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Abstract

English learning autonomy and language learning strategies are key dimensions in learners’
English performance. However, empirical research findings concerning the relationships of
learner autonomy and learning strategies are still translucent in Taiwan. There are 130 ninth
graders from a junior high school in central Taiwan participating to determine: (1) the
language learning strategies they preferred; (2) their level of English learning autonomy; and
(3) the relationship between English learning autonomy and language learning strategies. The
results of the quantitative research method show that participants in this study had a medium
level of English learning autonomy and an infrequent use of language learning strategies.
Junior high school learners tend to use memory strategies most frequently and affective
strategies least frequently. Students seldom participated in English related activities after
school. In addition, a correlation was found between learners’ learning autonomy levels and
the use of language learning strategies. Practical suggestions are offered for teachers in order
to help junior high students become autonomous learners in the field of language learning.

Keywords: learner autonomy, Language learning strategies, Junior high school, English
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1. Introduction

Research on foreign and second language acquisition during 1970s and 1980s generally
centered more on pedagogy than on learning processes. Since 1990s, the research focus has
shifted to take into account the interaction between teacher and learner from the perspective
of the learner (Brown, 2000). Collectively, researchers have identified a number of cognitive,
affective, and socio cultural factors contributing to learners’ English proficiency. Empirical
research investigations in Taiwan are also abundant. One common is that language learning
strategies have often emerged as a significant variable.

English learning is a lifelong journey, not one that begins and ends in a language classroom.
During this process, learners should be taught and guided to become autonomous and take the
responsibility of their learning so as to improve their language skills. When they leave the
school, learners are able to direct their own learning and choose learning activities. It is
observed that successful learners are autonomous and capable to use learning strategies
properly (Oxford, 1996). In brief, efficient and effective language learning experience
requires autonomy and strategies.

Recent literature in relation to learner autonomy in Taiwan mostly took university students or
adult learners as research subjects (e.g. Chang, 2012; Cheng, 2007; Lee, Good, & Chen,
2007). Research focus on the use of learning strategies and learner autonomy in language
learning is relatively limited. Therefore, this study aims to explore the degree of English
learning autonomy among Taiwanese junior high school students and their use of language
learning strategies. It is hoped that the findings of this study would provide solid empirical
evidence for English teachers at junior high schools and shed light on the training of learning
strategy use and autonomy in Taiwan

Based on the purposes of the present study, the research questions are addressed as follows:
Research Questions
1. What language learning strategies are used by junior high school students?

2. To what extent the language learning autonomy are held by junior high school
participants?

3. To what extent does learner autonomy of junior high school learners correlate with their
use of language learning strategies?

2. Literature Review
2.1 Learner autonomy

The most widely evoked definition conceives of learner autonomy as the “ability to take
charge of one’s own learning” (Holec, 1981, p. 3). Learners take their first step towards
autonomy when they realize that they need to be responsible for their own learning (Little,
1991). Learners have to determine their own learning goal, contents and progression and
select methods and proper techniques to be used during the learning journey (Cotterall, 2000).
According to Smith (2007), learner autonomy is activated when “learners have the power and
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right to learn for themselves™ (p. 2). Both definitions focus autonomous learners as human
beings free from external constraints. Nunan (1995) identified various elements of a
successful autonomous learner including: diversity of skills, passion, enjoyment for a
particular field, a focused and active approach to learning, and a willingness to continue even
if there is a high probability of failure and public disapproval.

Second language teachers and researchers have been interested in the factors accounting for
success in learning a second or foreign language (e.g. Deng 2004; Holec, 1981; Little, 1991).
One of the factors is autonomous learning. Learner autonomy through a focus on learner
reflection and taking responsibility for one’s own learning process has become acentral
concern in the recent history of language teaching (e.g. Benson,2007; Lamb & Reinder, 2008;
Little,2009). According to Holec(1981), learning autonomy plays a key role in raising
learning outcome. A similar correlation between learning autonomy and language learning
outcomes was found in Taiwanese EFL contexts by Yang (1998) and Lo (2010). The ultimate
goal for students is taking control of their own learning and becoming autonomous learners
both in and out of the classroom.

Autonomous learning is an empirical approach to foreign language learning and foreign
language teaching. Researchers from different countries have noted that English learning
autonomy is positively related to English performance. In Vietnam, Le (2013) reported the
effective training program improved learners’ English language proficiency and learner
autonomy. Li (2004) declared that learner autonomy promotion is feasible in tertiary
education and has significant proficiency gains. Borg and Ai-Busaidi (2012) declared the
importance of promoting learner autonomy in the process of foreign language learning. Parisa
(2013) indicated that the relationship between English proficiency and Iranian high school
learner’s autonomy is relatively high. Similarly, Indonesian college learners’ autonomy and
English proficiency was reported a significant correlation (Myartawan, Latief & Suharmanto,
2013). In China, Dafei(2007) also found that the Chinese college students’ English
proficiency was related to their learner autonomy. In a nutshell, development of learner
autonomy is very important for language learners because language learning is a lifelong
task.

2.2 Sudies on language learning strategies

Language learning strategies (LLS) are a series of tools that learners can use to help them
learn a new language more effectively. These tools consist of specific actions, behavior, steps
or techniques that students often intentionally employ to improve their learning progress in
second language acquiring (Oxford, 1990). Oxford (1990) classified learning strategies into
six groups: memory strategies, cognitive strategies, compensation strategies, metacognitive
strategies, affective strategies and social strategies. These six types of strategies were further
divided into direct strategies (i.e. memory, cognitive, compensation, and indirect strategies
(i.e. metacognitive, affective, social) (Oxford, 1990). Direct strategies involve those
behaviors and activities related to language learning directly. Indirect strategies are regarded
that they support and manage language learning without directly involving the target
language.
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These six categories of language learning strategies were then developed into a measure of
learners’ use of strategies ‘Strategy Inventory for Language Learning’ (SILL)and have been
used extensively with proven validity and reliability (Oxford & Burry-Stock, 1995; Oxford &
Nyikos, 1989), although there are some aspects of SILL have been criticized (Nguyen &
Godwyll, 2010; Woodrow, 2005). However, much research uses SILL to study the use of
language learning strategies, as shown in the findings listed below.

Language learning strategies have been studied and proven to play an empirical tool in
successful language learning worldwide, such as the studies carried out by using American
samples (Anderson, 2002), Japanese college students (Watanabe, 1990), and Singaporean
samples (Wharton, 2000). In Taiwan, a body of research regarding learning strategies
employed Oxford’s 6-factor taxonomy. For instance, Yang (1993) reported high-achieving
high school learners use language learning strategies more frequently than low-achieving
high school students. Yang (2007) and Lai (2009) had a similar finding in college contexts.
Hsiao and Oxford (2002) confirmed the strategy theories in Taiwan.

Second language teachers and researchers have been interested in the factors accounting for
success in learning a second or foreign language (Deng, 2004; Holec, 1981; Little, 1997).
One of the factors is autonomous learning. Yet, strategy training, especially in metacognitive
strategies, was suggested as a key for promoting learner autonomy (Weden 1991). There have
been many research projects and papers that deal with the issue of autonomy in foreign
language learning. More and more language teachers are focusing on developing students’
ability in learning language independently. It is important that strategy-based instruction and
learner training are not limited to teaching an approved set of strategies; instead, learners
should be trained to use strategies flexibly, appropriately and independently, which will help
them become autonomous learners.

3. Methodology
3.1 Participants

The present study was conducted in a junior high school in central Taiwan. The researchers
used convenience sampling to select the participants. The questionnaires about language
learning strategies and language learning autonomy were administered to 130ninth graders;
69 of them were female and 61 of them were male students. One hundred and thirty valid
questionnaires were returned, for a response rate of 100%.

3.2 Instruments

The questionnaire included three parts: (1) demographic information such as gender, age,
whether they attended additional English lessons after school, and number of years of
learning English in cram schools; (2) Autonomy Inventory about language learning
(Ustunluoglu. 2009); and(3) Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (Oxford,
1990).Learner Autonomy Inventory contains three subscales: students’ responsibility,
students’ abilities, and students’ activities. The responsibility section (items 1-10) was
arranged using the following descriptors: 'student's responsibility,’ 'teacher's responsibility,’
and 'both,' while the ability section (items 11-18) was arranged using a 5- point Likert scale
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(very poor, poor, okay, good, very good). The rest 19 questions in relation to autonomous
activities were also arranged using a 5- point Likert scale(never, seldom, sometimes, often,
and always). There are 37 autonomous items in total.

Oxford’s (1990) Strategy Inventory for Language Learning (SILL, EFL/ESL 7.0 version,
revised by Chen, 2008) was employed to measure the use of learning strategies in this study.
The internal consistency was found good in Chen’s study (Cronbach’s alpha .94).There were
27 items that include direct strategies and indirect strategies using a 4 - point Likert scale
(strongly agree, agree, disagree, and strongly disagree).

The ages of the participants of this study is different from those in previous studies, so there
is a need to retest the reliability of the two scales in order to determine if it is necessary to
modify the instruments for junior high school learners in the main study. Thus, the pilot study
was carried out at the same school. The Alpha coefficient for the Learner Autonomy
Inventory is 0.938, and for the Strategy Inventory for Language Learning is 0.891. The
reliability result suggests that the items of both measurements have relatively high internal
consistency.

3.3 Data Collection and Analysis

Data collection and analysis in this study were based on the quantitative research approaches.
The data was analyzed by using the SPSS (Statistical Packages for the Social Sciences,
version 18.0).Statistical analysis methods employed in the current study consisted of
descriptive statistics and inferential statistics. Specifically, various t-tests were used to
explore the differences in the subjects’ language learning strategies and autonomy between
genders and among students with different amounts of study time in cram school. Students’
response for each subscale of learner autonomy and learning strategies was analyzed as well.

4. Results
4.1 Use of language learning strategies

One-sample t-tests were performed to examine whether each subscale's respective mean score
was significantly different from the midpoint score (i.e., the generally accepted mean = 2.5 in
a 4-point Likert scale). As Table 1 displays, the subjects used all (Items 1-27) language
learning strategies (M = 2.63, SD = .53) at a medium to high level of frequency, which is
statistically significant at thep< .01 level. Specifically, participants utilized memory strategies
(M = 2.89, SD = .63) more frequently than other strategies. Cognitive strategies (M = 2.81,
SD = .68), and compensation strategies (M = 2.83, SD = .62) were employed at a medium
level of frequency. However, learners used social strategies (M = 2.49, SD = .64)
metacognitive strategies (M = 2.46, SD = .67), and affective strategies (M = 2.29, SD = .64),
at a medium to low level of frequency. Statistical significance was only found in the use of
affective strategies (t (129) = -3.65, p<.001). It means that the use of affective strategies was
relatively occasional by middle school students in Taiwan.

56 www.macrothink.org/jse



A ISSN 2162-6952
Institute™ 2015, Vol. 5, No. 1

Table 1. The Use of Learning Strategy by Junior High Students (test value=2)

\\ M ac rot h i n k Journal of Studies in Education

Item description Item of the Number of the Mean SD
questionnaire items

Overall 1-27 27 2.63**  0.53
Memory strategy 1.2.34 4 2.89%*%  0.62
Compensation strategy 9.10.11.12.13 5 2.83**  0.61
Cognitive strategy 5.6.7.8. 4 2.81*%*  0.67
Social strategy 23.24.25.26.27 5 2.49 0.64
Metacognitive strategy 14.15.16.17.18 5 2.46 0.66
Affective strategy 19.20.21.22 4 2.29%*%  0.64

Note: **p< .01; 4-Point Scale; SD=Sandard Deviation
4.2 Degree of junior high students’ learning autonomy

Junior high school students’ autonomy levels in learning English were measured in terms of
three dimensions: responsibility, ability, and activity. The percentage of the attribution of
responsibility for English learning is shown in Table 2. Results show that most participants
tend to think they have more responsibility for their English learning compared to their
teacher’s responsibility. In contrast, the results from (item 6, 7, and 8) yielded that junior high
learners regarded some English learning activities as the teacher’s responsibilities. It’s not
surprising to learn that students considered those tasks as teacher’s responsibilities since it’s
very common that the subject teacher decides the learning activities in a teacher-centered
environment.
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Table 2. Students’ Attitudes toward English Learning Responsibility

Item

number

10

Item's statement

To ensure you make progress

during English lessons

To ensure you learn English

outside class

To know which way to stimulate

your interest in learning English

To identify your weaknesses in
English

To decide the objectives of
making progress in your English

course

To decide what you should learn
next semester in your English

lessons

To choose what activities to use
to learn English in your English

lessons

To decide how long to spend on

each activity

To choose what materials to use
to learn English in your English

lessons

To understand how much your

learned

1.58

1.12

1.98

1.48

1.42

2.08

1.96

1.82

1.32

1.29

SD

.90

43

.92

.83

.80

.68

.60

.66

.69

.70

Responsibility (%)

Mine My teacher's Both
70.00%  2.30% 27.70%
91.60% 4.60% 3.80%
43.10% 15.40% 41.50%
73.80% 4.60% 21.60%
76.90% 3.80% 19.30%
19.30% 53.80% 26.90%

20% 63.80% 16.20%
32.40% 53.80% 13.80%
81.50% 5.40% 13.10%
84.70% 3.80% 11.50%

Note: 1= my responsibility; 2= teacher’s responsibility; 3= both

One-sample t-testswere conducted on the scores of their perceived autonomous ability and
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activity of the autonomy scale to evaluate whether the averages cores were significantly
different from the midpoint 3. Table 3 shows that in the ability section, participants
demonstrated high autonomous degrees of some specific ability items. For instance, they
considered they have the ability to set their English learning goals (Item 12), know their
weaknesses (Item 16), and identify their level (Item 17). In contrast, they thought they lack
the ability to choose English learning activities (Item 11) and reading materials (Item 14). As
to students’ attitudes towards English learning activities, they well participated in those
activities in relation to assignments (Item 19), rote memorization of vocabulary (Item 20),
and the tasks assigned by teachers (Item 35). However, they don’t attend a study group for
English language (Item 28) and seldom discussed their learning difficulties with teachers
(Item 21). More, they rarely engaged in informal English learning activities after school, such
as reading English materials (Item 25) and talking to friends in English (Item 26). Generally
speaking, junior high learners tend to avoid participating in English learning activities (See
Table 4).

Table 3. Students’ Attitudes towards Autonomous Ability (test value=3)

item N mean SD  Sig. item N mean SD  Sig.

all 130  2.65** 99 .000 al5 130 3.06 4.69 .881

al2 130  3.45** 1.08 .000 al6 130  3.27** 1.01 .003

al3 130  2.72** 99 .002 al7 130  3.25%* .95 .003

al4 130 2.27** 93 .000 al8 130 3.05 1.05 .616

Note: 1=very poor, 2=poor, 3=o0kay, 4=good, 5=very good,
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Table 4. Students’ Attitudes towards Participating English Learning Activities (test value=3)

item N mean SD Sig. item N mean SD Sig.
al9 130 4.10%** .96 .000 a29 130 2.773%%* 1.17 .010
a20 130 3.76%* 1.05 .000 a30 130 2.26%* .98 .000
a2l 130 2.31%* 1.04 .000 a3l 130 3.18 1.17 .087
a22 130 2.33%* 94 .000 a32 130 3.15 1.28 .196
a23 130 2.12%* 95 .000 a33 130 3.52%* 1.25 .000
a24 130 2.89 1.20 .306 a34 130 2.89 1.11 270
a25 130 1.75%* 1.05 .000 a35 130 3.69%* 1.09 .000
a26 130 1.65%* .806 .000 a36 130 2.49%* 1.12 .000
a27 130 1.78%* .76 .000 a37 130 3.02 1.19 .883
a28 130 1.40%* 74 .000

Note: 1=never, 2=seldom, 3=sometimes, 4=often, 5=always
4.3 Relationship between learning strategies and learner autonomy

Table Sexplains that there are positive correlations between language learning autonomy and
six categories of language learning strategies. The results indicate those who have higher
level of autonomy in the ability and activity sections tend to apply language learning
strategies more frequently. The highest significant correlation (r = .74, p< .001) is between
the activity section of autonomy and cognitive strategies, which indicates that learners who
are more autonomous for English learning activities are very likely to use cognitive strategies
often.
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Table 5. Pearson Correlation Analysis: Relationship between the six learning strategies and
three level of English Learning Autonomy.

Learning strategy/ Memory Cognitive Compensation  Metacognitive  Affective Social
strategy strategy strategy strategy strategy strategy

Learning Autonomy

Responsibility 0.104 0.198* 0.071 0.061 -0.036 0.055

Ability 0.356 ** 0.527 ** 0.457 ** 0.524 ** 0.311 ** 0.517 **

Activity 0.523 ** 0.736 ** 0.596 ** 0.665 ** 0.502 ** 0.611 **

Note: **p< .01
5. Conclusion and Suggestions

This study aimed to provide significant evidence on the relationships between learners'
English learning autonomy and their learning strategy use. As shown in the current study,
junior high learners were not frequent users of language learning strategies. Similar to some
previous investigations, Taiwanese learners preferred to use memory strategy (e.g. Chiu,
2014; Oxford, 2003; Yang, 2007). In addition, the strategy that students used least was
affective strategy. It is known that many junior high learners are worried that people may
correct the mistakes they make in learning English, and they also get nervous easily.
Moreover, they may not be willing to share their own learning experiences with others. As a
result, the goal for the English teacher is to help junior high learners overcome the fear of
getting mistakes corrected and to help them be more willing to share their opinions with peers
while learning English. To help students tackle the problems, teachers can encourage or ask
students who is good at English to help those who are not during the tedious learning process.

Another strategy category junior high learners used less frequently was the groups of
metacognitive strategies. It also indicates that participants lack English learning motivation.
English teachers may help learners develop their metacognitive strategies by setting learning
goals, making learning plans, and monitoring and assessing their own learning process.

Generally speaking, participants in the present study had positive attitudes toward learning
responsibility; however, they were not involved in English learning related activities
frequently. One of the reasons might be that they were afraid to speak English. Gradually,
they lost confidence and interest in participating in English learning activities and thus, they
tend to avoid relevant learning activities. Those could be the reasons leading to such
contradictory results.

In order to fully engage students in English classes and then raise their autonomy, English
teachers can allow learners to choose appropriate learning activities they favor and to decide
how long a task will be. Students could also be allowed to discuss learning goals and
materials with the teacher. This method may consequently raise learners’ English learning
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motivation and arouse their interests. In short, English teachers should consider how to give
learners some direction and freedom to inspire their creativity, motivation, and autonomy.
For instance, implementing carefully-structured tasks (e.g. portfolios, designing exam for
themselves) which require students to learn English in their own ways can enhance students’
motivation and facilitate learning as well.

Significant correlations were found among the junior high learners' use of learning strategies
and their level of learning autonomy. The results revealed that learners who had higher levels
of learning abilities and engaged more in learning activities would frequently use language
learning strategies. As a result, English teachers may encourage learners to foster various
English learning habits in order to have more opportunities to acquire English in diversity
ways, such as reading English materials and watching English programs or films. Future
studies could consider to examine the effectiveness of these suggesting approaches in an EFL
classroom.
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