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EMPOWERING LEARNER AUTONOMY:
A CASEFOR COLLABORATIVE LEARNING
Z. ZUHAL GÜVEN
AND TERESA HECHT- V ALAIS

Introduction
Rapid social, economic, cultural and technological changes in the last
century have brought about new insights for education. Those wishing to
be competitive in business or academia must ensure they are up-to-date
with twenty-fırst century skills and knowledge. In our global marketplace,
lifelong leaming is a reality, and the need to develop leamer autonomy is
an undeniable necessity. Another prerequisite for success in today's world
is communicative competence: the ability to use language appropriately in
real contexts. In the past several decades, educational specialists have been
conducting various studies on how to foster leamer autonomy in the
foreign or second language classroom as English has taken prominence as
an international language. However, teachers' perspectives toward
implementing leamer-centred teaching methods have not been studied
comprehensively. This paper aims to contribute to dosing this gap by
investigating the views of the teachers who teach English as a foreign
language, exploring collaborative leaming as a whole, and describing
specifıcally the implementation of project-based leaming as a pathway
towards leamer autonomy.

Literature Review and Background of the Study
Learner Autonomy
Leamer autonomy has been discussed with a great deal of interest in the
last thirty years and much has been written about the defınition,
implementation and implications of autonomous leaming (Holec, 1981;
Little, 1991; Dickinson, 1995; Nunan, 1997; Oxford, 2003; Holec, 2008).
According to Holec (1981), who fırst coined the term "leamer autonomy",
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autonomous leamers are those who take the responsibility for the totality
of their leaming situation by determining their own objectives, defining
the contents and the progression of their course; selecting the methods and
techniques; monitoring this procedure, and evaluating what they have
leamed.
As for the instructional applications ofleamer autonomy, educationalists
have proposed several models, some of which are based on Vygotsky's
Zone of Proximal Development. Vygotsky (1978: 68) emphasized "the
distance between the actual level, as determined by independent problemsolving, and the level of potential development, as determined through
problem-solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more
capable peers." In the Gradual Release ofResponsibility Model of Pearson
and Gallagher (1983), which has inspired researchers to conceptualize the
notion in various diagrams (Spires and Stone, 1989; Fisher and Freyş,
2008; Murphy, 2009), the teacher and leamer work together through a
carefully guided process where the responsibility for leaming is
transferred from teacher to leamer. This model combines Piaget's work on
cognitive structures and schema, Vygotsky's work on proximal zone of
development, Bandura's work on attention, retention, reproduction and
motivation, and Word, Bruner and Ross's work on scaffolded instruction.
Leamer autonomy has taken a significant role in the field of foreign
language teaching; however it is said that teachers' roles have not been
studied as extensively as the other aspects of leamer autonomy (Borg and
Al-Busaidi, 2012). The limited number of studies into teachers' views on
leamer autonomy reveal that teachers display positive attitudes towards
leamer autonomy, though some have unanswered questions on the subject
(Camilleri, 1997; Ustunluoglu, 2009; Balcıkanlı, 2010; Kılınc, 2010;
Bullock, 20 ll; Reinders and Lazaro, 20 ll; Yoshiyuku, 20 ll).
Collaborative Learning

Literature on leamer autonomy often suggests that the development of
leamer autonomy in the English language classroom should aim for
competency in the following three areas: communicative competence,
leaming competence, and strategic competence. Project work encompasses
these three leaming goals as leamers engage in a guided, expanded process
of inquiry through whi ch they investigate a complex question, problem or
challenge, as an extension of what has already been learned in class.
Project Based Learning (PBL) is an instructional approach that can be
utilized to direct English language learners towards independence through
well planned stages of learning which emphasize peer interaction, critica!
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thinking, problem-solving, and collaboration. PBL complements the
constructivist view of "learning by doing". According to Haines project
work is "not as a replacement for other teaching methods" but is "an
approach to learning which complements mainstream methods and which
can be used with almost all levels, ages and abilities of students" (1989:
1). Furthermore, effective instructional practices implemented through
PBL can connect English language teachers to English language leamers
in productive "learning partnerships", where English language classrooms
become vibrant authentic learning communities that not only help leamers
attain communicative competence but also foster a culture of "learning to
learn". In PBL, students' projects are developed through attaining
carefully planned and managed benchmarks set up by the classroom
teacher. Regular formative assessments of those benchmarks h elp to guide
students along the sequence of the project (assessing if students are on
track or need redirection) while encouraging them to dig deeper into the
concepts already presented and learned in class. Thus, teachers and small
groups engage in productive interaction as partners working together
towards collective aims.
Larner and Mergendoller (2010) identify the key components of PBL
as being: signifıcant content, a need to know, a driving question, students'
voice and choice, inquiry and innovation, feedback and revision, publicly
presented product and twenty- fırst century skills (critica! thinking and
doing, creativity, collaboration, cross-cultural understanding, communication,
ICT literacy, and career and learning self-reliance). As Moss and Van
Duzer state (1999), what makes project work exciting, challenging and
meaningful to adult learners is that it is organic and unique to each class
since not all problems can be anticipated and sometimes a project may
move forward in a different direction than originally planned. Most
importantly in language learning contexts is that there are often multiple
ways to express meaning and to interpret what has been expressed: there
are no static "right answers" or rules but a number of possible outcomes,
as is typical of authentic communicative encounters.
Working collaboratively in small group projects, leamers develop
higher-order thinking skills for complex problem-solving and decisionmaking. In addition, cognitive skills development that strengthens
learners' abilities to think critically are not just classroom skills; they are
necessary job skills needed in many professions around the world, where
English is the international language in many areas. Learner participation
in all stages of preparing a project makes learners feel more confıdent
using English as they construct knowledge, as well as developing social
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and communication skills through face-to-face communication and
through the use of technology (Railsback, 2002).
The Teaeber Training Program held at Selçuk University

The researchers of this study met through the U.S. Department of State,
Education and Cultural Affairs, Office of English Language Programs
online E-Teacher Scholarship Program, implemented by the University of
Maryland, Baltimore County. The participant Güven and course designer
Valais, along with the other English language teaching professionals from
around the globe, worked together in the study and discussion of the
current methodologies for TESOL. The course, Methods 1: Survey of Best
Practices in TESOL, precipitated this sustained research collaboration and
joint teacher training program held at the School of Foreign Languages,
Selçuk University, Turkey, from 26 October to 4 November 2011. The
leaming environment at the School of Foreign Languages involved 120
teachers and nearly 2500 preparatory (foundation) class students.
Despite the various education programs and comprehensive studies,
English Language Teaching is not at a satisfactory level in Turkey (EC,
2006; Zok, 2010; Education First, 201 1; Koru and Akesson, 201 1). The
results of the needs analysis for our study revealed that instruction largely
focused on leaming grammar and focused on the sentence !eve! rather than
leaming English as a communication tool for discourse and as a means for
achieving communicative competence. The urgent need to initiate a
leamer-centred approach leading students toward autonomy was
investigated by the researchers. Through the collaboration between Selçuk
University and U.S. Department of State, Education and Cultural Affairs,
English Specialist Program a comprehensive two-week teacher training
program was held at the School of Foreign Languages. Project Based
Leaming was one of the topics, which was introduced as an element of
"Leaming to Leam" through collaborative leaming. Following the teacher
training program, Project Based Leaming was piloted in English classes.
The goal for the pilot was to emphasize deeper and broader applications of
knowledge through contextualized language leaming that challenges
leamers to use English in novel contexts in and outside the class;
incorporates collaborative team work; integrates all four language skills
(speaking, listening, reading, and writing); engages learners in
independent work by utilizing 1earning strategies for self-monitoring; and
helps them develop skills for researching, investigating and acquiring new
information. Following the pilot, the researchers conducted this study to
investigate if the teachers could transfer what was learned in training to
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their classroom practice, and if not, what the major challenge areas were
for further study.

Method
A descriptive qualitative method of interview technique was used to obtain
the opinions of the teachers about the implementation of the PBL in their
classes. The participants were 19 English language teachers who were
selected randomly among the teaching staff. During the individual
interviews, participants were also asked to write their opinions on the fıve
open-ended questions in the semi-structured questionnaire form. The
questions in the form were as follows:
What are the benefıts of implementing PBL in our school for the fırst
time?
What are the shortcomings/difficulties/problems of implementing PBL
in our school for the fırst time?
How can the PBL we piloted be improved?
What are your perspectives (critiques or suggestions) toward
implementing PBL in our school?
Wou! d you !ike to attend additional workshops on the practice of PBL?
lfyes, what are your training expectations?

Results
The research fındings show that trainees found Project Based Leaming
useful. Some participants observed that students developed information
gathering skills, communication skills, team work skills, and technology
skills to make the ir projects better than others'. One of the participants
said that project work proved very useful for some students who had a
chance to speak in public for the first time. Another participant pointed out
that PBL contributed to students' discovering their hidden talents !ike
daneing or singing. Participants also expressed the need to attend
additional workshops to reinforce their knowledge and application of
Communicative Approaches for English language teaching. They said that
they felt their own teaching weaknesses in guiding students to develop
their communicative competence.
As for the drawbacks of the PBL implementation at school, teachers
mostly drew attention to the way the students were assessed. Some of the
participants said that assessing the group as a whole rather than individual
students didn't seem fair to the students Another criticism was of the
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project topic, on grounds that it was not varied and thus sornewhat limited
students' imagination and creativity. The participants also stated that the
timing of the PBL implementation coincided with the first mid-term exam,
which caused stress among some students. This finding is especially
noteworthy in this study in terms of attempting to implement PBL into an
exam-driven environment. A participant said that the students should have
been given chance to choose their team mates. Another participant stated
that the rubric should have been shorter and simpler.
The participants' opinions about how PBL could be implemented
better were varied. Some teachers stated that students should be assessed
individually not as a group. One participant said that the criteria should be
prepared meticulously such that teachers can assess each student according
to the amount of his/her contribution to the project. Flexibility over the
deadline was a suggestion made by another teacher. Four teachers
suggested that topics should be varied, interesting and related to real-life
problems. One of the participants suggested that PBL teaeber training
activity should be compulsory for all teachers to ensure effective
implementation. Some examples showing good PBL practices to help both
teachers and students conceptualize the process was suggested by one
participant. A competition to choose the best project in the school was also
a suggestion.
An other significant finding of the study was that nearly three quarters
of the participants (14 out of 19) stated that they would like to participate
in a workshop where they could get additional training from the theory to
practical application of PBL. One of the participants said that she would
like to be trained in how to use PBL for different learner groups at other
ages, levels and learning environments.
Clearly, the trainingtoclassroom application transfer for effectively
implementing PBL was not completed for many reasons outlined here.
The findings of this study indicate a need to investigate further how
English language teachers can better collaborate among peers, engage in
dialogue about instructional approaches and assessments, and be better
supported to engage in more learner-centred practices that actively use
communicative language teaching approaches.

Discussion
According to constructivist theory, we try to make sense of the world
around us in an ongoing process of inquiry and through our anticipation
and interpretation of events (Kelly, 1963). The principle proposed by
Vygotsky (1978), which is centred on narrowing the distance between the

Z. Zuhal Güven and Teresa Hecht-Valais

9

actual level of learning and the level of potential development through
problem-solving with assistance can be said to have been influential upon
the wider range of acceptance of independent language learning. In
collaborative learning environments where Project Based Learning is
effectively utilized as an instructional approach, students learn from peers
and rely on the group as they work together to create their unique group
project. Students receive guided instruction from the teacher (as a
facilitator), but the focus of learning is on what the learners can do, not
what the teaeber already knows.
In recent years, there have been numerous studies on implementing
Project Based Learning in Turkey (Gulbahar and Tinmaz, 2006;
Ustunluoglu, 2009; Kılınc, 2010; Bas, 2011). The fındings of this study
are consistent with much of the recent PBL research in that positive
attitude was exhibited by the participants towards PBL. This is signifıcant,
since teachers are key stakeholders for making drastic changes in
education. The contemporary role of teaching is to raise students'
awareness of alternative ways to learn, thus leading them to become
productive self-directed learners. To take on more autonomy, there needs
to be less focus on the teaeber and more focus on how teachers can help
students "get there", fostering a classroom culture that encourages
autonomous learning. As part of project work, students are propelled
toward using higher-order thinking skills to analyse, synthesize and
evaluate information on their topic in connection to what was learned in
class, and then present their innovative products to the class. Language
teaching that is connected to specifıc content or themes and incorporates
PBL is an effective means for activating critica! thinking, as it requires
students to analyse, interpret and evaluate authentic materials.
Furthermore, Stoller states that "content-based instruction (as opposed to
grammar-based instruction) allows for the natural integration of sound
language teaching practices such as alternative means of assessment,
apprenticeship learning, cooperative learning, integrated-skills instruction,
project work, scaffolding, strategy training" ( 1997: 2).
The fındings in this study indicate some critica! areas that need to be
taken into consideration. It is clear that topics should be varied to
complement diverse learning styles and interests; offering students more
choice, from a list of possible topics that capture learners' interests and are
relevant to their lives and suitable for their age, is a favourable remedy.
A signifıcant fınding is that there was unease and uncertainty regarding
the assessment of collaborative learning. This was evident in the strong
resistance displayed by students to being assessed as a group: students
voiced dismay that some team members would get a grade for work they
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had not contributed to the group's performance. The concems over PBL
assessment expressed by some teachers are also noteworthy. The research
findings open questions about attempts to implement PBL instructional
practices that aid in the development of leamer autonomy in teaebercentred and exam-driven environments, rather than leamer-centred,
performance-driven sirnations which evaluate demonstrations of the
application and transfer of knowledge. The researchers note that it would
also be worthwhile to investigate leamers' perspectives on performancebased assessment.
The need some participants felt for teacher training on communicative
approaches reveals that teachers are willing to adopt leamer-centred
education. This finding also indicates that teachers need explicit training in
strategies for activating self-directed leaming. To take on more autonomy,
there must be less focus on the teacher and focus on how teachers can help
students "get there" fostering a classroom culture that encourages
autonomous leaming. Direct instruction regarding leamers' leaming styles
and leaming strategies is needed for teachers and leamers, combined with
increased focus on what the leamer can do with the knowledge leamed in
class. Thus, as Zok notes, "the need for practical teaching experience is
sornewhat lacking in ELT training programs, and [pre-service student
teachers] graduate with a thorough knowledge of the language but without
much awareness of teaching methodology or how to tailor instruction to
suit the needs of parti cu! ar students. A solution to this might simply be to
extend the length of the training program itself in order to include more
hands-on training time" (2010: 10). On the other hand, the role ofteacher
in the classroom should be well-defined to avoid confusion. According to
Little (2009), it is not possible for leamers to be completely free, as
humans are social beings and their independence is always balanced by
dependence. He claims that in an autonomous classroom, individual
leaming goals are pursued partly via collaborative group work where
dialogue mediates between the need to be autonomous and the need for
relatedness. Also as Magaldi (20 1O) states, "students cannot accept
responsibility for their own leaming or take any initiatives in the process if
they do not know how they leam or how to leam and that is why the role
of the educator is vital. Teachers are the key mediators between what the
students know and what they need to leam." (2010: 79).
Even with the knowledge of communicative approaches for teaching
English and the onsite training in PBL, implementing project work into
English language classrooms is challenging for English teachers who
practice in teacher-centred classrooms. Our research shows that a notable
absence from the novel collaborative leaming experience was the teachers'
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understanding that students in leamer-centred contexts are responsible for
one another's learning as well as their own. Shared leaming gives students
an opportunity to engage in discussion, take responsibility for their own
learning and thus become critica! thinkers (Totten et al., 1991 ).
Continued teacher training is needed regarding learners' rol es as the
teacher steps out from centre-stage. Teacher training should include
training learners in how (and why) project performance is assessed
collaboratively. In Project Based Learning environments, learners are
challenged to develop deeper levels of understanding related to the big
ideas being taught in class. Subsequently, further teacher training is
needed to make clear the dynamic nature of project work; specifıcally, that
PBL is an extension of learning through shared demonstration and
application of the knowledge gained in class; it is not acquisition of
knowledge.

Conclusion
We have deseribed only a fragment of the benefıts of Project Based
Learning for the English language classroom from our research.
Collaborative Learning enables students to make and see connections
between classroom learning and the real English-speaking world, develop
communicative competence, increase self-effıcacy, promote active
engagement and self-regulation, and enhance general leaming
competencies and digital literacy. More investigation is needed in the
assessment of English language learners' attitudes and motivation to leam
in "unfıxed" collaborative learning contexts. Additionally, in order for
learners to thrive in novel learning environments in English language
classrooms, teachers need explicit training in how to train learners in time
management, prioritizing, self-evaluation and critica! thinking: all
metacognitive leaming strategies necessary for students to develop
autonomy and take on responsibility for their own leaming. Finally,
English language teachers need to step back from the centre of the leaming
stage and develop a foundation of skills and techniques in providing
informative feedback that helps shape learning and empowers leamers'
confıdence to "do it together" (collaboratively) and ultimately "do it
independently".
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