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With its important role in enhancing students’ independence and
engagement in online English classes, encouraging learner autonomy
(LA) has been the target of teachers. Additionally, it is commonly
believed that teachers’ perceptions strongly affect the pedagogical
activities chosen for the classroom, which may accordingly decide the
success of the target set. This paper aimed at investigating teachers’
perceptions in promoting LA in language teaching and learning in
online language classes, specifically at International School, Vietnam
National University, Hanoi. In-depth interviews were conducted for 7
teachers and the results were obtained via thematic analysis. The
insights gained were hoped to improve those teachers’ awareness,
adaptation, and application of suitable pedagogical methods to advance
LA in online classes. Recommendations for educational institutions and
teacher training curriculum developers on supporting teacher
professional development were made subsequently.
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Tinh ty cha cta nguai hoc
Nhan thac cua gi&o vién

Lép hoc ngoai ngit truc tuyén
Hoat dong su pham

Phén tich chuyén dé

Trong céc l6p hoc tiéng Anh truc tuyén, viéc phét huy tinh tu cha cua
ngudi hoc ludn 1a muc tiéu cia cac gido vién dé nang cao tinh doc lap va
thic day sy tham gia cua hoc sinh. Ngoai ra, nhan thic cua gido vién
dugc cho 1a anh huéng manh mé dén cac hoat dong su pham ma ho lya
chon, tir d6 c6 thé quyét dinh sy thanh cong cia muc tiéu di dat ra. Bai
viét nay nhiam muc dich tim hiéu nhan thic cua giéo vién vé viéc thic
day tinh tu chu cua ngudi day va ngudi hoc trong cac 16p hoc ngoai ngir
truc tuyén, cu thé tai Truong Qudc té, Pai hoc Quéc gia Ha Noi. Phong
van sdu duoc thuc hién véi 7 gido vién va thu két qua théng qua phan
tich chuyén dé. Két qua bai viét hy vong s& nang cao nhan thic, kha
nadng thich tng va &p dung cic phuong phap su pham phu hgp cta gido
vién dé nang cao tinh tu chu ciia ngudi hoc trong céc 16p hoc truc tuyén.
Céc khuyén nghi danh cho céc co s& gio duc va nha phét trién chuong
trinh dao tao gido vién vé viéc hd tro phat trién chuyén mon gido vién
cling dugc dé xuat.
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1. Introduction

The ubiquitous influence of internationalization and the advancement of educational technology
in higher education has led to various changes in language learning [1], which includes the
promotion of LA [2] — [4]. Within the area of English language teaching in the 21st century,
autonomous learning is essential in the English as a foreign language (EFL) classroom [5], [6]. Much
literature has, therefore, focused on patterns in which learners can be responsible for their own
learning and types of support which teachers can offer their students to become more autonomous
[7]. In this regard, exploiting technology to foster learners’ autonomy is undeniably potential.

In the context of technological development and force majeure such as the Covid-19
pandemic, online foreign language classes are increasingly popular, and research on autonomous
learning in this environment has been conducted. According to researchers, online learning
creates a friendly and low-anxiety learning environment that allows “all” rather than “some”
students to participate and encourages affective support among peers to increase students’
motivation towards L2 learning [8], [9]. In those online language classes, autonomy is enhanced
through digital tools, interactive platforms, and opportunities for self-assessment. Teachers play a
crucial role by providing clear guidelines, diverse resources, and fostering a supportive virtual
community. They maintain engagement through synchronous and asynchronous communication,
offering timely feedback to ensure motivated and accountable learning.

Recently, in Vietnam, the development of the pedagogy of foreign language learning has
experienced a quick adoption of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs),
constructivism, student-centered learning, active learning and collaborative learning which has
been promoted with one of the goals being fostering the autonomy of learners through their
active exploration of knowledge via the Internet [10]. The outbreak of Covid-19 pandemic in
2019 has fundamentally changed the way people work and study, which did not exclude language
learning. The availability of more learning management systems and various online tools in
Vietnam, like many other countries, has both required and enabled learners to be autonomous.
Accordingly, it is important that teachers are well aware of the concept as well as effective
methods to foster this competence among their learners.

With this concern, in this study, the author attempted to examine the perception of EFL
teachers to promote LA within the context of post-pandemic education with Vietnam National
University, Hanoi-International School to be the case for analysis. Specifically, this research aims
to answer the following question: What are teachers' perceptions of learner autonomy in
language teaching and learning?

1.1. The conceptualization of learner autonomy

Learner autonomy is a long-standing concept and field of science with many developments
and many different definitions. Among those, Holec’s is seen to be the original and prevailing in
the field [11]. According to Holec, learner autonomy is “the ability to take charge of one’s own
learning” and an autonomous learner is able “to have, and to hold the responsibility for all the
decisions concerning all aspects of this learning” [12]. Holec’s definition acts as a guideline for
later definitions of many other researchers [13] — [15]. The following changes focus on different
names of the concept "hold responsibility for all the decisions" and at the same time develop
more thoroughly in the direction of studying psychological aspects of learners, especially the
self-discipline and independent critical thinking of learners.

In the current study, following the quintessential strategy [16], LA is conceptualized as
learners’ willingness and ability to take responsibility for their learning within and beyond the
classroom, including setting goals, planning, practicing, monitoring and evaluating their
learning in interaction and cooperation with others and especially with the support of and
through negotiation with the teacher.
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1.2. The construct of learner autonomy

Many studies have been carried out and many models and theories of autonomous learning
have been accordingly proposed. Based on such a wide range of literature, LA is understood as a
multidimensional construct [15], [17]. Within the scope of this research, four perspectives of LA,
proposed by Benson, P. & Voller, P. (1997) [18] and then supplemented and interpreted by later
researchers [19] - [21] are used.

Specifically, the technical perspective involves a set of learner-independence supporting skills
that help learners acquire knowledge through their discovery and make decisions for their own
learning rather than waiting for knowledge to be passed down from the teacher. The
psychological perspective stands for a personal capacity or a construct of attitudes and abilities
that encourages learners to take on more responsibilities for their own learning. The political-
critical perspective focuses on learners’ access, control, power and ideology in their community.
In language learning, political-critical autonomy stresses control and power of learners over the
learning process as well as the learning content in individual and institutional contexts where the
learning takes place. The socio-cultural perspective focuses on social interaction as a major part
of cognitive and language development [19]. In comparison to the model, initiated Benson, P. &
Voller, P. (1997), this perspective of autonomy no longer emphasizes exclusively the learners
with their independence in decision-making.

1.3. The enhancement of learner autonomy in language learning

Fostering LA involves multiple approaches that empower students to take control of their
learning, of which the resource-based, the technology-based approach, the classroom-based
approach, the curriculum-based approach, the teacher-based approach and the learner-based
approach are the popular ones [22].

2. Methodology
2.1. Participants

Participants in this study were seven full-time and adjunct English instructors in the Department
of Applied Linguistics of the International School, Vietham National University (VNU-IS). The
selection of these participants was based on purposive sampling method, which may establish a
good correspondence between sampling and research questions. The chosen participants included
those who had experience in teaching at least one online English course on the same Learning
Management System at VNU-IS. There is some heterogeneity among this group of teachers in
terms of age and seniority. All participants in the study were females and all had Masters degrees in
TESOL. Three of them had less than three years of teaching experience in the program and four of
them were seniors who had been teaching in the school for more than ten years.

Table 1. Participant demographics

Gender Educational level Seniority
N=7 Male 0 Master Degree 7 < 3 years 3
Female 7 Others 0 >10 years 4

2.2. Data collection

The study employed a qualitative-interpretative research methodology. The main instrument
used for data collection was a semi-structured interview. The interview protocol contained three
main question items, which sought teachers’ perception of LA in online English classes. All
seven participants were acquaintances of either of the two researchers. All participants were
contacted through email or phone and they agreed to have the interview conducted and recorded
via online meeting.

http://jst.tnu.edu.vn 299 Email: jst@tnu.edu.vn



TNU Journal of Science and Technology 229(12): 297 - 303

To ensure that participants could fully express their opinions and thoughts with confidence, as
per the participants’ request, the interviews were conducted in Vietnamese—the participants’ and
the researcher’s first language. Each interview lasted for eleven to fifteen minutes. All interviews
were recorded and fully transcribed verbatim.

2.3. Data analysis

Once the data was transcribed, the process of was conducted in several consecutive steps. The
first step involved listening and reading the written transcripts several times to gain a general idea
about the views and ideas of the participants in each question asked. In the second step, the
transcription of each interview was coded. The codes applied are keywords which were identified
based on the conceptual framework of leaner autonomy, and they were used to organize and
categorise text into themes and sub-themes. The coding process was conducted independently
between the two researchers. The results were then compared among all the interteviews to
identify repeated themes or sub-themes and between the two researchers to ensure the
objectiveness of the process. For any differences in coding between the researchers, discussions
for agreement were held. In the final step, quotes were selected to relevant subcategories and then
translated into English.

3. Results and discussion
3.1. Teachers' perceptions of learner autonomy — The rationale

In response to the questions about the rationale for promoting LA, the participant 3 emphasize
that foreign language learning requires significant interaction and communication, motivating
students to self-study. Classroom time, often limited to 3-4 hours a week, is inadequate for
mastering a language, making self-study crucial for skill development. Additionally, autonomy
leads to better learning outcomes, and foreign language teaching is increasingly student-centered,
with teachers guiding rather than providing all the answers. Participant 2 believed that “it is
necessary to self-absorb, learn, and practice to develop students' foreign language ability.
Foreign language subjects need this ability to serve the purpose of communication and practice”
and Participant 4 shared the same belief “The specific characteristics of learning a foreign
language require a large amount of self-study time, so promoting learning autonomy is even
more important.”. The mentioned approaches are believed to help students engage in activities
independently both in and out of class.

Self-study habits should be cultivated from middle and high school, supported by recent
curricular changes and extracurricular activities.

“In recent years, students have gradually developed the ability to self-study because in the
secondary and high school curriculum, many extracurricular activities as well as learning
activities have been added to support their students. students' self-study. ”

(Participant 3).

It can be seen clearly from participants' answers that societal demands for foreign language
proficiency further highlight the need for students to take responsibility for their learning,
transforming education into a self-driven process. Effective language learning requires extensive
self-study, as classroom instruction alone is insufficient for full language comprehension and use
as “social interaction as a major part of cognitive and language development [17]. Thus,
promoting LA is essential.

3.2. Teachers' perceptions of learner autonomy - From technical and socio-cultural perspective

The majority of participants (6/7) perceive LA from two main perspectives: technical and
socio-cultural. Technically, those participants view LA as a set of skills and strategies that
learners can develop to manage their own learning. This, as those participants believed, includes
the ability to set goals, select appropriate resources, monitor progress, and self-assess which
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“help learners acquire knowledge through their discovery and make decisions for their own
learning rather than waiting for knowledge to be passed down from the teacher” [16]-[18].

As opined by participants 5, 6, 7, “LA is the ability for students to self-control their learning,
including planning, knowing their strengths and weaknesses, knowing how to overcome them,
self-relating, and evaluating their learning” and “LA is the ability of learners self-acquire
surrounding knowledge based on what the teacher teaches and proactively revises it after class,
thereby gaining knowledge for themselves ”, and that “A student with the ability to self-study will
first be very proactive, and know how to set goals, have a learning roadmap, and also know how
to exploit teachers”.

The socio-cultural perspective, according to the teachers, emphasizes the importance of the
learning environment and social interactions in fostering autonomy. Participants recognize that
LA is not only about individual skills but also about a supportive learning context where students
feel empowered to take control of their learning. Our participants believe that LA enhancement
is the development of student potential through interaction and the specific studying environment
in which learners apply their autonomy:

“Learner autonomy can be enhanced in a studying environment where students have chances
to actively take the lead in group work, knows what he is doing with his studies, not just doing
whatever the teacher tells him to do and they can voluntarily raise questions to the teacher and
the whole class for discussion and have tendency to help others be more motivated to study and
support other students”.

(Participant 3)

Mentioning LA in online classes, being well-understood that ‘“online learning creates a
friendly and low-anxiety learning environment that allows “all” rather than “some” students to
participate and encourages affective support among peers to increase students’ motivation towards
L2 learning [20], [21], surveyed participants perceived that with the absence of a physical
classroom and direct supervision from teachers, students must manage their schedules, navigate
digital resources, and maintain motivation independently. This shift necessitates the development
of strong self-regulation skills, including goal setting, progress monitoring, and resource seeking.

The virtual learning environment demands that students take greater responsibility for their
educational progress: “Online learning requires more self-study activities and personalized
activities require students to be active while learning online” (Participant 1). Participants
claimed that they have to exhibit greater flexibility and creativity in online teaching
environments. Designing effective instructional activities and assessments suitable for online
delivery is crucial. Traditional classroom drills and activities are adapted for digital formats,
utilizing interactive tools, multimedia content, and virtual group work to engage students.
Additionally, innovative assessment methods are required to evaluate student work
comprehensively. Teachers must invest more effort in supervising and supporting students
remotely, ensuring that they remain on track and engaged with the coursework:

“Activities that | design to increase students' self-study are different, offline classroom
activities are more diverse and different games to play in groups, pairs, writing can also be
collaborated writing, but online to design grouping activities are time consuming and less
effective. For example, on MS Teams, we often send students to the breakout rooms, the teacher
has to constantly come in to watch and remind, but it's not really effective™.

(Participant 5)

One significant challenge in online learning, as emphasized by the participants, is the difficulty
in measuring the success and effectiveness of teaching and learning activities. Unlike traditional
classrooms, where teachers can observe students' immediate reactions and provide instant
feedback, online classes often lack this direct interaction. This makes it harder to accurately gauge
student understanding and engagement. Teachers may need to employ varied and frequent
assessments, such as quizzes, discussion posts, and project submissions, to monitor progress.
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“In general, it is still necessary to have a clear plan when teaching online, teachers have to
control students more carefully. For example, when assigning homework, you need to make sure
that you can control whether your students have done it or how they do it because online testing
will be very difficult. We have to rely on software like Google Form to control whether students
are actually doing it or not, and the exercises must be designed in ways that students cannot copy
or use answers available online”.

(Participant 4)

Despite these efforts, obviously, the lack of face-to-face interaction complicates the
assessment of the true impact of pedagogical techniques on LA and overall learning outcomes.

4. Conclusion

This research aims at examining teachers' perceptions of LA in language teaching and
learning. By applying a qualitative-interpretative research methodology, the data was collected
from semi-structured interviews with 7 teaching staff from the Faculty of Applied Linguistics at
Vietnam National University, Hanoi-International School. Results from thematic data analysis
showed diverse and insufficient understanding of the concept of LA. Various rationales were also
mentioned for the promotion of LA in online EFL classes. However, participants showed more
negative than positive attitude toward the online learning environment in terms of supporting LA.
The participants also reported challenges they met when implementing LA activities in ELF
online classes, among which a lack of consistent guidelines and policies as well as insufficient
LA related professional training were the two most significant obstacles. Therefore, it is
recommended that school authorities should be well aware of the importance of LA in EFL
classes, especially when conducted in an online learning environment, so that they can build
suitable policies, guidelines and offer relevant professional training in a consistent way to assist
EFL teachers to develop LA effectively.
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