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range of academic achievement and they were
put into the same group. In other words, there
was one high achiever group, one average
achiever group, and one low achiever group.
The mean ages of the three groups were 12.25,
11.5 and 11.75 years respectively. However,
the way of grouping was not communicated to
the participants to avoid creating any negative
effect.

Instrument

Semi-structured interviews were em-
ployed in this study. A list of interview ques-
tions was prepared and was used in the inter-
views. The questions were used as a guide to
elicit responses from students but they were

not followed strictly throughout the interviews.

A grand tour question “Which subject(s) do
you like, Chinese Language, English Lan-
guage, or Mathematics? Why?” was asked at
the beginning to bring the students’ mind set
to the topic of the interviews. During the in-
terviews additional questions would be asked
to probe or clarify students’ responses. The list
of interview questions is shown below:

1. Which subject(s) do you like, Chi-
nese Language, English Language, or
Mathematics? Why?

2. How do you study for the three sub-
jects? What do you do? Why?

3. Do you think the strategies you use
are effective? Why?

4. What do you think are the best ways/
strategies to study for the three sub-
jects? Why?

5. [If there are no dictations and exami-
nations, will you and how will you
study for the three subjects?

6. Do you have problems when you
study for the three subjects? If so,
what are they?

7. What do you think teachers/ the
school could do to help you learn
better in the three subjects?

Procedure

The researcher acted as the interviewer in
this study. Again, the researcher was a teacher
in the case school and therefore there was no
entry problem. The participants were familiar
with the researchers. However, she had not
taught them before except for two when they
were in Primary one. Hence, her presence was
less likely to threaten the students. The par-
ticipants were interviewed in groups — high
achiever, average achiever, and low achiever
groups — in different sessions after school in
March, 2004. Each group interview took about
30 minutes.

Before the interviews, the researcher
personally invited each student to participate
in the group interview. With their agreement,
the group interviews were arranged after
school. Since there were mismatches in the
participants’ schedule, the low achiever
groups were interviewed in groups of two in
two different sessions. The participants’ par-
ents were notified and agreed to let their chil-
dren stay behind after school to take part in
the interviews.

The participants were interviewed in

groups in a vacant classroom in the case
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school. Cantonese was used. The participants
and the researcher sat in a circle with desks in
the center. The interviews were audio-recorded
with the participants’ consent. The names of
the participants were kept anonymous. To
create a friendly and comfortable environ-
ment, drinks and snacks were provided. The
setting of each interview session was kept the
same.

Before each interview session, a brief in-
troduction was given. The researcher ex-
plained to the participants that the purpose of
the interview was to research the ways they
studied at home. They were allowed to talk
freely and were instructed to report what they
usually do in real situations. It was explained
that there were no right or wrong answers to
all the questions. They were also told that the
data from the interviews including the audio
recordings would be kept confidential and no
other people would have access to them ex-
cept the researcher.

In each interview session, the researcher
put the list of interview questions in front of
her and asked the participants questions in
turn but not in a fixed order. Moreover, they
were allowed to speak any time to express
themselves. Follow-up questions were asked
to probe or clarify their responses when
needed. To give support to the participants, the
researcher gave affirmative responses, such as
nodding and saying ‘yes’, to the participants
when appropriate. They were thanked for their
participation at the end. All the data collected
were further analyzed.

Short make up interviews were con-
ducted with individual participants during re-
cess when some data was not collected in the

first in-depth interviews.

Analysis

The audio recordings from the in-depth
interviews were transcribed from Cantonese to
English. The participants were given a code
name in the research process and in publica-
tions. Then, word processing software was used
to input and organize the transcribed data.

Next, coding was used to reduce, classify,
identify issues and make sense of the data
from the in-depth interviews. The Chinese,
English, and Mathematics study strategies
were the three main codes in this study. Fur-
ther codes and themes were induced from the
data as analysis went on. During the process
of analysis, the data was reviewed, identified,
indexed and put into different themes. Then,
the researcher sorted and organized the data
according to the codes and themes marked
using a computer. The results of study strate-
gies used in different subjects were calculated,
summarized and compared. Then the results
were compared among different achievement
groups. At the end the results were interpreted
and discussed.

Results

Strategies used in studying Chinese, Eng-
lish and Mathematics.

In the in-depth interviews, students were
asked how they study Chinese, English and
Mathematics at home. Nine different catego-

ries of strategies were mentioned.
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Table 1 Strategies used in studying Chinese, English and Mathematics

Study Strategies Chinese English Math Total
(n=12) (n=12) (n=12)
1. Copy 11 10 3 24
(91.67%)* (83.33%)* (25.00%)
2. Read 9 7 3 19
(75.00%) (58.33%) (25.00%)
3. Do supplementary exercises 3 6 8 17
or tests from outside (25.00%) (50.00%) (66.67%)*
4. Don’t study 3 3 3 9
(25.00%) (25.00%) (25.00%)
5. Memorize 4 1 1 6
(33.33%) (8.33%) (8.33%)
6. Calculate 0 0 6 6
(0.00%) (0.00%) (50.00%)
7. Re-do the questions or exer- 2 2 1 5
cises from school (16.67%) (16.67%) (8.33%)
8. Spell 0 3 0 3
(0.00%) (25.00%) (0.00%)
9. Read aloud 0 1 0 1
(0.00%) (8.33%) (0.00%)

Note: The value indicates the frequency of the strategies mentioned by students.

*The most frequent mentioned strategy.

They are listed below:

Copy
Read

Do supplementary exercises or tests

wn -

from outside
Don’t study
Memorize
Calculate

A

Re-do the questions or exercises
from school

Spell

Read aloud

The frequency of strategies mentioned in
the in-depth interviews is shown in Table 1.
For Chinese and English, the most frequent
strategy mentioned was copying (91.67% and
83.33% respectively). The second most fre-
quent one reported was reading (75% and
58.33% for Chinese and English respectively).
For English, doing supplementary exercises or
tests from outside the school (50%) was also
mentioned very often. For Mathematics, doing
supplementary exercises or tests from outside
the school (66.67%) and calculating (50%)
were predominant. Memorizing (33.33%) was
mentioned more when studying Chinese than
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English (8.33%) and Mathematics (8.33%).
Calculating was reported only in Mathematics,
and spelling and reading aloud in English.

Difference in strategy use among high, av-
erage and low achievers.

The frequency of strategies used in
studying Chinese, English and Mathematics
by high, average and low achievers is shown
in the Appendix.

The strategy that the average and low
achievers most frequently mentioned was
copying (predominantly when studying Chi-
nese and English). For high achievers, it was
not mentioned. Most frequently, they reported
that they did not study. However, the average
and low achievers never expressed this in the
interviews.

When studying Chinese and English, the
low achievers more often reported reading as
their study strategy than the high achievers,
and the high achievers more often than the
average achievers. There was only one average
achiever who mentioned using this strategy.

The low and average achievers men-
tioned doing supplementary exercises or tests
from outside the school more often than the
high achievers when studying Mathematics.
However, it was the opposite when studying
English.

Memorizing was reported more by the
average and low achievers than the high
achievers when studying Chinese. There was
only one high achiever and one average
achiever who expressed using memorizing
when studying English and Mathematics re-
spectively.

Three average achievers and two low
achievers mentioned calculating mathematics
problems when studying Mathematics com-
pared to one high achiever who reported it.

The frequency of re-doing the questions
or exercises from school, spelling and reading
aloud was too small for comparison among the

high, average and low achievers.

The nine categories of strategies

The nine categories of strategies found in
this study are described below. Together some
excerpts from the in-depth interviews are pre-
sented. For identification, each excerpt is la-
beled with a code where ‘H’, ‘A’ and ‘L’ re-
ferred to a high, average and low achiever re-
spectively. The code is placed at the end of
each excerpt.

1. Copy

Copying means to write the materials
(usually vocabulary from students’ learning
materials) again. Here are some examples:

“For Chinese dictation, I will copy it
once. Then I will remember all the vocabu-
lary...” A2-1 (Chinese)

“I will find out those vocabularies I don’t
know and copy them few times.” L1-1 (Chi-
nese)

I will copy words on paper. L4-4 (English)

2. Read
In this category, students used slightly

different terms (scanning, looking at and
reading) to describe the ways they read their
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learning materials. These terms in Cantonese
imply different depth of reading. Scanning
means to read through the materials quickly
without too much attention. Looking at the
materials means to read through the materials
with a little bit more attention. Reading means
to read attentively. Here are some examples:

“... I will read the vocabulary until I can
remember them well. A2-1 (Chinese)

“I will study those I don’t understand. I
will try to read them (look at them) and see
whether I will understand. L4-1 (Chinese)

“For exams, I will study for them. But I
don’t need to use a pen to write. I just look at
it and it will be OK. After I look at it, it seems
that they are all written in my brain.” H2-2
(English)

“I scan it quickly. I will scan through
everything in one minute. I will only look at
the examples in the book. Then I will put
away the book. Then I will have my exams.”
H2-4 (Mathematics)

3. Do supplementary exercises or tests
from outside

Supplementary exercises or tests outside
the school were bought. They did this kind
of exercise in addition to their homework from
school as a means to study. Here are some
examples:

“Do supplementary exercises from out-
side.” H4-6 (English)

“It’s best to do supplementary exercises
because it helps you refresh what you have
learned before. And you can write them
down.” A1-8 (Mathematics)

4. Don’t study

Don’t study here means that the students
do not study for the subject at home. Some
examples are shown below:

“For Chinese, I never study them. For
exams and tests, I never study them.” H3-1
(Chinese)

“I never study Mathematics. Mathematics
has infinite variety. How can I study it?” H3-5
(Mathematics)

“I never study Mathematics. Teachers
always ask us to study Mathematics. I really
don’t know what to study.” H4-5 (Mathematics)

5. Memorize

Memorizing can have different forms
here — remembering the materials, reciting the
materials by heart or reproducing the materials
in written form. Some examples are shown
below:

“I will read through everything and recite
everything by heart. Before exams I will read
(look at) it again. I will recite vocabulary,
sentence structures, and things in the work-
books.” L2-1-2 (Chinese)

“For English, I will use a special method.
I will use the electronic dictionary to help me
study English. There are some tests for you.
You can also set some vocabularies and it will
read to you. So I can reproduce the words.”
H3-2 (English)

“For some formulas, you have to memo-
rize them.” A3-8 (Mathematics)
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6. Calculate

Calculating means to calculate or do
mathematics problems. Some examples are
shown below:

“For Mathematics, you have to practise
calculation a lot.” A3-7 (Mathematics)

“I do more Mathematics (problems) and I
will know better.” L3-9 (Mathematics)

7. Re-do the questions or exercises from
school

Students did the questions or exercises
that they had done before again. The materials
were from the school and were not bought
from outside. Following are some examples:

“After 1 look at them, I will cover up
some questions. My brain will automatically
produce the words (answers).” H2-3 (Chinese)

“I will copy the questions from the book.
Then I will do the questions again.” L1- 4
(Mathematics)

8. Spell

‘Spell’ means to spell English words by
heart. Here is an example:

“For English dictations, I will spell the
vocabulary. If I know all the words, I won’t
study any more.” H4-2 (English)

9. Read aloud

‘Read aloud’ means to read the materials
out loud. Here is an example:
“After I read the passage, I will read it

aloud in front of a mirror (when preparing for

oral examinations).” L2-4 (English)

Discussion

Copying is the study strategy that is most
frequently reported. It is commonly used in
studying Chinese and English, but it is not
quite applicable to Mathematics. The impor-
tant point here is that no high achievers use
copying as a study strategy to learn any of the
subjects. It is a strategy of the low and average
achievers. It is used to practise writing new
Chinese characters or English words. It is a
form of repetition that may not involve under-
standing. So, it can be a surface strategy. For
primary level, copying (repetition) seems to be
necessary especially when learning to form
Chinese characters (Woodrow & Sham, 2001).
Kember (1996) has pointed out that repetition
becomes a habit for Chinese students in their
early life as they learn how to write, read and
understand Chinese characters. For those stu-
dents who do not have any knowledge of the
English sound system (the relationship be-
tween sounds and spelling), copying English
words probably does not involve understand-
ing. Therefore, it is likely that they will use
the same strategy (copying) for learning Chi-
nese characters when learning English words
also. This happens to students learning a sec-
ond language (Cameron, 2001). One low
achiever has mentioned that it is difficult to
remember English vocabulary. She does not
know any effective strategy that can help her.
Using repetition to remember a great number
of arbitrary letters, of course, is very difficult
for low achievers.



14 @ Journal of Foreign Language Instruction

In Hong Kong primary level, repetition is
important because it helps in memorizing and
preparing for dictation which focuses on ac-
curate reproduction of Chinese characters and
spellings of English words. In examinations,
inaccurately written Chinese characters and
spelling of English words often causes deduc-
tion of marks. Especially for Chinese exami-
nations, cloze passages are often involved
which not only need correct usage of vocabu-
lary but also accurate written form. Students
need to ensure accurate reproduction of the
vocabulary. This may be another reason why
copying is so common among them.

Nevertheless, repetition can also be a
deep strategy if the intention is to seek under-
standing (Biggs, 1996). In this study, whether
understanding is involved is not known.

As the average and low achievers put
their efforts into copying new vocabulary, the
high achievers seem to be doing nothing. In
this study, almost all the high achievers (three

out of four) did not study for the three subjects.

During the interviews, this is usually the first
response that one gets out from them. Some
even emphasized the word ‘never’. It is
dramatically different from the low and
average achievers. How can they not study
but attain high achievement? The answer
seems to be intelligence. The high achievers
may understand the learning content in
lessons and through the process of doing
homework. In Marton et al.’s (1997) study,
high achievers in secondary schools have
revealed that if they understand the materials
then they do not need to try to memorize. It
could be a similar case with the higher
achievers in this study.

Moreover, in the interviews, a low achiever
has mentioned that having a poor memory can
make learning less effective. Therefore, it may
imply that high achievers have the advantage
of good memorization which low achievers do
not have. For primary level, when learning
focuses more on reproduction, good memori-
zation does prevail. Getting insight from Wat-
kins’ (1996) tentative stage model, when high
achievers progress to higher levels, just good
memorization may not be powerful enough to
grasp what is needed to be learned as the
learning materials become more complex and
the amount gets heavier. A change of strate-
gies is expected. To follow up this issue, lon-
gitudinal studies are needed.

Reading is also a very common study
strategy for Chinese and English. However,
the real intention is not clear here. For high
achievers, it usually means a quick look or
scan before examinations. It is only a re-
freshment of memory of what has been
learned before. It may help to keep the learn-
ing active in the brain for retrieval. For lower
achievers, both looking at and reading are
mentioned but scanning was never used. It can
work as a refresher of memory before exami-
nations but it can also involve deeper proc-
essing. As when reading, students can also
seek meaning. On the other hand, it can just be
the action of looking without understanding. It
can be a deep or a surface strategy. An av-
erage achiever in the interview has described
reading as a way to remember Chinese vo-
cabulary. On the other hand, a low achiever
has expressed that reading involves under-
standing. The following is the quote from the
students:
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“I will study those I don’t understand. I

will try to read them (look at them) and

see whether I will understand.” L4-1

Doing supplementary exercises or tests
from outside the school is the most common
study strategy used in Mathematics and the
third most common one used in English. For
English, it is the high achievers who tend to
use it more. For Mathematics, it is the low
achievers who tend to use it more. This phe-
nomenon is hard to explain. More participants
are needed to magnify the findings.

English supplementary exercises can be
English usage or comprehension exercises.
Mathematics supplementary exercises include
different types of mathematics problems. They
are similar to school homework and they are
usually by topics or units. Supplementary tests
usually closely reflect schools’ examinations
and they are summative. An average achiever
expressed that “It’s best to do supplementary
exercises because it helps you refresh what
you have learned before...” On the other hand,
it can work as an application of what has been
learned to reinforce learning or to check for
understanding. In this way, it is a deep strategy.
It is also a form of practice for students. The
notion of ‘practice makes perfect’ is common
in Hong Kong schools especially for examina-
tions. It is well known that before important
external examinations teachers will ask stu-
dents to do past examination papers and pro-
vide mock examinations for them in secon-
dary school. Also a heavy load of homework
is still assigned to students at both the primary
and secondary levels even though there are
guidelines from the Education and Manpower
Bureau (now Education Bureau) document

indicating that schools should avoid giving
excessive homework at the primary level
(Curriculum Development Council, 2001).
Repeated practice seems to be seen as a strat-
egy of better familiarization.

Calculating is a characteristic strategy for
studying Mathematics. It seems to be more
common in average and low achievers. It can
imply drilling which may not involve under-
standing. If this is the case, it is a surface
strategy. Calculating mathematics problems
can be the same thing as doing mathematics
supplementary exercises. However, this is not
specified in the interviews. They have not in-
dicated that they calculate mathematics prob-
lems in supplementary exercises. Sometimes,
it is the action of calculating that is empha-
sized, e.g. “For Mathematics, you have to
practise calculation a lot.” The belief that
practice brings better understanding is strong
among students here. It this case, it becomes a
deep strategy. The quotes from students below
illustrated this very clearly:

“If you calculate more, the first time you

learn it you may think this Mathematics

problem is difficult, but after you prac-
tise a lot, you will think it’s easy.” A3-8

“I do more Mathematics and I will know

better.” L3-9
According to the information-processing
model of learning, practice can make the
process of decoding (e.g. characters recogni-
tion and arithmetic) automatic and leave more
space for the working memory to process
meaning and interpret. (Biggs and Moore,
1993)

In this study, students do not just use one
exclusive strategy for studying a subject. They
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usually apply multiple strategies to study, such
as combining copying and reading together or
copying and then memorizing.

Findings in this study show that sophis-
ticated learning strategies are rare in primary
students. Other studies have also found that
students have limited knowledge of learning
strategies and how and when they can use
those they know, especially for younger stu-
dents (Nunan, 1999; Palmer & Goetz, 1988).
Among high achievers, explicit learning
strategies are not often used. For low and av-
erage achievers, the most frequently strategies
are copying, reading and doing supplementary
exercises or tests. As mentioned above, it is
possible that they do not know any other
learning strategies they can use, not to men-
tion appropriate effective strategies for spe-
cific subjects. Even though high achievers do
well at school in the primary level, they may
also need knowledge of effective learning
strategies for going on to the secondary. Lack
of learning strategies or ineffective use of
strategies may lead to less desirable learning
outcomes despite having deep motive. On the
other hand, knowing more about and under-
standing the use of learning strategies may
lead to better learning (Nunan, 1999).

As teachers, introduction to and training
in effective learning strategies in the different
subjects for students is therefore essential.
Teachers should provide students with a wide
range of strategies so that they can choose
those that suit their learning style (Schmitt,
1997). Students then do not have to struggle
by themselves using less effective strategies
and feeling helpless. In order for students to
use the strategies they learned effectively, they

have to understand the causal relationship
between the strategies and learning outcomes
(Justice, Bakeer-Ward, Bupta, & Jannings,
1997). That means the students have to realize
the usefulness of the strategies. Therefore
teachers have to teach students useful strate-
gies and to make this point clear to the stu-
dents as it can enhance their self-efficacy to
perform particular tasks even at the primary
level.

Remembering new vocabulary is impor-
tant in both Chinese and English in primary
schools. Students usually used repetition as a
strategy to accomplish this mission. However,
memorization can be done in a meaningful
way. Teachers can teach students how to or-
ganize vocabulary in a meaningful way such
as by using a concept map, sorting, categoriz-
ing, or coding. Gaskill and Murphy (2004)
have found that awareness of and use of
memorization strategies in sorting or catego-
rizing is related to better performance on a
memory task in second grade students. Also,
reflective strategies such as self-correction
strategy are useful. Self-correction strategy
has found to be effective in spelling task in
third grade low achievers (Wirtz and Gardner
111, 1996).

For teachers, there are many meaningful
learning strategies to be explored. Strategies
training should be considered for integration
into the primary school curriculum in addition
to promoting deep learning motivation through
meaning-emphasized teaching. When students
have more learning strategies on hand and a
better understanding of the underlying process
of effective strategies, their learning may be
more effective. The relationship between
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learning strategy training and academic
achievement can be further investigated.

There are limitations in this study. First,
the number of participants involved is too
small. Comparison among achievement
groups is hard to make. It may not represent
the particular population even in the case
school. However, it provides some direction
on the issues of strategy use in primary stu-
dents. A bigger scale of in-depth interviews
may help in getting a clearer picture. In this
study, the students have not explained deeply
or explicitly why they use some of the strate-
gies. The researcher has not gone further and
asked students more on the issue. Therefore,
what is going on in the students’ mind (e.g.
reading for understanding or reading for
memorization) sometimes is not clear. Some
of the explanations here are just the re-
searcher’s speculations. More in-depth studies
are needed to reach a higher understanding of
the intentions behind the use of study strate-
gies in primary students.
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Appendix

Strategies used in studying Chinese, English and Mathematics by high, average and low achievers

Learning Strategies Hong Kong Primary Students Use in Different Subjects

Study Strategies Chinese English Mathematics Total
(n=12) (n=12) (n=12)
1. Copy HO HO HO HO
A6 A5 A1 A12*
L5 L5 L2 L12*
2. Read H3 H2 H1 H6
A1 A1 A1 A3
L5 L4 L1 L10
3. Do supplementary exercises or HA1 H3 HA1 HS
tests from outside A1 A2 A3 A6
L1 L1 L4 L6
4. Don’t study H3 H3 H3 H 9~
A0 AQO A0 A0
LO LO LO LO
5. Memorize HO H1 HO H1
A2 AO A1 A3
L2 LO LO L2
6. Calculate HO HO H1 HA1
A0 AQO A3 A3
LO LO L2 L2
7. Re-do the questions or exer- H1 H1 HO H2
cises from school A1 AO A0 A1
LO L1 L1 L2
8. Spell HO HA1 HO HA1
AO A1 AO A1
LO L1 LO L1
9. Read aloud HO HO HO HO
A0 AO A0 A0
LO L1 LO L1

Note. H = high achievers; A = average achievers; L = low achievers. The value indicates the frequency of the strategies mentioned by stu-

dents.
*The most frequent mentioned strategy.
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Abstract:

Learners' autonomous beliefs or perceptions have been considered an important area in
autonomy research (Cotterall, 1995, 1999; Victori & Lockhart, 1995). The willingness to
accept responsibility for one’s own learning is often considered one step toward being
autonomous, raising awareness of one’s positive autonomous beliefs would logically fol-
low. Intuitively it seems that a learner’s positive beliefs would result in the implementation
of those autonomous behaviors. However, do positive autonomous beliefs always result in
learners practicing autonomous behaviors?

This study reveals the discrepancy between what Chinese learners (in Taiwan context)
believe to be positive autonomous learning behaviors and the degree to which they im-
plement those autonomous learning behaviors, as well as some of the reasons for this
mismatch. Results from questionnaires administered to 127 university students in Taiwan
reveal a statistically significant discrepancy between autonomous beliefs and behaviors. A
dozen participants in this study were asked to give further information during in-depth in-
terviews. During those interviews, these learners revealed why there is a mismatch be-
tween what they believe and what they actually do. The implications could affect tech-
niques teachers employ in the classroom to raise students’ awareness about autonomous
learning strategies.

Key words:

autonomous beliefs, autonomous behaviors, English learning in Taiwan , Chinese
learners.
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1. Introduction

Learner autonomy has been a very popu-
lar area of study in language learning over the
last two decades. According to Benson (2001),
the concept of autonomy in language learning
originated with the establishment of the
Council of Europe’s modern Language Project
in 1971, which prompted the establishment of
the Centre de Recherches et d’Applications en
Langues (CRAPEL) in France. In 1981, the
leader of CRAPEL, Holec, made a pivotal
project report to the Council of Europe stating
that autonomy is a key element to language
learning, thus establishing the importance of
autonomy in the language learning field. Ever
since then, many researchers (Benson, 2001;
Benson & Voller, 1997; Dickinson, 1987,
1995; Gremmo & Riley, 1995; Little, 1991,
1995; Littlewood, 1996, 1999; Sheerin, 1989,
1991; Ushioda, 1996) have dedicated them-
selves to researching learner autonomy.

Autonomy being such a broad and ab-
stract concept with many different types of
possibilities and explanations has spawned
many sub-fields to accommodate differing
areas of focus under the rubric of autonomy.
One sub-field is learner training, i.e. instruct-
ing learners on how to be autonomous. For
learners to be able to take charge of their own
learning, they must be equipped with effective
learning  strategies, self-management, and
self-assessment  skills (Benson, 2001). It
would be arduous for learners to become
autonomous right away without any profes-
sional help. Thus, the attention was on the

importance of learner training. Researchers
like Oxford (1990) have developed and identi-
fied many effective learning strategies and
management skills to train learners to be more
autonomous.

Another sub-field is self-access, ““ a way
of describing materials that are designed and
organized in such a way that students can se-
lect and work on tasks on their own” (Sheerin,
1991, p. 143). Self-access is seen as an ideal
approach to promote learner autonomy, since
learners can choose whatever they want to
learn in their own way. Researchers like
Sheerin (1989, 1991), and Gardner and Miller
(1999) have undertaken many studies on the
success of self-access learning centers.

The third sub-field of autonomy in lan-
guage learning is autonomous practice in the
classrooms. Researchers (e.g. Dam, 1995; Lit-
tle, 1991) believe that autonomy can be de-
veloped in language classrooms through col-
laboration and interdependence. One example
of this is negotiation between teachers and
learners in the classrooms: teachers share re-
sponsibilities with learners and are no longer
solely in control of the power to decide what
goes on in the classroom. Teachers shift their
role to become more like counselors or learner
trainers rather than knowledge transmitters.
Dam’s research (1995) is the classic example
with abundant details on how to apply auton-
omy in language classroom practices.

This research refrains from considering
all aspects of learner autonomy discussed
above, but rather it focuses on learners’ own
beliefs in autonomous learning and their own
behaviors. The willingness to accept responsi-
bility for one’s own learning is often consid-
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ered one step toward being autonomous, rais-
ing awareness of one’s positive autonomous
beliefs would logically follow. Intuitively it
seems that a learner’s positive beliefs would
result in the implementation of those autono-
mous behaviors. However, do positive
autonomous beliefs always result in learners’
practicing autonomous behaviors?

To cite an example outside the class-
room that many people may be able to relate
to: Some people may have always believed
exercising is important for their health, but
that belief may not have been followed by an
effective exercising program due to various
reasons (laziness, lack of time). Realizing
some people who believe in the importance of
exercise might not actually engage in exercis-
ing could have implications for autonomous
learning. Perhaps some learners who believe
in the importance of autonomous learning
might not actually engage in autonomous be-
haviors. There might be a mismatch between
one’s beliefs and actions. To determine
whether such a mismatch exists or not is the
main focus of this paper.

2. Literature Review on Learner
Autonomy

As mentioned earlier, many researchers
like Benson (2001), Dickinson (1987, 1995),
Gremmo and Riley (1995), Holec (1981), Lit-
tle (1991, 1995), Littlewood (1996, 1999), and
Ushioda (1996) have done numerous research
studies on autonomy in language learning.
Though each researcher’s area of interest in
the field of autonomy may be different, gener-

ally speaking there is no dispute about the
fundamental principle of learner autonomy --
learners take charge of and become responsi-
ble for their learning. By taking charge of their
learning learners will learn how to make their
own decisions on what and how to learn. To
summarize (Benson, 2001; Dickinson, 1987;
Holec, 1981; Little, 1991), an autonomous
English language learner is someone who

e understands her needs and is clear
about her learning goals;

e maximizes the opportunities to prac-
tice English either inside or outside
the classroom;

e reflects on her learning critically and
monitors her progress regularly;

e is not dependent on the teacher all
the time and does not think the
teacher is totally responsible for her
learning;

e identifies her own preferred learning
styles and strategies and makes good
use of them.

Autonomy, being an abstract concept, is
often challenging for researchers to accurately
determine a learner’s autonomous level. As
Little (1991, p.4) expressed well, autonomy “can
take numerous different forms, depending on
learners’ age, how far they have progressed,...
and so on. Autonomy, in other words, can
manifest itself in very different ways.” Out of
these very different possible ways to measure
a learner’s autonomous level, two commonly
adopted ways are learners’ autonomous beliefs,
i.e. to what extent they believe that learning is
also their responsibility, and their autonomous
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behaviors, i.e. how exactly they exhibit
autonomous behaviors in the real life.

2.1 Autonomous Beliefs

Autonomous beliefs in this study con-
cerns the extent individual learners believe
their learning is also their responsibility (not
just the teacher’s). Since the fundamental
principle of learner autonomy is for learners to
take charge of and be responsible for their
learning (Benson, 2001; Holec, 1981; Little,
1991), one way to determine learners’
autonomous level might be to explore to what
extent learners consider they are responsible
for their own learning. Do they believe they
should define their own learning objec-
tives? ...evaluate their own progress? ... iden-
tify their own weaknesses? Chan, Spratt and
Humphreys (2002), Cotterall (1995, 1999),
and Victori and Lockhard (1995), are exam-
ples of research studies that address learners’
beliefs in language learning. Specifically, part
of Chan et al’s (ibid) autonomy research in
Hong Kong investigates tertiary learners’ per-
ceptions of teacher’s responsibilities and their
own responsibilities, an approach to examin-
ing individual learners’ autonomy similar to

this present study.

2.2 Autonomous Behaviors

Calculating individual learners’ autono-
mous beliefs is certainly a sensible approach
to gauge their autonomous level. Intuitively, it
seems logical for the adoption of some effec-
tive autonomous behaviors to follow from in-
dividual learners’ beliefs in the importance of

taking charge of their own learning. However,
do positive autonomous beliefs naturally result
in learners practicing autonomous behaviors?
Could a mismatch exist between individual
learners’ thoughts and their actions? Discov-
ering to what extent individual learners actu-
ally define their own learning objectives,
evaluate their own progress, identify their own
weaknesses, etc., in short, what their “actual
autonomous behaviors” are and comparing
this to their beliefs about those same behaviors
could assist in explaining more about a
learner’s autonomy. We could find out
whether learners do as what they believe is
important for their learning or whether their
autonomous beliefs are not reflected in their
actual behaviors.

3. The Study

3.1 Research Questions

In order to explore the relationship be-
tween learners’ autonomous beliefs and be-
haviors, two research questions are proposed:

QIl. Is there a discrepancy between EFL
(Chinese) learners’ positive autonomous
beliefs and their actual behaviors?

Q2. If a discrepancy exists, what are
some possible reasons?

3.2 Research Participants

All the 127 participants were EFL stu-
dents at a National Technology University in
Kaohsiung County, Taiwan. They were all
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English majors with intermediate to up-
per-intermediate English proficiency. All these
students attended the two-year, upper-division
programme of the university. The two-year
programme is designed to have students who
had previously studied at a 5-year junior col-
lege programme and graduated with an asso-
ciate’s degree. These students needed to com-
plete two more years of upper-division study
(their junior and senior years) at a university
to obtain a bachelor’s degree. All the partici-
pants in this study share this same prior junior
college educational background.

3.3 Research Methodology

This research uses questionnaires and
semi-structured interviews for data collection.
A survey study with quantitative data is neces-
sary for the first research question, exploring
whether a discrepancy between autonomous
beliefs and behaviors exists. However, solely
relying on quantitative data would be hard to
grasp the dynamic relationship between
autonomous beliefs and autonomous behaviors.
Including a qualitative instrument, namely semi-
structured interviews, to the mix of data gather-
ing tools is vital to provide a clearer, more com-
plete picture of the second research question.

A questionnaire (see Appendix), measuring
individual learners’ autonomous level, is the
main tool of the survey study. These items (like
‘identifying your weakness’, ‘deciding your
learning objective’, and ‘choosing what activi-
ties to use in your English lesson’...etc.) explore
to what extent individual learners believe they
are responsible for their learning and to what
extent they carry out these actions. Respondents

fill-in two measurement columns: beliefs on the
left (how responsible you think you should be
for doing this, from 1-no responsibility, to
4-mainly my responsibility) and, actions on the
right (to what extent you actually do this, from
I-not at all, to 4-very much). These items are
adapted from Chan et al. (2002)’s autonomy
research mentioned in section 2.1.

In addition to the questionnaire, semi-
structured interviews were administered in
order to gain a more complete understanding
of the relationship between autonomous be-
liefs and behaviors. A dozen questionnaire
respondents were chosen randomly to partici-
pate in semi-structured individual interviews.

3.4 Research Administration

The questionnaire was administered to all
127 research participants at the end of
the ’04-°05 fall semester. All questionnaire
data were processed on SPSS for Windows.
After the data were processed, interviewees
were selected, and the semi-structured, indi-
vidual interviews took place during the ’05
spring semester. Each interview was conducted
in Mandarin Chinese, the respondent’s native
language. With all the interviews completed by
June 2005, the transcription and translation into
English was carried out by this researcher and
then the analysis stage followed.

4. Research Findings
4.1 Research Question One/ Findings

Research Question 1: Is there a discrep-
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