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Abstract

One of the most important challenges facing fordegrguage teachers is that of
making students self sufficient, autonomous leagnmgio can manage their own
learning and survive outside the sheltered enviramnof the classroom. Student
perception of needs, knowledge of individual leagnstyles, ability to set goals,
monitor the learning process, and carry out seffkeation are all needed for
independent learning. Technology can deliver thdagegical support students
need. This paper discusses autonomy, student emmpwemé, and the use of learning
styles and strategies in language learning andshitw how these can be
implemented through a classroom methodology whielkes use of tools available
through the WWW.

Introduction

Teaching reading skills to EFL undergraduate sttgdenan English for Science and
Technology course at Simon Bolivar University in&as has always been a challenge,
especially as many of the students there have gtoficiency level in English. Their inability
to understand texts of a scientific and technolalgiature written for native speakers often
leads to feelings of inadequacy and frustrationctviare sometimes reflected in a lack of
motivation and a hesitation to take risks. Thera heed to make students aware of the hidden
potential within each and to find ways in whichstban be exploited. When students become
more involved in their own learning, taking an aetpart in making decisions, they might feel a
sense of ownership and commitment to the procesislearning might be more meaningful,
resulting in better classroom performance. Theesfieachers need to help students find and
develop the skills which will allow them to manatteir own learning and survive outside
the sheltered environment of the classroom, whertghcher is no longer there for
support.

Research done in the area of second language @eouisuggests how this might be
achieved. Work in language learning in the last bfdhe century, has brought us closer to
understanding the complex nature of this procedséthe learner. Research in areas such as
multiple intelligences, individual learning stylasd learning strategies (Reid, 1998; Cohen,
1998, O’Malley and Chamot, 1990), motivation (D&ny2001) and cognition (Schmidt, 1990;
Gass, Svetics & Lemelin, 2003) have given us irtsigito the ways in which different factors



influence learners and the way they learn. Adadettis is the move toward learner-centred
rather than teacher-centred classrooms (Nunan,),1§®&g students the opportunity to
become active participants in the learning proaesking decisions with regard to the learning
objectives and materials to be used, and helpingldd¢he evaluation process, thus moving
toward becoming independent and autonomous learners

Autonomy and second language learning

But what does this “autonomy” and “independencegjilyrand how can it be achieved? Holec
(1981) defined autonomy as “... the ability to takarge of one’s learning...” while Little

(1991) sees it as the learner’s psychologicaligeiadb the content and process of learning, his

or her capacity for critical reflection, detachmetgcision making, and independent action.
Breen & Mann (1997) add that autonomous learneist mant to learn and develop a
metacognitive capacity that allows them to hantiienge, negotiate with others, and make
strategic use of the learning environment. Thisiéhassessing wants, needs, and interests and
choosing the best way to obtain these. This candgeattained in an environment in which
teachers help students to discover and use eféeletarning strategies.

However, this about-face in paradigm, from teaadegrendent to teacher-independent is
sometimes difficult for students who have been ims®é in an educational system which has
been predominately controlled by the teacher, whstmow give up control and help these
students become independent, self sufficient, iiddials. Autonomous learning, however,
does not mean that the teacher’s input and supgpodt needed (Little, 1991). On the contrary,
the teacher’s role may change, becoming more atiéithtor than an expert, or “holder” of
knowledge who transfers information to students, iars precisely through classroom
interaction that teachers can help them becomectmrsof and learn to make use of, this
independence. Dam (2000) speaks of autonomy irstefrareating an atmosphere conducive to
learning within the confines of the educationaltegswhere learners are given the possibility to
be consciously involved in their own learning. Nor{&a997) mentions achieving “degrees of
autonomy” which range from making students awareflearning goals and materials, to
making links between the content of classroom iegrand the outside world.

Autonomous learners can be characterised as:
« willing and have the capacity to control or swyisz learning

» knowing their own leargistyle and strategies

* motivated to learn

* good guessers

* choosing materials, mehand tasks

« exercising choice andgamse in organizing and carrying out the chosen task



* selecting the criteria évaluation

« taking an active approszlihe task

» making and rejecting hiypeses

* paying attention to bédlhm and content

« willing to take risks (adapted from Dam, 1990, Wlen, 1998).

Making students aware of these strategies, asageticorporating their use in activities
done throughout the term, is perhaps the first &teard learner autonomy. This might be
achieved through learner training or learner dgwalent (Sinclair, 1996), where students learn
about the factors which affect their learning, digr the strategies needed to become more
effective learners, and in so doing take more nesidity for this process (Ellis & Sinclair,
1989). However, knowing about strategies is nough, for students should know when, why,
and how these should be used in order to selechtist appropriate according to their
individual needs. The route to student autonomytbarefore be initiated in the classroom by
incorporating Nunan’s (1997) degrees of autononth wiraised consciousness of strategy use
(Oxford, 1990, 2002).

Context

The class and the procedure described here arefgmdompulsory reading program for first
year engineering students where the activitiegaased toward reading comprehension and
vocabulary acquisition. However, they can be adhftieany four-skill course, i.e. the teaching
of reading, writing, listening and oral production.

Flow chart for implementing student autonomy in theclassroom

Day 1
Objective: Make students awareTime: 90 minutes
of:
- their different learning
styles
- strategies that they usg
daily
- reflect on the way they
learn
Materials: Location:
« Find someone who




« Learning style inventory | Computer lab or

« Learning strategy|
inventory Traditional
- Scrambled text or classroom
« Texts in different
languages Complementary
skills
Basic computer
skills

If the first class is done in the computer labdstits must open an e-mail account e.g. Yahoo),
join the class group (e.g., a Yahoo! Group), amadrneo create folders.

After preliminary introductions are madejdents are given the “Find Someone
Who” handout and are asked to find classmates wh@oswer the questions on
their sheetlfttp://slrubena.com/alg/Find_someone_whag.pthe time allotted for
this activity will depend on the number of studantslass. This activity is used not
only for students to get to know each other, bubhtwduce the topic of different
kinds of intelligences and learning styles.

Students are then asked to share thematmn they have collected. This may be
initiated by the teacher, who as a participanhmdctivity, can volunteer
information or can ask for volunteers from the slasbegin. A volunteer can note
the different ways in which an individual learns.

A discussion is then started on the umicharacteristics of individuals, the
different ways in which each learns and the retetiop between different subject
matters and learning. For example, questions asche following can be used to
start a discussion:

1. Do students study math in the same way dloeEnglish, or a social

science subject?

2. Is learning to ride a bike or drive a ddferent from learning an academic

subject?

The “Learning styles” inventorigt{p://slrubena.com/alg/styles.pds$ then
handed out and students are asked to answer tsganse If this is done in the
computer lab, an online survey can be useth{//www.vark-
learn.com/english/index.asp

Students take the survey and then digbessesults in groups. For students in a
computer lab, the discussion can be done through ch

If this is the student’s first foreign languagedieg course, this activity is done:



The discussion shifts to the objectivéhefcourse — teaching reading skills and
the question “How do you read in Spanish?” (thelstitls’ mother tongue) is raised.
The reason for this is to make the students awlaagooocess that is carried out
unconsciously in their first language and which tmewv be made conscious in the
target language. A list is made and then studsaridoe assigned in small groups to
work on the ‘different texts procedurdit{p://slrubena.com/alg/procedure.pdf

If the students have already taken the first cqubsefollowing activity is done:

Distribute a scrambled text activitytp://slrubena.com/scrambled text 2.htm
and use the same procedure as explained above.

The main purpose of these consciousness-raisingti&s is to get the students to start thinking
about the way they learn. Some are unable toferati®e strategies that they unconsciously use
in their L1 to the L2, simply because they are us@wf them. By making students conscious
of these, and by reinforcing them during the tatns, hoped that the students will eventually
gain enough metacognitive knowledge to be ableséotiie right strategy when needed.

Day 2

Objective: Make | Time: 90 minutes
students aware of:

- their  strengths
and weaknesses

« collect data on
student’s
perception of
academic
strengths and
weaknesses

Materials: http://slrubena.com/alg/diagnosticl.pdf

+ diagnostic test http://slrubena.com/alg/diagnostic2.pdf
+ welcome survey

http://www.quia.com/sv/52494.html

« Students are given a survey designed to obtain pleeception of their academic
performance, the areas they believe require méeatadin and work, and their
suggestions for the coming tertittp://www.quia.com/sv/52494.htniThe survey also
asks about their reading strategy use.




« They are then given a diagnostic test to determinieh of the objectives of the
previous course had been met. This test is nottiamel students can leave when they
have completed it. The online version of the test lse programmed so that feedback is
given. Data can be collected through the use aigsib

Day 3

The quiz is returned to the students, afeoasked to make the corrections.

Students have a private session withte¢aeher where they discuss the quiz (can be
done in an online chat).

Based on this information and the dataiobd from the surveys, the students decide
what areas need work, the percentage of their grade assigned to each area, and the
time for evaluationKttp://slrubena.com/alg/workplan.pdf

Each student decides the type of matandlithe activities to be done. The teacher
can also give handouts to help students with thierk
(http://slrubena.com/alg/gencompwkshtydf

A progress report sheet is started wterectivities done, what has been learnt, and
the areas that still need work are trackettp(//slrubena.com/alg/control_sheet)odf

The process described above is very important lseciagives students the cognitive and
metacognitive tools they need to be able to wotk Wie material during the term. We will now
focus on how technology can help students beconte mdonomous.

The use of technology
Communication

To begin with, as Little (1991) has noted, autonasiearning does not exclude the teacher’s
input, which | consider important for guiding stutie especially those who have had little
opportunity to make academic decisions previouBhe Internet, through chat and e-mail, or
voice mail such as Skypat{p://www.skype.con)/ or any messenger service such as Yahoo
Messengerhttp://messenger.yahoo.cyngives them the option of communicating with thei
teacher or with other classmates, outside of aassrand consultation hours. The knowledge
that someone is near with advice or suggestionsisbto listen, provides a physiological boost
for the student who needs feedback on his/her pedoce.

Good source of authentic materials

The Internet is an excellent source of authenpairior students. As the table below shows,
there is a wealth of information to be obtained.

Click for TABLE 1



An essential part of making students independemhégs is to help them become aware of their
needs, know their learning styles, maximize theergyths, and work on their weaknesses,
which is done through interaction with specifickmand materials. However, this can only be
achieved if the learners are willing to work. & and motivation are therefore two important
factors in learning, and the Internet offers a widgety of different topics suited to individual
tastes and learning styles, as the informationbeareceived through text, audio or video,
images and graphics. Students can use any oé#lrelsengines to find topics which interest
them and the teacher can design generic worksteeetsrk on special areas.

Students have a choice between working with matéesigned for native speakers where the
student would have an opportunity to receive irgaytond their present level, as suggested by
Krashen (1985)http://slrubena.com/alg/Building_an_aqueduct greyplaif) or those

especially geared toward foreign language leamvélsprogressively increasing levels of
difficulty where learners can work at their own pain areas that they consider need to be
improved [ttp://www.britishcouncil.org/learnenglish-centiglammar-test-landing-page.htm
By choosing what they consider to be the best agigen their perceived needs and goals, the
learners are in position to take control of thearhing process.

Apart from content, the Internet also offers thecteer many tools that can be used in creating
activities for individual student learning. Thél@below gives some examples of different
types of such software available on the Internet.

Click for TABLE 2

Through the use of sites suchQuia Discovery SchoglandThe Study Placdeachers
can create an online class with materials thatbeaaccessed by the learners at any time.
Students enroll in the class and do the activitiesl, their progress is tracked by the software.
They can check on their progress at any point enel &nd can so monitor their learning,
deciding where more work needs to be done. Diftegres of exercises, besides the traditional
True and False, multiple choice and multiple cdgrelcort answers and cloze can be generated
by software and new twists to old exercises maingtudent interest (e.g. multiple-choice
guestions changed to “Rags to Riches”, and a sequeexercise now called “Picture perfect”).

Java scripted software, usedHot PotatoesQuestion Toolor Headline Makerscan
create drag and drop, scrambled words or sentexegsises, and crossword puzzles and
flashcards for vocabulary learning, Many of thpeegrams also include options for uploading
audio and image files. In the area of vocabulagyrningthe Complete Lexical Tutarot only
has a vocabulary profiler to find the lexical déysif the text and enumerate the words found
on a frequency-based wordlist, but can also be ferhecking spelling and creating a cloze.
This software can be used by the teacher who rteetttermine the level of difficult of an
article that may have been selected by the studientsder to help them make decisions with
regard to the texts they should read.

Some of these programs also give teachers theroptimcluding clues, multiple tries and
instant feedback in their exercises. Through thieseners can have several attempts at solving
the puzzle or use the “clue” option either to aatievother schemata which might help them or to



check their hypothesis before giving the answeth\Wistant feedback, teachers can either give
the correct answer or ask questions that will sadstudent to use other strategies and to
process the information at a deeper, more cogrigivel (St. Louis, 1999). Once more, the use
of different types of activities, with input beingceived by the learner through a visual, aural or
kinesthetic medium, not only caters for individiesdrning styles, but may also lead to the
information being processed on different levelthie learner’s cognitive system and so increase
the likelihood that it will be stored in memory.draers can also use software to create their
own activities and in so doing participate activielyheir individual learning process by setting
their goals, choosing the material, designing titevidy, and evaluating their knowledge. In

this sense, learners will have achieved the diffedegrees of autonomy mentioned by Nunan
(1997).

When designing activities teachers should lookatfollowing:
Designing work for autonomous learning within the éassroom

The following is an example of how software carubed to create activities, which are
incorporated into a lesson within the constrairiitde classroom and the objectives of an
official language program. The texts were chosarabge they illustrate rhetorical functions
which should be taught in this course.

People and colour ( http://slrubena.com/alg/colour.htm

Materials:
Two texts taken from the internet:

+ Psychology of Color, dittp://www.factmonster.com/spot/colors1.html
« What colors mean, &tttp://www.factmonster.com/ipka/A0769383.htm|

One reading taken from an ESL reading text:

« People & colour - taken from Sonka (1981, pp. 25-33
Tutorial on adjectives
Objectives

« reviewing adjectives

« skimming for main idea

« scanning for specific information

Reading tasks



+ students scan texts to find the different meanofg®lours, and predict if the meaning
of these colours will change in the future.
Meaning of colourlfttp://slrubena.com/alg/meaning_colourydf

+ students scan text to find what different coloymmisolize to different cultures
throughout history: Compare what the same colowansén different countries.
Colour symbolslittp://slrubena.com/alg/coloursymbols.pdf

 students use information from the texts to advissts on the best colours to be used in
certain situations, and give reasons to suppoit theice:
Colour advisor ttp://slrubena.com/alg/Colour_advisor.pdf

Vocabulary tasks

« students look up the meaning of adjectives thatrit@s emotions.

Interactive activities:

« Crossword puzzle (postreading for What colours mean
- Drag and drop vocabulary activity (What colours mea

In this example, students were given a choice adirggs and activities. Images were used to
introduce vocabulary and students were asked toupadhe meaning of emotions whose
meaning they wanted to know in English. They wads® supposed to use the new knowledge
they had obtained from the text to advise clieh¢seby voicing their views on the topic.

Conclusion

For the past two years, students in my Englislsé@nce and technology reading class have
been making use of the immense amount of informatiailable on the Web and developing
their reading skills through computer-based exercthat capture their interests and motivate
them to interact with the text. Here are soméieirtcomments, taken from
http://slrubena.com/alg/comments.pdf

What students think about choosing their own activies:

me parece ( esta bien porque asi elm®yes sus ejercicios y logran tener varias
oportunidades durante el curso. En fin... Muy apoboso

| think that it is good because in that way theg choose their exercises and have
several opportunities during the course ...

Their thoughts on using computers:



| think it's very dynamic and fasterstibecause we don't have to write like
always on a paper, we have everything in only daeep.. we get our score
immediately in the case of the quizzes... | liks thiay to learn and enjoy my class..
it's better and easier to do things when you Ilhem and | like to work on a
computer .

And on the activities:

El mecanismo utilizado mediante las coiagoras es efectivo pues me permitio
realizar las actividades sin aburrimiento y con giaamismo, ademas de aprender
de acuerdo a imagenes y actividades q ofrecendaditle retencion, me parece q es
el mejor mecanismo para entender el ingles.

Using the computer is effective because the aeivare not boring, they’re more
dynamic and the images and activities help merneeraber...| think it's the best way to
learn English.

As can be seen, using the approach describeddtedent exposure to the language is greater
than with printed material and there is more oppaty for them to practice different kinds of
exercises outside of the classroom. They haveedtéo take control of their learning by
participating in decision making with regard to er&ls, activities and evaluation. It is
expected that they will soon be contributing tleeun activities to the class and in so doing
reach Nunan’s (1997) final level of autonomy.
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Editor's notes:

This presentation was made as a regular sessthe 8febheads in Action Online Convergence
on November 19, 2005. The session took placearAtado Webheads presentation room. A
recording was made and can be heard at
http://home.learningtimes.net/learningtimes?go=1642




