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ABSTRACT

The present study aims to explore Chinese learners” concep—
tions of learner autonomy from learners” perspective since research—
ers in language education argue that concepts of learner autonomy
may bear cultural imprints and recent college English language edu—
cation reform in China sets learner autonomy as a prime goal.

The study first presents general background and an introduction
to the research context. There follows a comprehensive literature re—
view, tracking origins of the concept of learner autonomy in the
fields of philosophy, general education, and language education,
with distinctive ‘Western” and ‘Chinese” emphases. This is fol-
lowed by a review of relevant research on learner autonomy in lan—
guage education, which consists of research on learner autonomy as
a concept, as a means for effective learning, relationships with cul-
ture, and methodological issues. To investigate Chinese learners”
conceptions of learner autonomy, the study adopted a mixed re—
search approach to collect data: with a qualitative method as the
main research method to capture in — depth understandings of
learners” conceptions, and a quantitative method as a supplementary
one to support qualitative data findings and at the same time reveal
further diversity. Moreover, to avoid any imposition of learner au—
tonomy theory pre — occupied in the researcher’s mind, the study
does not ask directly about learner autonomy to learners but instead
examines whether concepts of learner autonomy are embedded in
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students” accounts of successful English language learning.

The study involved 27 interviews and a questionnaire survey of
450 college English language learners among three different Chinese
universities. The main findings of the study are as follows: 1) Both

‘Western” and ‘Chinese” emphases and core elements of learner au—
tonomy are found in Chinese learners” conceptions of successful
English language learning; 2) Chinese learners” conceptions of
learner autonomy are found to exist in two distinctive domains:
learner autonomy for academic success ( LAAS) and learner autono—
my for communicative competence ( LACC. 3) Learners” concep—
tions of learner autonomy can be influenced by different sources:
political, economical, social, cultural, and individual. 4)
Learners” conceptions of learner autonomy are dynamic, and subject
to various factors such as progress of level of education and individ—
ual language learning experiences.

Based on the data findings, a reconsideration of concepts of
learner autonomy drawn out from students” conceptions of successful
English language learning is discussed, which combines ‘West-
ern’ , ‘Chinese” emphases and core elements of learner autonomy,
associated behaviours, and sources of influences on them. This re—
construction of the concept of learner autonomy in the Chinese con—
text contributes to a better understanding of learner autonomy theo—
ry. The research has important implications for policy makers,
teachers, parents, and students in understanding learner autonomy
from learners” perspectives and for research into concepts of learner

autonomy in different contexts.
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CHAPTER 1 BACKGROUND
AND INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background of personal motivation for the
research

My motivation for the present research on learner autonomy was
a natural interest extended from my Master’s study, along with my

experience of being an English language teacher and learner.
1.1.1 Why learner autonomy?

The concept of learner autonomy aroused my attention during
my engagement in my Masters thesis. By the end of my Master’s
course (2003 —2004) , I was motivated to explore Chinese learners”
strategy use in their English language learning since 1 found that the
literature on Chinese language learners” learning behaviours was
contradictory and apt to attribute them, via the anecdotal descrip—
tions or limited research findings, to Chinese cultural influences.
During this process, I touched upon a new concept, ‘learner auton—
omy’ , in reviewing Wendens ( 1991) well — known book learner
strategies for learner autonomy: planning and implementing learner
training for language learner. With the expansion of my reading a—
bout ‘learner autonomy’ , I realized it was a popular concept al-
though it received strong criticism of various kinds. For example,
one typical debate regarded generalizability of such a concept across
cultures. For most learner autonomy proponents, autonomy is

‘Western” in its origins and possibly inimical to ‘Asian/Eastern/
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Chinese” culture. This discovery aroused my initial interest to fight
against overgeneralization of culture, just as I was doing in my Mas—
ter study. Frankly speaking, my interest was more an instinctive re—
action than a mature thought at that time. However, this instinct
was coupled to my own experience of being an English language
teacher and learner.

I never doubted that there were autonomous learners on the soil
of China during my six years of English language teaching in a uni—
versity in China. These learners often were active participants in
classrooms but also demonstrated a wide range of learning in their
after class learning. For quite some time, I kept wondering why:
these learners had high concentration in classroom instruction; they
completed all teachers” recommended tasks with sufficient effort and
quality; they seemed to explore more about the subject area in their
own time. This question was further complicated by my other obser—
vation: those students who were not so active in ways teacher might
prefer had clear opinions on what they wanted to learn or how Eng—
lish should be learned. However, when teachers” ways failed to
meet their expectations, they chose to be ‘passive’. As a language
teacher, the first type of ‘autonomy” was always my favourite where—
as the latter was my headache. Nevertheless, reading literature on
learner autonomy for the first time fundamentally challenged my def-
inition of learner autonomy. Was the first type that was transmitted
from my parents and teachers since I was a young learner the right
one for all students to aim at?

I took for granted that my own learning was the example of
learner autonomy since this term was often heard and used when 1
was a learner. Ever since my entrance into formal education, I was
often seen as a model ‘autonomous” student by both teachers and
parents. | demonstrated a strong capacity to manage my learning as
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