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Abstract

Most language teachers have experienced the frustration of
investing endless amounts of energy in their students and getting
very little response. Such behavior very often stems from one
common cause: the learners’ over-reliance on the teacher ( Scharle
and Szabo, 2000). It is necessary and inevitable to reform the
method of English teaching in China in order to meet the needs of
the rapidly developing economy. And it is time to let our students
be the master of their learning inside and outside the classroom.
They should take responsibility for their study.

Recently Learner Autonomy (LA) has been the focus of the
foreign languages world in China. In addition to the improvement
of the theory of LA, more and more educators are eager to
promote LA by doing all sorts of research and experiments. The
teaching model they advocated did foster LA, but there were only
20 or 30 students learning English in previous experimental
classes, while in a lot of universities and colleges each English
class has more than 40 or 50 students, even 80 or 90 students
because college enrollment enlarges steadily. How to promote LA
in such a big class? This book aims at finding some appropriate
methods to solve this problem in some degree by making an
experiment. It suggests a new teaching method involving making

use of multimedia and resources on the Internet and integrating



some other activities in a big class in order to promote learners’
autonomy in college English learning.

This study presents a one-semester LA training program in a
big class conducted in an ordinary medical college from September
2004 to December 2004. A questionnaire was utilized, classroom
observation was conducted, and interviews were conducted to
collect data, which was analyzed by means of SPSS. Two tests
(PET Level A and CET Band 4) were also utilized to compare
the achievement difference between the Experimental Group ( EG)
and the Control Group (CG) before and after the experiment.

This study selected two intact classes of non-English major
sophomores for comparative experiment, one as the EG (64
subjects) , the other as the CG (62 subjects). Both were under
the cooperative program, and shared the same background.
During this program the experimental group received special
training in LA, while the control group just went on with the
routine classroom instruction.

The study has integrated quantitative analysis and qualitative
analysis methods to analyze the data collected. The results of the
questionnaires and the achievement of the subjects were analyzed
using SPSS (10.0) software. Several sets of statistics, i. e. chi-
square test, means, standard deviation and T-test statistics were
obtained.

By analyzing the subjects’ achievement of PET Level A in
the EG and CG and the data collected by questionnaires before the
experiment, the author knew that the two groups shared the same
background, which includes the subjects’ past experience in high

school, as well as their attitudes towards learning and learning a
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foreign language.

Through observing the students’ performance in the EG in
class, examining their journals during the experiment and
interviewing them after the experiment, the author found that
compared with the data collected before the experiment, the
students in the EG did change their attitudes towards learning
English and improved their weaknesses in English, such as
listening and speaking. The students also transferred their roles in
class; that is student-centered class. The students take charge of
their learning. The experiment did promote learner autonomy in a
big class, mainly by utilizing multimedia lab and integrating other
activities in class.

Compared with the subjects’ achievement of the CG in CET
Band 4, the subjects’ achievement of the EG was really better to
some extent.

There are, however, some limitations to the study and to
further studies of this sort. The sample size may be too small and
the sample is not randomly selected. Furthermore, such a study

will be restricted if there is no multimedia lab in the school.
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1 INTRODUCTION

Scholars in the west have been researching learner autonomy
since the 1970s. It has attracted considerable attention from educa-
tional researchers in China ever since the late 1980s. Learner au-
tonomy is now commonly accepted as a desirable goal of educa-
tion. The author’s intention in this section is to provide an over-
view of the background concerning why we should promote learn-
er autonomy and undertake research on how to promote learner au-

tonomy in Chinese EFL contexts.

1.1 Background of promoting learner autonomy in
China

Most language teachers have experienced the frustration of in-
vesting endless amounts of energy in their students and getting
very little response. We have all had groups who never did their
homework, who were reluctant to use the target language in pair

or group work, who did not learn from their mistakes, who did
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not listen to each other, who did not use opportunities to learn
outside the classroom, and so on.

Such behavior very often stems from one common cause; the
learners’ over-reliance on the teacher. Even otherwise motivated
students may assume a passive role if they feel the teacher should
be in charge of everything that happens in the classroom ( Scharle
and Szabo, 2000). The teacher-centered classroom teaching has
been the major position in China throughout the 20" century. Our
students have become accustomed to this traditional teaching meth-
od. In their minds, teachers are the masters of the class, the trans-
mitters of knowledge. They just receive what the teacher tells
them passively. Maybe that is the reason why foreign teachers
complain of the boring atmosphere of the Chinese class. Even if
they repeated the lecture presented last time, there would be no re-
sponse from the students. Our students will accept everything the
teacher teaches them in the classroom.

It is necessary and inevitable to reform the method of English
teaching in China in order to meet the needs of the rapidly develo-
ping economy. In fact, a lot of teachers of College English are
trying their best to find some suitable approaches to improve their
teaching quality (Qi, 1998 ). They are not satisfied with their per-
formance in class because they see the students do not react to
their lecture, and often do not even have any expression on their
faces although they prepare their speech very carefully and explain
every detail to their students. They really want to teach the

students all that they know without any reservation. They hope the
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students can become interested in English by using some new
methods. However, in many college English classrooms, even
those equipped with multimedia and Internet facilities, teaching
methods remain largely traditional: most of the time teachers give
lectures while students just listen; the textbooks are standardized
nationwide with very limited content and too much focus on gram-
mar drills and practices (Jiang, 2004 ). It seems that it’s easier for
teachers to present lectures in the traditional way. They just need
one book, one blackboard and a piece of chalk. And they find it
hard to use the modern and advanced equipments. They have no
time to be trained to use the machines or no opportunities to be ed-
ucated further because they have to teach many students. All of
these problems have made College English one of the most boring
courses for many college students. With this traditional method
there is little student autonomy in the learning process, resulting in
students’ low motivation and passive attitude in English learning.
Therefore, at present it is urgently important to reform the
approach to English teaching in order to equip our teachers. We
must actively research better modes of English teaching and learn-
ing. It is of vital importance that students should be responsible
for their learning. And it is time to let our students be the masters
of their learning inside and outside the classroom. They should

take responsibility for their study.
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1.2 Research questions on promoting learner
autonomy in a big class

Recently, Learner Autonomy (LA) has been the focus of the
foreign languages world in China. In addition to improving the
theory of LA, more and more educators are eager to promote LA
by doing all sorts of research and experiments. The teaching mod-
el they advocated did foster LA, but there were only 20 or 30
students learning English in previous experimental classes, while
in a lot of universities and colleges each English class has more
than 40 or 50 students, even 80 or 90 students, because college
enrollment enlarges steadily. How to promote LA in such a big
class? This book aims at finding some appropriate methods to
solve this problem in some degree by making an experiment. It
suggests a new teaching method involving making use of multime-
dia and resources on the Internet and integrating some other activi-
ties in a big class in order to promote learners’ autonomy in col-
lege English learning.

Research topic: College English learner autonomy.

Topic focus: College English learner autonomy in a big
class.

General research questions and specific hypotheses :

(1) How to promote LA in the experimental group ( EG)

which includes more than sixty subjects?
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Hypothesis 1 :

LA can be fostered by asking the subjects in the EG to do
self-access language learning for two periods each week in the
newly built multi-media laboratory.

Hypothesis 2 ;

LA can be promoted by requiring every subject to do a pres-
entation on any topic he or she likes for about five minutes before
each class; by asking the subjects to have debates, group discus-
sions, role plays or other activities according to the texts in the
New Horizon English Book Two they're using in the other two pe-
riods of class every other week; and by requiring the subjects to
write a journal about their feelings and an assessment of their per-
formance each week. Meanwhile all these activities can be used to
check the subjects’ self-access language learning in the multimedia
lab.

(2) What is the relationship between LA and their English a-
chievement?

Hypothesis ;

The subjects” English achievement can be improved by pro-

moting LA in some degree.
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW

In this section the author reviewed the literature concerning
the definition of learner autonomy and its complexity. She also re-
viewed the research on the importance of learner autonomy, the
influences on promoting learner autonomy ( which included atti-
tude, belief and motivation) , and how to promote learner autono-

my (including SAC and MCALL).

2.1 Definition of LA and its complexity

What is learner autonomy? This is probably the single most
difficult question to answer about autonomy in language learning,
and any answer to it is likely to be subjective ( Benson, 2003 ).
Learner autonomy is a problematic term because it is widely con-
fused with self-instruction. 1t is also a slippery concept because it
is notoriously difficult to define precisely. The rapidly expanding
literature has debated, for example., whether learner autonomy

should be thought of as capacity or behavior; whether it is charac-



