as Benson (2011) indicates, is that “because of this need for relevance … 

assessment of self-directed learning must be carried out by learners themselves” (p. 171). 

The next section of the paper will illustrate what can happen when learners with 

no previous experience of self-assessment are encouraged to experiment with designing 

their own measures of learning on tasks that are important to them, using criteria they 

design themselves. 

Learning Context  

The self-assessment experiences discussed in the next section of this article are 

drawn from a self-directed language learning course offered as part of an EAP 

programme at a Japanese university. During their first semester in the EAP programme, 
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learners were required to take a course called Self-Directed Language Learning—the 

course which this paper discusses. The course had three principal objectives. First, it set 

out to help the learners improve their English language skills. A basic principle of the 

course was recognition of the fact that any group of learners reflects diverse needs, 

abilities and learning styles. Each learner in the course was therefore required, with 

support and assistance, to design their own individualized learning programme and to use 

the language learning resources provided in carrying out their programme. 

The course’s second objective was to introduce the learners to new strategies for 

learning English. Teachers aimed first to raise learners’ awareness of strategies they were 

already using, and then to encourage them to evaluate their effectiveness. Throughout the 

semester, new strategies were periodically highlighted during “10-minute lessons” at the 

beginning of classes. This was done to expand learners’ overall strategy repertoire and to 

remind them to think about how well the strategies they were adopting matched the tasks 

in which they were engaged. 

The course’s third objective was to develop learners’ metacognitive knowledge in 

relation to language learning. Enhanced understanding of the language learning process is 

essential if learners are to successfully manage their ongoing language learning. 

Therefore, throughout the course, in different ways, attention was paid to key elements of 

self-directed learning such as needs analysis, goal setting, planning, material selection, 

strategy development, and progress monitoring.   

The course took place in a self-access centre for three hours each week for a 

period of 15-weeks (one semester). The Centre was equipped with personal computers, 

an extensive library of books and journals, DVDs of films and popular television series, 

current affairs magazines with accompanying audio recordings of interviews and 

newscasts, and a reference library of dictionaries, encyclopedias, and study skills 

materials. While learners worked on their individual learning programmes, they were also 

encouraged to talk to each other and the teacher about the materials they had chosen and 

the strategies they were adopting.  

During the first few sessions of the semester during which the material for this 

article was gathered, the teacher (the author of this article) outlined and demonstrated the 

process of needs assessment and goal setting, and helped individual learners identify 
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suitable materials to work with. Once the learners were working on their individual 

learning programmes, the teacher began to focus on strategies for measuring progress, 

reasoning with the learners that unless the activities they were engaging in were actually 

improving their skills, they were wasting their time. 

The learners were encouraged to focus on progress monitoring and self-

assessment in three ways. First, they were encouraged to think about and discuss different 

ways of measuring progress. Second, measures of learning that learners on previous 

courses had produced were distributed and discussed as a means of stimulating 

experimentation and creativity. Finally, the teacher prompted learners to provide 

evidence of learning progress in their learning portfolios. Here is a fairly typical 

exchange with a learner recorded towards the end of a session: 

Teacher: What did you work on today? 

Learner:  I watched the DVD “Friends”. 

Teacher: How is that helping you improve your English? 

Learner: I can listen better now. 

Teacher: Do you mean that your listening skill has improved? 

Learner: Yes. 

Teacher: How do you know? How can you prove that to me? 

Learner: I don’t know. 

Teacher: Well, let’s think of some ways to gather some evidence that you 

understand more when you listen now than you did, say, last week  

While the learners found this kind of questioning challenging at first, the measures of 

learning presented in the next section indicate that by the end of the semester, many of 

them had developed excellent ways of recording evidence of their learning progress.   

 

Examples of Learner-Designed Measures  

This section of the paper presents three learner-designed measures of learning.  

Examples from three different skill areas—vocabulary learning, reading, and listening—
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have been chosen in order to give an idea of the range of different assessment procedures 

devised. 

Assessing Vocabulary Learning 

Many learners on the course sought to expand their active and passive knowledge 

of vocabulary, particularly academic vocabulary. Nation (2001) claims that knowledge of 

the 2000 most frequent words in English, and the 570 words included in the Academic 

Word List (Coxhead, 1998) provides 86.6% coverage of academic text. Most of the 

learners in the course were familiar with the 1000 most common words in English but 

had only partial (receptive) knowledge of words in the 2000-word list and Academic 

Word List. Given their university’s requirement that they study in an English-speaking 

country for one year of their undergraduate degree, vocabulary expansion was an 

important learning goal for most of the learners in the course.  

While many learners were willing to spend time on vocabulary learning, it rapidly 

became apparent that their strategies focused exclusively on receptive tasks, such as 

repeating words aloud or writing words in notebooks with translations, and that they 

rarely revisited words they had previously “learned.” Consequently, I encouraged them to 

think of ways of monitoring and evaluating the success of the strategies they were 

adopting, in order to determine whether they were spending their time profitably or not. 

One learner who was keen to demonstrate that the words and phrases she was 

learning from watching DVDs were becoming part of her active vocabulary, designed a 

table where she could record evidence of her learning. An example of how to provide 

evidence of vocabulary learning and use was designed by a learner who wanted to 

demonstrate that the words and phrases she was learning from watching DVDs were 

becoming part of her active vocabulary (see Table 1). Accordingly, in the table she 

designed, the third, fourth and fifth columns record details of the time, place and situation 

in which she subsequently used each word or phrase. The fifth column is particularly 

interesting in that it represents feedback on her use of the target item, either her own or 

provided by the person with whom she was communicating when using the vocabulary 

item. Over time, a table such as this could be used to document the use of target items on 

different occasions and in different situations, reflecting the learner’s growing familiarity 

with the word or phrase. 
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Table 1  

Example of How to Evidence Vocabulary Learning and Use 

Word 
or phrase 

Date 
learned 

Date  
used 

Situation Comment 

or else  June 18 June 21 In an e-mail  I used it and  
she used it too! 

inseparable June 20 June 21 In reading class  They understood! 
blot out June 25 June 25 Chatting with 

my friend  
He said “cause I’m shy”  
when I told him not  
to blot out his face 

 

 

Assessing Reading Ability (Skimming) 

For all university learners, reading large amounts of text efficiently and 

effectively is a key skill.  However, during their years at secondary school, most of the 

Japanese learners in this course had only ever been exposed to very brief texts in English, 

which they had usually been asked to translate. Therefore, when faced with lengthy 

academic texts in English, many learners had difficulty recognising the overall text 

structure, identifying key information, and understanding the ideas presented.  

Consequently, one learner in the course chose to work on her skimming skills by 

using newspaper texts. Although she initially encountered significant difficulties with the 

vocabulary used in the newspaper texts she chose to work with (The Guardian), she soon 

learned to guess the meaning of words that were not critical to understanding, thereby 

learning to tolerate a certain amount of ambiguity. The measure of learning that she 

developed (see Table 2) was a simple table which listed the title of the story she had read, 

and five global questions based on each story—Who (was it about)? What? When? 

Where? and Why? The learner gave herself a limited amount of time to skim read the 

article, then put it away and tried to answer each of the five questions in note form. When 

she had finished, she would look back at the article, check the accuracy of the 

information she had recorded and search for any details that she had been unable to locate. 
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Finally, she scored her efforts by placing a tick in the table for each type of information 

she had successfully identified. 

 

Table 2 

Measure of Skimming Ability 

 
  
The data contained in Table 2 is interesting for a number of reasons. First, it 

indicates that the learner found it easiest to identify who each story was about. 

Presumably, this can be explained by the tendency for newspaper texts to present the key 

information (including the identity of the protagonist) in the first few paragraphs. Second, 

the table suggests that it was easier for her to identify details of what the story was about 

and where it happened than for her to identify when it occurred. This is an intriguing 

finding. Perhaps details about the protagonists, topic, and location of the story were more 

saliently presented than information about when it occurred. It is also possible that details 
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of when the story occurred were not provided in 8 of the 15 stories listed, but this seems 

unlikely. Clearly, further investigation is needed to explain this outcome. 

Third, the fact that the column headed up “Why” was never completed became a 

talking point between the learner and the teacher, with the learner hypothesising that 

newspaper stories are principally concerned with reporting events that occur and the 

details surrounding them, rather than with hypotheses of why they occur. She pointed to 

the example of the second story in her table—“Teenagers airlifted off moor”—where the 

reason for rescuing the teenagers was obvious from the rest of the story (the threat of 

danger) and did not need to be stated explicitly. This example illustrates the way in which, 

by generating her own measure of learning, the learner began reflecting on how the text 

was organized, which may subsequently have enhanced her comprehension of other types 

of texts. 

Assessing Listening Ability 

A third activity which many of the learners engaged in during self-directed 

learning sessions was watching DVDs to improve their listening skills. While the learners 

clearly enjoyed this activity, as their teacher, I was also keen for them to find ways of 

demonstrating that watching DVDs was helping them improve their listening 

comprehension. One learner did this in a very creative way. Example 3 shows the graph 

she produced to plot the percentage of each episode of the television series “Full House” 

that she felt she had understood. First, she watched the excerpt in English without 

subtitles, and then watched it again with subtitles (in English). Naturally, her 

comprehension improved from the first to the second listening. However, what her graph 

demonstrates most dramatically is a significant improvement over time in her ability to 

understand what she was listening to the first time she listened (i.e., without subtitles). 

Whereas in mid-September the learner understood 70% of the DVD without subtitles, by 

early December, she reported that she could understand 90%. 

Some critics may claim that the learner measures presented here simply record 

subjective judgments of performance and therefore may present unreliable assessments.  

However, I argue that the very process of encouraging learners to think about monitoring 

and evaluating progress is beneficial to their learning. Furthermore, in the context 

described here, there was no incentive for learners to inflate assessments of their ability.  
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In fact, the tendency I noted throughout the semester was that learners systematically 

underestimated their skill levels. 

 

Table 3 

Measure of Listening Improvement 

 
 

Conclusion 

In this article I have tried to demonstrate the way in which learners, even those 

who are the products of a traditional education system, can be ready to exert creative 

effort to improve and manage their learning. The willingness of these learners to embrace 

the challenge of producing their own self-assessment measures, and the variety of 

measures they came up with are sources of encouragement for teachers who are 

committed to adopting more learner-centred approaches to language learning. Perhaps, 

the teacher’s key responsibilities are not only to “set into motion the self-regulatory 

process” (Tseng et. al, 2006) whereby learners learn to manage their own learning, but 
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also to create a supportive learning environment which promotes such action (Cotterall & 

Murray, 2009). 
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