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Abstract
Classroom-based, teacher-directed language learning has been dominant in language teaching
and learning for decades; however, the notion of autonomy is not novel to language teachers.
Since the publication of Holec's book, Autonomy and Foreign Language Learning (1981),
autonomy in language learning has been a significant issue for discussion in relation to
language learning practices and language teaching principles. Many ESL researchers have
turned their attention to learner autonomy in classroom settings; however, learner autonomy
in the Iranian context within self-access settings, classroom settings, and school curriculum
has not been adequately addressed in the literature. To fill the research gap mentioned above,
the present study aims to determine: 1. if Betts’s Autonomous Learner Model (Betts &
Kercher, 1999) has any significant effect in terms of students’ self-directed learning
readiness, and 2. if Betts’s Autonomous Learner Model has any significant effect on students’
English language proficiency. Adopting a quasi-experimental design, the study involved a
comparison between the experimental and the control group. Two instruments were used:
Gugliemino’s (1977) Self-Directed Learning Readiness Scale (SDLRS); and standardized
TOEFL test. 30 students (group A) were taught English based on a pedagogical model, which
blended Betts’s ALM with classroom instruction and 30 students (group B) were taught
through a traditional teacher-directed method. Finally, after six months of treatment, TOEFL
test and SDLRS test were administered as the post-test and the results were analyzed by
means of SPSS software. The results showed that ALM can work with Iranian students as
evidenced by generally average performance on SDLRS and TOEFL post-tests.
Key words: Learner Autonomy, Autonomous Learner, Autonomous Learner Model.

Since the publication of Holec's book, Autonomy and Foreign Language Learning
(1981), autonomy in language learning has been a significant issue for discussion in relation
to language learning practices and language teaching principles. Holec (1981) defines learner
autonomy as “the ability to take charge of one's own learning” and noting that this ability “is
not inborn but must be acquired either by natural means or by formal learning” (p. 3). Taking
charge according to Holec (1981, cited in Kumaravadivelu, 2006) means to have and to hold
the responsibility for planning, for defining contents and progressions, for selecting methods
and techniques to be used, for monitoring learning progress, and finally for evaluating what
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has been acquired or self-assessment. Dickinson (1994, p. 2) believes that autonomy is “an
attitude to learning rather than a methodology.” Benson (2003) argues that “we cannot teach
students to become more autonomous… (But) we can create the atmosphere and conditions
in which they will feel encouraged to develop the autonomy they already have” (p. 305).
The Problem
As Farhady, Jafarpur, and Birjandi (2007) observe, universities in Iran are not capable of
accommodating all applicants who pass the examination, so entrance examination is a
competition test rather than selection test. One possible way to obviate this problem is to
increase the capacity of educational institutions to accommodate all who pass the test. In
recent years, measures have been taken to increase the capacity by establishing distance
learning universities and virtual learning centers. Moreover, rapid changes in information
technology have necessitated the need to place more focus on English in order to improve
students’ ability and capability to deal with the development of learning strategies in the new
millennium. Much of the modern educational materials are developed in English; as a result,
competency in English language is a definite advantage. In the ever-changing information
era, Iranian students should not lag behind especially when there is a need to provide them
the knowledge and skills necessary to make them 21stcentury learners. Attempts should be
made to develop in students the ability to engage with, interact with and participate in
particular learning environments that are not always directly mediated by the teacher, and to
give them successful experiences of independent learning in such contexts as self-access
centers. Autonomous leaning is meant to empower students to go beyond the limits of the
classroom, and continue their own learning and communicative innovation outside the
classroom. Encouraging the students to be autonomous learners will also be beneficial for
them in the future because they will learn to be lifelong learners. Consequently, the
development of self-directed learning skills could be a possible solution for the problem. The
major goal of the Autonomous Learner Model (ALM) is to facilitate the growth of students as
independent, self-directed learners who function with minimal external guidance. ALM is
one of the leading models worldwide, and its flexible approach permits its adaptation and
application in different situations and with different learners. A description of the model is
provided later in the paper. The specific research questions this study set out to answer were:
1. Does the application of the Autonomous Learner Model have an effect on students’ selfdirected learning readiness?
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2. Does the application of the Autonomous Learner Model have an effect on students’ English
language proficiency?
Methodology
Participants
60 students were chosen from learners of an English language institution located in
the city of Fasa, Fars province, 30 females and 30 males, ranging in age from 15 to 19. They
were at a low intermediate level of English proficiency. It was a general English proficiency
course which focused on four language skills namely, speaking, listening, reading, and
writing. The participants’ first language was Farsi. The length of their English study was 4 to
5 years. The students formed two teaching classes: one class (group A) was involved in the
experiment while the other class (group B) was taught in a traditional teacher-directed way
which is the main approach in Iran. The classes were held three days a week for twenty
weeks. Each session was two hours.
Instruments
Standardized English Proficiency Test (TOEFL)
A standardized proficiency test, TOEFL (taken from Nolan-Woods & Broukal, 1991),
was used to determine both groups A and B levels’ of English proficiency. The test was
administered twice, once at the beginning and once at the end of the course.
Self-Directed Learning Readiness Scale (SDLRS)
The SDLRS was designed by Gugielmino in 1977 It is a 58-item, five-point Likert
scale instrument, which measures a total score for self-directed learning readiness. Since its
creation, its construct validity has been confirmed through numerous studies. It is generally
accepted as the most valid and widely used instrument of its kind. Scale questions were
presented in English to avoid measurement error which could be attributed to translation of
the scale into Farsi. Scale instruction was written in Farsi so that there would be no
misunderstanding.

Treatment of experimental group
The major goal of the ALM is to facilitate the growth of students as independent, self-

312

SiSAL Journal Vol. 3, No. 3, September 2012, 310-321
directed learners, with the development of skills, concepts, and positive attitudes within the
cognitive, emotional, and social domains in order to initiate their learning and evaluate its outcome.
In other words, the model aims at helping students become 21st century learners through the use of
activities in the five major dimensions of the model. The five dimensions of the model are:
orientation, individual development, enrichment, seminars, and in-depth study.
In order to meet objectives of the five dimensions of the model, different activities of each
dimension were selected and implemented in the experimental group classroom. The activities are
presented in Table 1.
Table 1. Dimensions and Activities of the ALM.

Dimensions

Activities

Orientation

Multiple Intelligences Worksheet, group building activities
(Temperature Readings).

Individual
development

Lifelong notebook, six selves, technology matrix, organizational
skills activities.

Enrichment

Exploration, investigation.

Seminars

Seminar.

In-depth studies

In-depth- study.

It should be emphasized that the teaching material was the same, and the same teacher
taught both groups A and B. Group A’s teaching was based on a pedagogical model, which blended
Betts’ ALM (Betts & Kercher,1999) with classroom-based instruction.
Students came to class and the instructor delivered a short lesson. The regular curriculum
was compacted into 1 hour a day and the materials for the Autonomous Learner were covered
during the remaining 1 hour. By omitting the corresponding parts of regular curriculum in which
students demonstrate quick mastery of and substituting alternative work or moving through the
curriculum at a faster pace, curriculum can be compacted so the teacher can devote remaining class
time to autonomous learning. This way, students would not view it as extra work. No exercises
were done in the classroom. The students were asked to do the exercises by themselves or with the
help of their groups, and just as a last resort come to the teacher. The rest of the class time was
devoted to implementing Betts’ ALM (Betts & Kercher, 1999), which incorporated the following
features:
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Orientation dimension: Students first filled in a Multiple Intelligences Worksheet to
find out what their different multiple intelligences are, which they shared with their teacher.
Students did group-building activities to develop a cohesive group. In ALM, group learning
which holds the team and each individual accountable for learning the materials is highly
recommended. Betts and Kercher (1999) believe that “communication, trust, acceptance, and
openness are essential ingredients for the successful development of positive group
interaction throughout the model” (p. 95).
Temperature Readings activity allows learners to take their emotional temperature which is
one type of affective strategies based on Oxford’s (1990) division. This affective exercise allows
students to share their emotional ‘temperature’ and learn to read one another’s ‘thermometers.’
Then, they should be able to manage their emotions, which mean they should be able to monitor
and regulate their feelings so they aid rather than impede the handling of situations.
Individual Development: Students did Inter/ Intra Personal activities which include
Lifelong Notebook, assessments relating to Six Selves which aimed at developing in students
a deeper awareness of life-long learning, and apply the results to their own life. The students
were asked to add information to all ten sections of the Lifelong Notebook throughout the
next two years. The ten sections included lifelong reading list, provocative quotes,
provocative questions, goals and dreams, people and places, adventures and experiences,
areas of possible study, favorite friends and relatives, poems and especial writings, and
miscellaneous.
Technology activities which include Technology Matrix, and Collage provide students with
the opportunity to identify the technology available in the world today, decide what technology is
needed in the next few months and the next year, and applying what they know how to do today
and learn what they want to use in the near future. Organizational Skills activities which include
Life Management, Goal Setting, and Time Management were also implemented. Good life
management ensures that every aspect of life grows as it should. Without life management, it is
easy to leave out some aspects of personal growth while overemphasizing the others. The Life
Management activity provides an opportunity for learners to pay attention to different areas of their
lives and indicate their degree of satisfaction in each of the areas. This way they realize the truth of
where they actually are, and this realization in turn gives them the motivation to do something
about it.
Goal setting involves learners in determining what they want to accomplish within a stated
time period. The Goal Setting activity offers learners a chance to set goals and prioritize them and
the Time Management activity familiarizes learners with the strategies to manage their time and
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use time creatively. Students must be able to manage their time. Time management involves
scheduling, planning, and managing one’s study time and this involves setting aside time for study,
using that study time effectively, and setting realistic goals and timetables for their studies. Moon
(2002, p. 19) quotes Csikszentmihalyi (1997) who asserts that “time is the ultimate scarce source
that we have.” (See Betts & Kercher, (1999) for more details about the activities).
Enrichment: Enrichment provides opportunities for students to work with authentic
materials which they can easily relate to and are interested in. Students were encouraged to begin
exploration by finding out what is out there for learning English, and bringing in the English they
have found on their own. They were asked to explore the topic of language learning and
technology. The objectives were to learn how to listen and how to learn about topics where there is
little or no knowledge and to share the new knowledge verbally with the rest of the class. The
process of exploration is never completed, for there is always something new to learn. After that,
they were asked to firstly report on what they have done to enhance their English outside the class,
and secondly present their findings to the class. Students were asked to use their notebooks as
records of the English they discovered on their own (See Betts & Kercher, 1999).
Research investigations provide learners with opportunities to participate in a longer term
commitment to a topic. Each group was asked to articulate their topic. The teacher only acted as a
facilitator, offering support and guidance through the process where necessary. Learners completed
the proposal. Topics of interest to students became central to the research investigations, which
included “the effects of starving or fasting on the body”, “the life of Coco, the designer of Chanel,”
“Mahtma Gandhi” (students learned how positive attitudes allowed people to overcome hardships
or accomplish great feats), and “the life of highly critical and creative thinkers like Socrates and
Plato.” By selecting such topics and getting familiar with those who had highly critical and creative
thinking, students were able to discover for themselves the characteristics of good thinking. Once
each group selected a topic, they began the investigation by writing questions about their topics.
Then, they began collecting data through different sources of information, for example books,
internet searches, and videos. The final steps, presentation and evaluation, not only put closure to
the students’ investigations but also gave them the opportunity to reflect on how they learned so
that they were able to talk to other students about formulating questions, gathering and organizing
information, and developing a final mini-product. Most groups used Microsoft PowerPoint
presentation software. The groups which investigated the life of Socrates and Plato, developed a
questionnaire that they used in an interview with one of the members who took the roles of
Socrates and Plato. The students conducted the interview, and shared their knowledge with the
audience by actually becoming that person. Other students were also allowed to ask questions when
315
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the interview was over. Each group completed evaluation forms. Evaluations focused on what the
learner had learned and what she or he might have done differently in order to improve the next
piece of work. The teacher also gave feedback on their work. Investigations trained students in
specific skills they would need to conduct research which would be needed at the next stage.
Seminars: Learners in small groups researched a topic, presented it as a seminar to the rest
of the class, and assessed it using their own selected and developed criteria. The seminars change
the students’ role to learners. The topics learners selected included: “English speaking countries’
holidays, customs, values and traditions that are different from theirs,” “games,” “the life of
Elizabeth Taylor.” Groups presented general information to their classmates through the use of
lectures and then engaged the rest of the class in generating new ideas and opinions, they discussed
the topic, and finally through a discussion of what had been learned, the groups brought the
discussion to a closure (See Betts & Kercher, 1999).
In-depth study: At the end of this stage, by completing an in-depth study, the learner has
the ability to perform at the highest level of learning. At this point students are becoming learners
and researchers. This dimension provides students with the opportunity to conduct research.
Students pursued areas of interest in long-term individual or small-group studies. They were asked
to submit their proposals. Most learners decided to research their favorite topics in English which
included: “what are the main majors of biology at different universities in Iran and their career
possibilities,” “what is the best way to lose weight,” “which jobs are most needed in near future,”
and “what can be done to reduce inflation” Students were asked to define a problem, then, by
brainstorming, students identified relevant information. The students interviewed a person who
could help them with their topics. For example, for losing weight the student interviewed a
physician and a personal trainer. After that, they were asked to generate specific hypotheses
beginning with words such as “… is the best way to lose weight because…” Next, they wrote out
specific, step-by-step instructions for testing their hypotheses, trying to control as many variables
as possible. For example, one student wrote: “1. doing exercise for two months, following a
vegetarian diet for 2 months, taking weight loss pills for two months; 2. weigh the participants
before and after the experiment; 3. compare the results for the different treatments.” Finally,
students were asked to analyze their information and state their conclusions.
After the course finished, students were required to continue their work in their own
groups or individually as far as possible. Other phases of their work were explained to them.
This stage of the course was not monitored or assessed by the teacher.
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Results and Discussion
The quantitative data from SDLRS and TOEFL test were analyzed using SPSS to obtain
descriptive and inferential statistical results (Table 2).
Table 2. Descriptive Statistics of SDLRS Scores.
Groups

Variable

Mean

Standard

Minimum

Maximum

Range

deviation
SDLRS

Group A

Pre-test

170

36.6

109

230

121

N= 30

Post-test

230

29.2

179

285

106

Group B

Pre-test

170

36.7

106

231

125

N= 30

Post-test

180

36.7

116

242

126

The average score for adults completing SDLRS questionnaire is 214 and the standard
deviation is 25.59. As table 2 indicates, the pre-test mean score of SDLRS of group A and B
are both 170. Both groups’ readiness for self-directed learning, according to Table 2, was
below the adult average before the intervention. The post-test mean scores of group A and B
are respectively 230 and 180. The mean scores of the two groups are not the same. After the
intervention, the control group’s (B) readiness for self-directed learning was still below
average but, the experimental group’s (A) readiness for self-directed learning increased to
around average.
Table 3. Descriptive Statistics of TOEFL Scores.
Groups

Variable

Mean

Standard

Minimum

Maximum

Range

deviation
TOEFL

Group A

Pre-test

360

22.6

330

405

75

N= 30

Post-test

420

33.7

382

490

108

Group B

Pre-test

370

24.4

330

409

79

N= 30

Post-test

410

34.1

352

482

130

As shown in Table 3, the pre-test mean scores of group A and B respectively are 360
and 370 and the standard deviations are 22.6 and 24.4. The post-test mean scores of groups A
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and B respectively are 420 and 410 and the standard deviations are 33.7 and 34.1. Before the
intervention, the English proficiency level of both groups was low intermediate, but after the
intervention period, the English proficiency level of both groups improved to intermediate
level.
Table 4. Independent Samples T-test of SDLRS Scores for Both Groups A and B
Prior to the Experiment.
Test statistical index

N

SDLRS

Degrees of freedom

60

t

58

Level of significance

.62

.536

Table 4 indicates that the difference between SDLRS scores of both groups A and B
is not statistically significant.
Table 5. Independent Samples T-test of SDLRS Scores for Groups A and B
After the Experiment.
Test statistical index N
SDLRS

Degrees of freedom t

60

58

Level of significance

-7.33

.000

Table 5 represents the t-test results for examining the difference between both groups
A and B’s post-test mean scores. The value of P is smaller than .05 which means that the
difference between SDLRS mean scores of both groups is statistically significant. The mean
score and the standard deviation of group A are 230 and 29.2 respectively. The mean score
and the standard deviation of group B are 180 and 36.7, respectively.
Table 6. Independent Samples T-test of TOEFL Test for Groups Prior to the Experiment.
Test statistical index N
TOEFL

60

Degrees of freedom t
58

.642
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As table 6 indicates the difference between TOEFL scores of groups A and B is not
statistically significant.
Table 7. Independent Samples T-test of TOEFL Test for Groups A and B
After the Experiment.
Test statistical index N
TOEFL

60

Degrees of freedom
59

t

Level of significance

-15.92

.000

Table 7 represents the t-test results for examining the difference between both groups
A and B’s post-test mean scores. P value is smaller than .05 which means that the difference
between TOEFL mean scores of both groups is statistically significant. The mean score and
the standard deviation of group A are 420 and 33.7 respectively. The mean score and the
standard deviation of group B are 410 and 34.1 respectively. In other words, group A has a
statistically significantly higher mean score on TOEFL than group B.
Conclusions
The investigation showed a statistically significant increase in the experimental
group’s TOEFL and SDLRS scores. On the whole, most of the learners achieved success in
their language learning. The results indicated that there is a statistically significant difference
between the mean score of both groups A and B (t (58) =-15.92, p=.000) on TOEFL scores.
In other words, group A had a statistically significantly higher mean score on TOEFL than
group B. The difference between both groups in the post-test was also statistically significant
(t (58) =-7.33, p=.000) on SDLRS test. In other words, group A had a statistically
significantly higher mean score on SDLRS than group B. The results showed that ALM can
work with Iranian students as evidenced by generally average performance on SDLRS and
TOEFL post-tests. The model may have better effects if it is applied in earlier education.
Applying ALM earlier has this advantage that it will not be necessary to try to change
students’ attitudes regarding learning. In addition, students who became familiar with the
research style and more autonomous approaches in the first grade would be able to take full
advantage of the skills and knowledge they gained through this model in their future
education. The research indicates that attempts to incorporate autonomous learning into
school curriculum would be beneficial.
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Limitations and Suggestions for Further Research
The samples consisted of a small number of participants. It is clear, therefore, that
these samples are not representative of Iranian students in general. The findings related to the
effects of applying this model would be more revealing and robust if students could be
observed for a longer period of time, in later stages of their education, and with increased
sample size which was not feasible within the scope of present work. The effects of this
model can also be investigated with students at other levels of education. Researchers could
investigate the effects of the whole version of this model over a period of at least three years.
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