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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation examines how English language learners in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

(KSA) realize learner autonomy, especially in the context of the learner’s meaning development 

via purposeful vocabulary acquisition. This project is a qualitative case study that engages both 

teachers and English learners as subjects over a prolonged period of time, examining their 

teaching and learning practices, agentive roles in language development, and strategies in 

accessing and developing meaning. It investigates EFL students’ perceptions and applications of 

autonomous learning strategies for the purpose of English vocabulary development, as well as 

their adapted methods for learning English. This research draws on a social constructivist 

framework and transformative learning theory, both of which approach the learner as an agentive 

self and in the sociocultural context of language learning. Data collection took place at the 

Female University Campus in the KSA. It includes face-to-face semistructured interviews of 8 

students and 6 teachers from two different classrooms, classroom observations (of the 8 students 

and 2 of the 6 teachers), and audio recordings of instructional practices. It also examines the 

student participants’ reflections on specific English coursework and English learning 

autobiographies. The findings reveal that the implementation of autonomous learning is a 

significant factor in students’ intrinsic engagement and motivation to develop vocabulary 

knowledge. The findings also confirm the students’ appreciation of the English language and 

showed how various autonomous learning methods developed their sense of self-possession. 

This study aims to offer guidance to language teachers and researchers who advocate for learner 

autonomy theory and innovative classroom practices. It recommends new strategies for 

cultivating learner autonomy in English education, both in the KSA classroom and elsewhere. 

Keywords: learning autonomy, vocabulary development, independent learning, foreign 

language learning, language learning perceptions, EFL teachers, classroom practices 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

The French philosopher, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, makes an important observation about 

human learning: 

Make your pupil attend to the phenomena of nature, and you will soon arouse his 

curiosity. But to nourish this curiosity, be in no hurry to satisfy it. Suggest problems but 

leave the solving of them to him. Whatever he knows, he should know not because you 

have told him, but because he has grasped it himself. Do not teach him science: let him 

discover it. If ever you substitute authority for reason in his mind, he will stop reasoning, 

and become the victim of other people’s opinions... (Boyd, 1958, pp. 73–76) 

Rousseau makes it clear that learners should take responsibility for their own learning. His 

thoughts align with the learner autonomy approach, which has been shown to lead to success in 

learning and development within and across multiple subject areas in education (see, for 

example, Nguyen & Gu, 2013; Tok, 2011). The benefits of learner autonomy have been studied 

in a variety of domains, such as self-assessment (Gholami, 2016), self-monitoring (McCrocklin, 

2016), blogging (Bhattacharya & Chauhan, 2010; Lee, 2011), and teacher development (Devi, 

2014). Furthermore, areas of learning and development, such as speech recognition (McCrocklin, 

2016), writing (Abbasian & Bahmani, 2014; Ng, Confessore, & Abdullah, 2012), test-taking 

skills (Shahriar, 2013), digital literacy (Ting, 2015), and multiliteracy skills development (Fuchs, 

Hauck, & Müller-Hartmann, 2012) have been studied within autonomous learning. 

This dissertation draws on the work of many scholars who study learner autonomy in 

English vocabulary learning, especially in a context where English is not the first language (e.g., 

Abadi & Baradaran, 2013; Agustín-Llach & Alonso, 2017; Faramarzi, Elekaei, & Tabrizi, 2016; 

Haddad, 2016; Kaur, 2013; McCrostie, 2007; Naraghi & Seyyedrezaei, 2015; Nosratinia & 

Zaker, 2015, Razavi & Amirian, 2016; Scott-Monkhouse, 2012; Shams, 2013; Stockwell, 2011; 

Sullivan, 2011; Tuan, 2011; Vela & Rushidi, 2016; Walters & Bozkurt, 2009). These scholars 

theorize that vocabulary learning necessitates autonomous learning to self-select and self-apply 
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vocabulary knowledge in various real-life contexts. They also state that giving students the 

freedom to engage in informal and anxiety-free contexts will develop their vocabulary 

acquisition and foster meaning-making for new vocabulary, thereby leading, for example, to 

higher levels of literacy. 

Learner autonomy is defined as a learner’s readiness and competence in taking 

accountability for suggesting, implementing, monitoring, and assessing his/her learning in 

responsibilities, which are constructed in cooperation with, and with support from, the teacher. 

The ways in which we organize the practice of teaching and learning have an important influence 

on the development of autonomy among our learners. Therefore, it is crucial for teachers to 

realize the effectiveness of enhancing learning vocabulary. Similar to the aforementioned 

studies, this dissertation aims to explore English language learning and learner autonomy in the 

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia (KSA) at the university level among female learners. Studies of 

learner autonomy and vocabulary acquisition have not received the same attention within the 

KSA as in other countries. As such, the present study aims to address the paucity of literature 

dealing specifically with learner autonomy and vocabulary development within English language 

learning at the university level in the KSA. 

Purposefully, the current investigation is a classroom-based study that examines the 

extent of applying learner autonomy in two contexts—a teacher-centered approach to language 

education, in which a teacher-centered classroom is not supporting learner autonomy, and a 

student-centered classroom, where the teacher is using some autonomous learning strategies. The 

present study mainly explores the roles and insights of teachers of English as a Foreign 

Language (EFL) in promoting learner autonomy in vocabulary development in the KSA. An 

additional goal is to investigate EFL students’ perceptions and applications of autonomous 
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learning strategies for the purpose of English vocabulary development as well as their most 

preferred method for learning English. 

Learner Autonomy and Its Significance 

Learner autonomy has been a major area of interest in language teaching and learning. 

Holec (1981), within the council of Europe’s modern language project, defines learner autonomy 

as “the ability to take charge of one’s own learning” (p. 3) and suggests that it is a legitimate and 

desirable goal of language education. Benson (2001) argues that learners who lack autonomy are 

incapable of developing appropriate learning situations and self-preparation. From the word 

‘autonomy,’ it is understood that this learning process will require the personal initiative of the 

learner. It should be recognized that autonomy is multidimensional and has different results in 

different learning situations; however, generally speaking, research has demonstrated that 

autonomous learning allows learners to make the best use of learning opportunities both inside 

and outside the classroom (e.g., Benson, 2001; Little, 2007). When learners take control of their 

own learning, such as reflecting on their writing, they will likely learn better and in a manner that 

can make their learning journey memorable because it is guided by the learners themselves 

(Douillard, 2002). 

Haddad (2016) stresses the significance of learner autonomy in vocabulary learning. He 

argues that when learners identify language learning strategies, they gradually develop their 

autonomy through individual selection and application of different words in diverse contexts. 

The idea of learner autonomy suggests that students have freedom and independence to study on 

their own, as guided by the curriculum that the teacher provides. Autonomy in language learning 

allows room for creativity and stimulation on behalf of the learners. With the help of teachers, 
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learner autonomy may be the most effective method of improving the vocabulary development 

of students (Tuan, 2011). 

When learners develop creativity and innovativeness, they become self-reliant (Yan, 

2012); in the same study, Yan (2012) urges teachers to help students become independent. He 

says that, in the autonomous learning setting, “The teachers must shift their roles from a 

dominator to a director and let the students learn positively” (Yan, 2012, p. 562). When students 

learn vocabulary autonomously, they tend to search for the right pronunciation of words, as well 

as spelling, without being affected by the cultural background of the teacher, making his or her 

pronunciation or reading the only source of input. Additionally, considering the workload that 

teachers have during lesson preparation, they may fail to provide adequate instruction for all 

students. Therefore, the practical way of studying and answering this problem is by providing 

methods for teachers to foster learner autonomy. For instance, using technology to help guide 

learners in their vocabulary development is one of the methods that teachers can adopt to 

facilitate the progress of learner autonomy (Muchlis, 2015). Consequently, EFL students can 

expand their vocabulary as well as develop their scope of knowledge with the help of 

technology. 

Why is Learner Autonomy Important in Vocabulary Development? 

English language acquisition requires the skills to perceive and understand the language 

as well as to communicate using words and sentences (Ellis, 1994). Vocabulary learning is at the 

core of English language acquisition, as learners cannot communicate orally or verbally without 

using fundamental and academic vocabulary. Because effective vocabulary learning requires 

learning the language inside and outside the classroom, it requires that learners become 

autonomous and make conscious efforts to learn vocabulary on their own. Arabic students also 
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consider English language learning to be a challenging and complicated mission due its different 

grammar, phonetics, spelling, and vocabulary usage (Alrashidi & Phan, 2015). Thus, learner 

autonomy is extremely significant in enhancing vocabulary knowledge as target-language input 

is often limited to the second language classrooms; and yet, a greater abundance of exposure is 

generally required for language skills to develop efficiently. When teachers adopt pedagogical 

reforms to effectively guide learners to be independent in the language learning process, students 

may be able to attain comprehensible input and meaningful discourse. 

Little (2007) confirms that language learner autonomy is realized when “the development 

of learner autonomy and the growth of target language proficiency are not only mutually 

supporting but fully integrated with each other” (p. 15). When the learner initiates the learning 

process, he or she will be responsible for making sense of various vocabulary in different 

contexts and fully comprehending the meaning of each word with its appropriate contextual 

usage (Alrashidi & Phan, 2015). The questions that may linger in many learners’ minds are 

whether, through autonomy, they will grasp all that they are required to grasp and whether they 

will attain proper knowledge of the English language. 

How Can Learners Become Autonomous in Vocabulary Development? 

When learners of English as a foreign language realize that any foreign language 

necessitates learning its words, spelling, and usage, they will appreciate the importance of 

promoting learner autonomy to identify and use words in different oral or written contexts. 

Learner autonomy in vocabulary learning is central, as it gives the learner many ‘privileges,’ 

such as self-motivation, that lead to more effective vocabulary learning. Additionally, learner 

autonomy opens up opportunities for English communication in a foreign setting and helps to 

meet the diverse needs of learners at all levels. Learner autonomy also supports students’ 
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readiness for active language learning (Haddad, 2016). As such, the vocabulary learning process 

runs through the learners’ own reflection and perception of the best working strategies in 

language learning. 

It is significant to note that learner autonomy in this study is situated within a social 

practice rather than an individual act. In individualized autonomous learning, learners are fully 

on their own and they receive no guidance from the teacher. On the other hand, in socialized 

autonomous learning, learners are monitored and guided by the teacher while they have freedom 

of choice in learning. Therefore, while learners are encouraged to practice autonomy through 

interdependence and collaboration, their practice should occur within a social context (Little, 

2007). More importantly, Toohey and Norton (2003) state that “autonomous learners have 

variable motivations, learning styles, cognitive traits, strategies and personality orientations that 

are seen as causal of their success or failure in language learning” (p. 58). As such, learners are 

responsible for choosing their own working strategies in vocabulary learning and applying them 

within a social context that can construct individuals and their learning. 

According to Brockett and Hiemstra’s (1991) theoretical self-directed learning (SDL) 

perspective, learners are expected to have a level of autonomy that allows them to play a major 

role in their own vocabulary learning and to take responsibility for knowing when, how, and why 

to apply knowledge. This perspective constitutes a series of learning processes that entail 

“planning, implementing, and evaluating a learning experience” (p. 24) and is a fundamental part 

of adult education and lifelong learning. Moreover, Du (2013) stresses that, although school 

teaching instruction plays an important role in shaping individuals’ learning development, 

students have the choice to be autonomous learners beyond the classroom but not necessarily 

inside the classroom. In independent vocabulary learning, students are required not only to know 



 

 

 

7 LEARNER AUTONOMY IN VOCABULARY DEVELOPMENT 

new words but also to know their parts of speech, examples of usage in situations, and 

applications of vocabulary within different contexts. Schmitt (1997) proposed a taxonomy of 

second language vocabulary learning strategies that is divided into two main categories: these 

include “strategies for the discovery of a new word’s meaning” (p. 7) (e.g., analyze part of 

speech, affixes and roots, and check for L1 cognate) and “strategies for consolidating a word 

once it has been encountered” (p. 7). For example, when learners interact with native speakers, 

connect a word to a personal experience, and connect the word to its synonyms and antonyms, 

they will feel authoritative in their own learning development. 

Background and Context 

I selected second language acquisition as an area of investigation because of my own 

educational background. From kindergarten to college, I experienced the education system in the 

KSA, which centered on memorizing textbook material rather than the application and 

exploration of specific subject content. Similarly, because my past education focused on short-

term memory, it is not easy for me to recall most of what I learned in school. In addition, as a 

student, I faced situations in which I expected my voice, identity, and thoughts to be appreciated 

and respected, but they were mostly neglected. The Saudi classroom setting is mostly teacher-

centered instead of student-centered. This environment heavily influenced my creative learning 

process (Isman, Abanmy, Hussein, & Al Saadany, 2012). 

Furthermore, as an EFL student, I struggled to learn the English language for 4 years. I 

have now learned that school lectures and materials are inadequate for learning the language 

because teachers should allow students to actively and independently engage in the design, 

process, and outcome of their learning. Therefore, I began to improve my English vocabulary 

skills on my own by reading for fun, by choosing academic vocabulary textbooks, by watching 
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documentaries and science-fiction movies, and by playing educational games. These activities 

have meaningfully improved my vocabulary knowledge, specifically, and my learning process, 

generally. These activities also stimulated an interest in learning that made it easier to utilize 

other autonomous learning strategies. Another strategy I have used is when I am walking, I often 

think about a movie and the words that were used to convey certain messages. I think about how 

I would use these words in a similar context. 

Teachers are responsible for creating a curriculum that provides necessary information on 

the subject of English. Learner autonomy can be affected through proper curriculum 

development that will guide learners on the right path of improving their vocabulary knowledge. 

Researchers found methods or strategies fostering learner autonomy to be effective for 

vocabulary development (e.g., Abadi & Baradaran, 2013; Agustín-Llach & Alonso, 2017; 

Faramarzi et al., 2016; Haddad, 2016; Kaur, 2013; McCrostie, 2007; Shams, 2013; Stockwell, 

2011; Sullivan, 2011; Tuan, 2011; Vela & Rushidi, 2016; Walters & Bozkurt, 2009). The reason 

that students’ accountability in learning is significant is that students are constrained to listen 

more and practice less in a lecture-based classroom; therefore, the need for the students to 

explore, expand, and use their vocabulary knowledge in authentic situations is fundamental. 

Vocabulary Development and Autonomy in Learning in the Context of the KSA 

Learner autonomy is particularly important in the context of the KSA where there is more 

emphasis on teacher-centered learning and not on learner-centered pedagogy (Al-Seghayer, 

2011). In the KSA, the English language is a required subject in public schools from the 

elementary level through the college level. In public elementary schools (4th grade–6th grade), 

“students have two 45-minute English classes a week. However, in intermediate and secondary 

stages, the number of classes increases to four classes per week, and each class lasts for 45 
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minutes” (Alrashidi & Phan, 2015, p. 37). As such, English language instruction at the university 

level in the KSA primarily concentrates on students who want to specialize in English-only 

majors, such as English linguistics, translation, English literature, and other scientific and 

medical majors. Based on the available majors and rules, some students of other majors, such as 

communication and education, have the option to take one English course each year as an 

elective. Therefore, my personal interest in this research is to explore how autonomous learners 

shoulder the responsibility of their own learning of vocabulary in a customized way that meets 

the learners’ needs and their level of English comprehension. 

Learner Autonomy as a Social Phenomenon 

It is significant to clarify that this study is intended to explore EFL learning and learners 

in a social context. As such, the establishment of their own identification and authority of some 

parts of their learning process occurs within a social context. Benson (2011) stresses that 

autonomous learning is situated within social learning strategies inside and outside the classroom 

environment. He offers some traits of autonomous learners, such as understanding word usage 

within social contexts, using best learning approaches to convey meaning, and evaluating their 

own decision-making process. It is also worth mentioning that the teacher’s role in autonomous 

learning is not passive; it is an active involvement that necessitates direct and indirect guidance, 

feedback, and assessment. The teacher is mainly a mentor, trainer, and enabler of students’ 

individually directed practice. As Pichugova, Stepura, and Pravosudov (2016) state, “It is not 

realistic to expect students to take responsibility for their learning from one day, or even month, 

to the next” (p. 4). Promoting learner autonomy inside the classroom requires extensive time, 

planning, and teaching approaches that primarily depend on the teacher. Autonomy also develops 

progressively through the development of a set of skills, such as “metacognitive skills which 
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relate to capacity for critical reflection, decision-making, independent action and transferring 

what they have learnt to other contexts of learning” (Pichugova et al., 2016, p. 2). Therefore, for 

students to master these essential skills, they have to get the right guidance from their teacher. 

Learners are, therefore, challenged to monitor their language learning by getting the teacher’s 

support when needed, reflecting on their own intellectual process, assessing their performance, 

and making significant choices regarding their English learning development. 

Definitions of Most Commonly Used Terms 

Autonomous language learning: Autonomous language learning is an act of learning whereby 

driven learners intentionally make informed choice about that learning (Reinders, 2006). 

English as foreign language: English as a foreign language (EFL) is used for nonnative English 

speakers who are learning English in a non-English-speaking country. 

Learner autonomy: Learner autonomy is “the ability to take charge of one’s own learning” 

(Holec, 1981, p. 3). Nunan (1995) defines learner autonomy as “learners who have reached a 

point where they are able to define their own goals and create their own learning opportunities 

have, by definition, become autonomous” (p.145). 

Self-directed learning: Self-directed learning is learning in which the learners have ownership 

and control over their learning development (Reinders, 2006). 

Audience for the Study 

The first audience for this study is English language scholars. Scholars will benefit from 

the findings regarding the understanding of autonomous vocabulary learning. Because there is a 

gap in the literature regarding the application of learner autonomy in the development of English 

language learners’ vocabulary knowledge in the KSA, this study will use interviews, reflective 

statements, learning autobiographies, and classroom observations that will be situated within two 
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classrooms: a teacher-based classroom and a student-directed classroom. The findings can offer 

ways to explore autonomy and facilitate it through pedagogical intervention. 

The second audience for this study is curriculum designers and educators. This study is 

important for teachers and learners in language education; that is, those who are acquiring a 

foreign language. Learning a second language is not the same as learning math. The literature 

suggests research-based learning strategies that might be beneficial to EFL course designers and 

teachers when preparing course syllabi, classroom organization, and activities. It also provides 

information regarding teacher-development training and possible effects of fostering learner 

autonomy. 

Furthermore, this study will provide some learner autonomy strategies in teaching and 

learning both inside and outside of the university-level classrooms. Therefore, students in general 

from different educational backgrounds might benefit from reading adapted learning practices 

and applying what they think may work best for their learning development. As such, this study 

is not only targeted to foreign and second language learners but also those studying broadly 

across content areas—to any student who may potentially benefit from increased autonomy in 

learning. 

This dissertation aims to examine EFL teachers’ perceptions regarding the most effective 

English vocabulary learning techniques and the extent to which learner autonomy is promoted in 

two different English language classrooms in the KSA. It also aims to explore the students’ 

views of autonomous learning and their investment in learning English. 

In this study, I address the following research questions: 

1. What are the female EFL teachers’ perceptions regarding the most effective methods in 

English vocabulary learning? 
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2. To what extent, if any, do female EFL teachers in the two different university English 

language classrooms promote learner autonomy, with special attention to the domain of 

vocabulary development? 

3. What are the female students’ perceptions regarding autonomous learning strategies in 

English vocabulary learning? 

a. At the end of one semester, how do the students evaluate the autonomy-fostering 

activities, if there are any, in terms of motivational value and usefulness? 

4. To what extent, if any, do female EFL students at the university deploy autonomous 

learning strategies while learning English (especially vocabulary) in a foreign language 

context? 

a. What are the female students’ investments in English language learning? What 

strategies or approaches have they adopted to achieve their current level of 

proficiency? 

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

There is a large body of research delineating desirability of learner autonomy. Much of 

this scholarship has focused on how learner autonomy can be effectively achieved, particularly 

through varied instruction. However, little emphasis has been put on how the developed guides 

are applied with language skills, such as vocabulary development, and how the developed guides 

would be effective in the KSA’s classrooms. Therefore, scholars have suggested that, above all, 

we need to understand learner autonomy (Little, 2007) so that teachers can promote it. The 

curriculum is one of the various tools that can be employed to foster successful autonomy. A 

review of the literature regarding the concept and methods of promoting learner autonomy in 
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vocabulary development will be presented in what follows and the synthesized findings will be 

discussed. 

Learner Autonomy in Language Education 

Origins and Definitions of Learner Autonomy 

Many theoretical frameworks have shaped the idea of students’ autonomy. John Dewey 

(1916) established the foundation for the development of learner autonomy in his book, 

Democracy and Education. He highlights the importance of generating a supportive teaching 

environment that promotes students’ persistence in learning rather than the pure acquisition of 

knowledge and subject matter (Benson, 2001). However, the idea of learner autonomy was not 

fully developed until the 1970s when Rubin (1975) attempted to identify the characteristics of 

successful language learners. Rubin believed that such characteristics, skills, and strategies could 

be taught to less successful learners. Later, Holec (1981) coined the term “learner autonomy,” 

defining it as “taking control over one’s learning” (p. 3), which encourages learners to find their 

own way of learning and, ultimately, to ease the learning process. In the learning context, Little 

(2007) clarifies markers of students’ independence as the ability to ask and negotiate as a 

practice of learner autonomy in which it is “a capacity for reflection, and a readiness to be 

proactive in self-management and in interaction with others” (p. 176). The concept of learner 

autonomy has Western origins. The different scholarly perspectives on learner autonomy in 

language education are organized and presented in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Definitions of Autonomy in Learning 

Author(s) Definition 

Holec (1981) “The ability to take charge of one’s own learning” (p. 3). 
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Ryan (1991) “Autonomy as a process of self-determination or self-regulation” (p. 

210). 

Dickinson (1993) Dickinson (1993) defines a condition in which the learner is totally in 

charge of all the learning decisions as an autonomous learner. 

Littlewood Autonomy is “a framework which includes the concept of 

(1999) relatedness; that is, people need to feel not only autonomous but also 

part of a social network” (p. 74). 
Benson “A multidimensional capacity that will take different forms for 
(2001) different individuals, and even for the same individual in different 

contexts or at different times” (p. 47). 

Scharle & Szabó Scharle & Szabó (2000) see autonomy as a developmental process 

(2000) that has three stages: responsiveness, change of behaviors, and 

shifting of roles. 

Little (2007) Little (2007) clarifies markers of students’ independence as the 

ability to ask and negotiate as a practice of learner autonomy in 

which it is “a capacity for reflection, and a readiness to be proactive 
in self-management and in interaction with others” (p. 176). 

While the above definitions of learner autonomy in language learning generally converge in 

terms of learners’ independence in learning, they are notoriously different in their roles. 

Autonomous learners are willing to be active and independent participants; they are the agents of 

their own learning development; they take initiative in developing learning activities; they 

interact as individual and social characters; they evaluate and assess their own learning 

development. General characteristics of autonomous learners are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2 

Characteristics of an Autonomous Learner 

Author Characteristics of autonomous learners 

Ryan (1991) • Authentic support in learning 

• Opportunities to make decisions 

• Independence within social context 

Littlewood “We can define an autonomous person as one who has an 

(1996) independent capacity to make and carry out the choices which 

govern his or her actions. This capacity depends on two main 

components: ability and willingness” (p. 428). 
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Benson & Voller Benson and Voller mention that autonomy has been used in the 

(1997) literature at least five ways: “(a) situations where learners study 

on their own; (b) as a set of skills that can be learned and 

applied in self-directed learning; (c) inborn capacity which is 

suppressed by institutional education; (d) the exercise of 

learners’ responsibility for their own learning; or (e) the right 

of learners to determine the direction of their own learning” 
(pp. 1–2). 

Nunan “The fully autonomous learner, therefore, operates 

independently of classroom, teacher or textbook” (p. 193). (1995) 

Gardner & “Those who ‘initiate the planning and implementation of their 
own learning program’” (p. vii). Miller (1999) 

“Autonomous learners are responsible, flexible, and curious; Pichugova, 
they see the need to learn, hold positive attitude towards Stepura & 
learning, set their own objectives, plan their own learning, Pravosudov 
explore available learning opportunities and resources, use a(2016) 
variety of strategies, interact effectively with others, monitor 

their progress, reflect on and evaluate their learning, rationalize 

their actions, are aware of alternative learning strategies, are 

aware of their cognitive abilities and learning style, transfer 

what they have learned to wider contexts and, finally, 

appreciate that their own efforts are crucial to progress in 

learning and behave accordingly” (p. 2). 

Some characteristics of learner autonomy drawn from social constructivism and 

transformative learning theories, as well as clarification of the features of independent learners 

summarized from Dickinson (1993), Duffy and Jonassen (1992), Littlewood (1996), Mezirow 

(2000), and Ryan (1991), which are exemplified below: 

• Students initiate their learning process (e.g., reflect, suggest, modify, and select 

specific learning tasks). 

• Students formulate their own learning objectives and teachers amend the learning 

objectives based on students’ understandings and needs. 

• Students are responsible, flexible, and curious; they see the need to learn, hold 

positive attitudes towards learning, and set their own objectives. 

• Students’ prior knowledge is accessed and activated. 

• Students are questioning, analyzing, exploring, and employing a central role in 

facilitating and controlling their own learning. 

• Students are self-motivated to learn. 

• Students make use of appropriate learning strategies. 
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• Students identify strategies that are not working for them and explore some 

alternatives. 

• Students monitor their progress, reflect on and evaluate their learning, and rationalize 

their actions. 

• Students think critically and engage in critical reflection. 

• Students’ mistakes are accepted as part of learning. 

• Students participate in authentic learning. 

• Students are given opportunities to make decisions. 

• Students’ capacity of selections is based on ability and willingness. 

• Students are guided by the teacher to be confident in new roles and activities. 

• Students are encouraged by the teacher to participate in reflection and open dialogue. 

In surveying previous work related to the development of learner autonomy, Littlewood 

(1996) summarizes some features of autonomous learners in educational settings. Learners are 

independent and they seek out ways to explore knowledge and solve problems both inside and 

outside the classroom. They are driven by their intrinsic motivation to learn and they adjust their 

learning objectives to fit their needs and abilities. They are also accountable for their learning, 

willing to take the risk, actively involved in learning, and continuously evaluate their own 

learning. 

The teachers’ role in autonomous learning is more demanding and challenging because 

they wisely provide constructive guidance for learners, which takes place both inside and outside 

of the classroom. Also, Little (2007) argues that to understand learner autonomy, teachers need 

to classify not only its factors but also its dimensions. As such, part of the teachers’ role in 

autonomous learning is to consider students’ autonomy in individual, social, psychological, and 

political dimensions, and also to consider that teaching and learning contexts entail different 

approaches to the development of learner autonomy. 

Research on Learner Autonomy 

In their text, Ambrose, Bridges, DiPietro, Lovett, and Norman (2010) state that to 

become self-directed learners, students first require many stages of teacher guidance. These 
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stages are directed but not controlled by the teachers; rather teachers act as facilitators in 

accessing students’ prior knowledge, helping students mentally organize knowledge, and 

motivating and guiding students to desire learning new information. They also assist students in 

developing mastery in learning how to acquire component skills and practice in authentic real-

life situations, establishing goal-directed lessons with enhanced feedback, and acknowledging 

students’ social, emotional, and intellectual learning environments. These steps are the 

preparatory stages in the learning process to train autonomous learners who can navigate what, 

why, how, and when to learn effectively. Ambrose et al. offer a beneficial framework for how 

learners learn effectively. Each of these principles is summarized in Figure 1. 

Figure 1. Seven research-based principles for smart teaching. Adapted from: Ambrose et al. 

(2010). 

After students acquire the skills to become autonomous learners, they can begin working 

on their English language development. Students utilize vocabulary in different contexts when 

they initiate, formulate, negotiate, and evaluate their learning outcomes. This is significant, as 

vocabulary skills are usually taught implicitly within the four English skills—reading, writing, 

listening, and speaking. These words or expressions are the first knowledge needed to speak or 



 

 

 

 

18 LEARNER AUTONOMY IN VOCABULARY DEVELOPMENT 

comprehend a language (Akbari, 2012), as a deficiency of vocabulary knowledge will influence 

all four language skills. From the perspective of Ambrose et al. (2010), learning works by 

tapping into students’ prior knowledge for cross-language transfer and comparison. Students can 

use their native language vocabulary to scaffold meaning, parts of speech, and usage of their 

second or foreign language. Strategic learning applications, such as building cultural awareness 

around the target language and using concept mapping to learn words with multiple meanings, 

allow students to evaluate, synthesize, and expand their English vocabulary. 

In the following scholarly articles, books, and empirical studies, there are explanations of 

teachers’ and students’ roles in autonomous learning as opposed to the teacher-centered 

approach. Further, there are ways in which teachers can adapt to promote learner autonomy to 

develop either learning vocabulary or learning any English skill that entails vocabulary 

knowledge. 

Teachers’ Role in Fostering Students’ Autonomy 

In traditional language teaching, teachers play a larger role compared to students. Yan 

(2012) emphasizes that the teacher is evaluated based on the amount of knowledge that she or he 

is able to transfer to the students. In this sense, teachers are the knowledge-givers who dominate 

the class from the start to finish. However, for learner autonomy, the teacher’s role is shifted 

from teacher-focused to student-focused instruction. The teacher is still engaged, but her or his 

role changes when choosing appropriate methods to promote learner autonomy. Yan stresses that 

“the teacher must believe in the students, respect them and create suitable education, making the 

class a one of discussion equally and cooperate friendly” (p. 562). He concludes that there are 

different teacher roles that can enhance learner autonomy, which include (a) the facilitator— 

someone who can be the psychosocial provider, technical worker, motivator, and guide to assist 
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the learners in overcoming their difficulties; (b) manager and organizer—someone who can 

organize different activities and games that meet the learners’ desires and expectations; and (c) 

counselor—someone who can reduce anxiety by giving advice to the individual learners on how 

to achieve more effective learning outcomes. 

Teachers’ awareness. Conversely, while the concept of personal autonomy is admired 

by many scholars and has gained significant attention in educational theory, Swaine (2012) 

conducted an argumentative study aimed at clarifying the core conception of learner autonomy. 

Swaine asserts that the critical approach to promoting learner autonomy might damage students’ 

own perspectives and that their ethical identities as learners might be at risk of falling into false 

decisions in regard to their own learning. Therefore, it is debatable whether encouraging learners 

to be autonomous in their learning process will lead to success. Also, Little (2007) points out, 

“few learners will arrive at their first class ready to take complete charge of their own learning; 

for most, self-management in learning will be something they have to learn, to begin with by 

taking very small steps” (p. 23). Therefore, the teacher’s mission is to detect students’ areas of 

strength and weakness from the beginning so she or he can allow the students to guide their own 

learning development. This calls for careful consideration: when teachers promote learner 

autonomy without paying attention to students’ various learning abilities, social, cultural, and 

emotional status, learner autonomy may hinder their learning process instead of developing it. 

Despite some concerns in relation to the accurate preparedness of promoting learner 

autonomy inside the classroom, the data yielded by Kristmanson, Lafargue, and Culligan (2013); 

Li (2015); Munzur (2012); and Schuster (2012) provide convincing evidence of the need for 

autonomous learning in schools as it can be implemented using multimodal educational tools. 

These studies were designed to explore how assessment tools, such as building an English 
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language portfolio and portfolio assessment, diaries, and private learning sessions, could support 

learner autonomy in vocabulary development. The researchers exemplified some characteristics 

of learner autonomy, theoretical structures, concepts, and authentic learning practice. The 

findings suggested that there are significant differences in the implementation of learner 

autonomy within different schools in Austria, China, and the U.S. Their findings show that 

teachers should have intercultural awareness and reveal an understanding of how EFL students 

develop their learning process, through creating portfolios and class participation, in which these 

two ideas (portfolios and class participation) can help in fostering learning autonomy. These 

studies help expand the understanding of the role of the teacher in developing learner autonomy 

as they act as facilitators, assistants, or counselors. 

Reconnoitering process. EFL teachers work with a variety of learners who have cultural, 

linguistic, intellectual, or other differences. Therefore, it is important for English teachers to be 

involved in a reconnoitering process in order to be familiar with learners’ backgrounds and plan 

for both specific and general learning objectives (Alrashidi & Phan, 2015). A general idea of the 

students’ English level and understanding of basic subject matter will give teachers opportunities 

to plan specific learning goals instead of general learning objectives. In the KSA school context, 

there are students who learn English as their second language, while for others it is their third or 

fourth language. Teachers find that they should adjust their language teaching approaches for 

different students in different learning circumstances. Some teachers believe that the native 

language, Arabic, should be used to assist the understanding of the foreign language and to help 

students discover the best way of learning English vocabulary (Alrashidi & Phan, 2015). 

Therefore, teachers cannot depend on the students’ ability to comprehend lexical terms without 

guiding them into various practical methods for learning vocabulary. Benson suggests that 
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students should be asked to govern their own vocabulary development by selecting their 

appropriate learning methods and by continually practicing in authentic situations (Benson, 

2007). 

A study by Lengkanawati (2017) stresses the significance of training teachers on how to 

use autonomous learning strategies in the EFL context. This is extremely significant as the lack 

of autonomous learning experience results in inadequate proficiency in English learning. Data 

collection used 58 questionnaires of Indonesian EFL teachers who strongly agreed that learner 

autonomy may be improved by activities such as studying independently in the library, 

practicing English outside the classroom, assessing their own work, and using the technology to 

develop their language skills autonomously. The finding of the study suggests instructive 

implications that place the teacher’s preparation for facilitating learner autonomy in an EFL 

setting as the first step. Then, teachers should motivate the students to direct their own learning 

process for the purpose of English learning. For example, the study adapted reflection and peer 

feedback as pedagogical approaches to foster learner autonomy and it resulted in promotion of 

learner independence and language learning. 

Multiple modalities. To foster autonomous learning, teachers may use different teaching 

practices including assessment, computer-assisted language learning, distance learning, the 

process syllabus, and strategic training. Benson (2001) recommends six approaches for fostering 

autonomous learning. First, resource-based approaches emphasize autonomous communication 

in learning materials, such as students’ assessment of their own learning. The application of such 

a strategy requires teachers to ask the students to continuously assess their own learning 

development and be responsible for their own learning growth. Second, technology-based 

approaches focus on the use of technology in self-directed learning, such as distance learning and 
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other types of e-learning, such as social networks. Third, learner-based approaches are concerned 

with the direct production of behavioral and psychological changes in the learner so that s/he can 

become autonomous. In this approach, teachers pay attention to facilitate a friendly learning 

environment where students can lead their learning process without fear of failure. Fourth, 

classroom-based approaches emphasize learner control over the planning and evaluation of 

classroom learning. Fifth, curriculum-based approaches concentrate on the role of teacher-learner 

cooperation in making decisions related to all areas of the curriculum, such as the syllabus 

process. Finally, teacher-based approaches focus on the role of the teacher in fostering autonomy 

among learners as well as taking responsibility for one’s own professional growth. 

In the same line of thought, Loon, Ros, and Martens (2012) examine how digital learning 

tasks with problem-based learning could be a featured addition in essential motivation and 

learning, as students usually perform better when they are motivated to learn. Their study 

examined many hypotheses in relation to the facilitation of learner autonomy in the digital 

learning environment. The participants in the study totaled 320 students across the Netherlands at 

the fifth- and sixth-grade levels. The gender of participants was chosen equally—160 males and 

160 females who came from 12 different classrooms. The findings revealed that when the 

support and structure of autonomy are tied to any digital learning task, the learning result would 

have a positive influence on intrinsic motivation and learning outcomes. 

Furthermore, Ting (2015) states “as learners have greater access to proliferating 

information channels and sources, for example, the Web, they should be endowed with greater 

learning autonomy” (p. 26). In his mixed study, Ting found that while learners develop their 

digital literacy skills by using web exportation, their autonomous skills in learning are also 

progressing. In this manner, teachers can create a learning environment that not only focuses on 
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academic language skills but also on the ability to incorporate technological tools for the 

purposes of learning, growth, and motivation. 

Assessment varieties. Various approaches have been proposed to promote student 

autonomy in vocabulary learning, and learners’ assessment of their own work has been shown to 

be most effective (e.g., Hargreaves, 2014; Kristmanson et al., 2013; Li, 2015; Yeung, 2016). 

Hargreaves’ (2014) empirical study, which investigates how teachers can develop autonomous 

learning by using classroom feedback, showed a positive effect on students’ learning. Findings 

suggested that when teachers allow students to assess their own work, students’ learning 

outcomes improve. The feedback is designed in five types: independence (e.g., learner having an 

opinion that differed from the general view), proactivity in learning (e.g., learners’ engagement 

with a topic), metasocial critical inquiry (e.g., connecting what the students were learning to real 

life, or connecting their school work to real-life situations by inquiring or requesting 

explanation), and critical inquiry into learning (e.g., discussing what might support the students’ 

learning). The findings of Hargreaves’ study agree with the above studies that teachers’ 

promotion of student autonomy using feedback strategies seemed to be effective in encouraging 

independent and constructive learners. The studies above also indicate that learners appreciate 

teachers’ attempts to facilitate the learning curriculum to meet their individual needs and 

learning preferences. 

Students’ Roles in Autonomous Learning 

Initiators. It is worth mentioning that learner autonomy is not “the result of a single 

pedagogical act but a process that requires constant attention from the beginning to the end of the 

course of learning” (Little, 2007, p. 23). In the EFL setting, a learner is required to be 

autonomous and self-determined and to make a conscious effort to learn vocabulary outside the 



24 LEARNER AUTONOMY IN VOCABULARY DEVELOPMENT 

classroom because the exposure to the target language is inadequate in class. Little (2007) argues 

that the idea of learner autonomy applies to the process as well as the content of the language, 

such as English skills, rather than the outcome. He further helps us to understand the mutual 

relationship between the development of learner autonomy and the growth of language 

proficiency among learners, whereby each learner builds his/her own path of learning and makes 

it memorable. The author argues that once we have gained an understanding of learner 

autonomy, the process of moving the language to the center of theory and practice will be 

celebrated. Little proposes three central roles of learner autonomy—the learner’s contribution in 

learning, learner reflection, and the application and use of the new language. These conditions 

are clearly laid out by the teacher as he or she guides the learners into their own learning 

procedure, assists them in designing their learning plans, allows them to choose their preferred 

learning activities and resources, and helps them evaluate their own learning outcomes. 

Directors. While the teacher’s role is not ignored in assisting learners’ progress, 

encouraging learners to be self-directed can improve the planned learning process of the 

classroom and become an important element of the course objectives (Schwienhorst, 2003). 

Similarly, Benson (2001) describes how curriculum-based approaches foster students’ autonomy. 

He suggests that these approaches concentrate on the role of teacher-learner collaboration in 

making evaluations related to all areas of the curriculum, such as the syllabus process; for 

example, giving the students some freedom on the grading scheme or assessment options. Ryoo 

(2011) similarly advocates the idea of self-directed learning. He advises that educators should 

provide learners with plenty of time to practice new learning strategies with language tasks. They 

should also help students understand how to measure the success of the practiced strategy and 

how to evaluate their progress as accountable and self-directed learners (Ryoo, 2011). 
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Motivators. Furnborough (2012) sought to clarify how autonomy, teaching, and learning 

are related. He asserts that keeping learners motivated while working autonomously using social 

and affective strategies will empower learners to work independently. Additionally, there is 

growing support to the claim that self-motivating in learning vocabulary can lead to learning 

success. Motivating learners may vary from one teacher to the other, but successful motivation 

comes from a combination of factors and Sanacore (2008), for one, claims that intrinsic 

motivational factors should be given more focus when compared to external motivations. He also 

points out the need to focus on learners’ interests within the individual classroom setting. Further 

emphasis is placed on the teacher’s role in promoting learner autonomy as well as promoting 

interest in English language learning. 

Reflective thinkers. Educators suggest various methods to foster autonomy in students 

and self-reflection is one of them. Douillard (2002) encourages teachers to develop young 

students’ ways of thinking. He believes that educators should allow students to listen to their 

peers who use reflective thinking in their writing in order to increase the complexity of thoughts, 

beliefs, and, most importantly, the language of expression. He also claims that educators can 

upgrade their students’ simple statements to more complex ones by allowing the students to 

reflect on their learning. He designates significant activities that could effectively impact their 

thinking, such as drawing conclusions, connecting their ideas with their own life experiences, 

and making interpretations. These activities may play a significant role in escalating their 

thinking to be self-reflective learners and thinkers who can develop autonomous learning 

(Douillard, 2002). Similar to this thought, Gebhard (2005) and Elizondo (2013) stress the 

importance of using vocabulary in developing reflective decision-making learners—reflecting on 

and analyzing their own practices—inside the classrooms. They mention that self-reflecting is 
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valuable for developing teaching and learning outcomes, as well as for developing an 

individual’s involvement inside and outside the classroom. 

Evaluators. Butler and Lee (2010) explore the effectiveness of self-assessment in order 

to promote autonomous learning among 254 learners studying English as a foreign language in 

sixth grade in South Korea. A quantitative investigation in the classroom shows some positive 

effects of autonomous learning and self-assessment among students that improved their English 

performance. Students were encouraged by the teacher to self-evaluate themselves by giving 

them guidance and rubrics to follow in self-assessment. The teacher played the roles of facilitator 

and guider in their learning process and students showed interests in assessing and correcting 

their own work. The findings of the study also indicated improvement in students’ ability to self-

assess thereby improving their vocabulary learning and performance over time as the learner 

attempts to notice language errors and edit them. It concludes that autonomous learning helps in 

the enhancement of English vocabulary learning (Butler & Lee, 2010). 

Similarly, Tassinari (2012) conducted a qualitative study designed to provide a 

description of the dynamic model in relation to its practicality in language advising. As defined 

by Tassinari, the dynamic model of learner autonomy requires “components in terms of learners’ 

competencies, skills, choices, and decision-making processes, and accounts for their mutual 

relationships” (p. 28). In this study, the author defined language advising as finding ways to 

make the learners’ self-investigators and lifelong learners. The study was conducted at the Center 

for Independent Language Learning at Freie Universität, Berlin, where the participants had the 

chance to respond to a survey related to self-assessment with a dynamic model for learner 

autonomy. This model was designed to support fundamental elements of learner autonomy, such 

as a cognitive and metacognitive component, an affective and a motivational component, an 
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action-oriented component, and a social component. In this model, learners can easily pick the 

skills on which they would like to evaluate themselves. Next, their evaluation is discussed in an 

advising session in which the student and the advisor discuss their own perspectives, compare 

results, emphasize particular features of their learning development, and design objectives for 

advanced learning. The findings of Tassinari’s study reveal that self-assessment and evaluation 

of the learners’ capabilities, along with participation in an autonomous learning process, is 

extremely beneficial for both learners and advisors in order to reflect and control learning. 

Tassinari is aware of some limitations in his study, such as the evaluation procedure, which 

should be included within an instructional dialogue. The dynamic model in this study is a 

valuable tool to implement in future teaching and advising because it helps teachers to prepare 

students’ decision-making skills. 

Overview of Empirical Studies on Autonomous Learning 

The studies scrutinized in this dissertation are mostly focused on students who are either 

engaged in autonomous learning and those who are not engaged in it. There is a total of 34 

studies that focus on promoting autonomous learning in language contexts, 5 of which are 

qualitative, 21 of which are quantitative, and 8 that are mixed-methods studies. The similarity 

between the empirical studies relates to the importance of autonomous learning in the areas of 

vocabulary development, which can be improved through reading comprehension (Al Abik, 

2014; Cubukcu, 2008; Kirk & Casenove, 2016), writing skills (Chang, 2012; Douillard, 2002; 

Kristmanson et al., 2013), and student assessment (Butler & Lee, 2010; Du, 2013; Tassinari, 

2012). Many studies also examine the teacher’s role in class in promoting learner autonomy 

through motivation, reflection, digital learning, and more. Most of the studies have pointed to the 

importance of autonomous learning and the need to introduce such a strategy, including 
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incorporating it into teacher professional development in the school curriculum. In addition, 

many studies point to the need of adapting autonomous learning for the purposes of developing 

English language skills (e.g., Akbari, 2012; Casenove, 2016; Chang, 2012; Cubukcu, 2008; Kirk 

& Casenove, 2016; Madrigal-Hopes, Villavicencio, Foote, & Green, 2014; Tuan, 2011). 

Moreover, several empirical studies emphasize the need for developing autonomous 

vocabulary learners in the EFL classrooms, especially at the university level. Strategies of 

learner autonomy in vocabulary development include contextualized vocabulary acquisition 

(Agustín-Llach & Alonso, 2017; Kaur 2013), which involves predicting the meaning of words in 

a given context or a text; vocabulary learning notebooks (McCrostie, 2007; Scott-Monkhouse, 

2012; Sullivan, 2011; Vela & Rushidi, 2016; Walters & Bozkurt, 2009); usage of vocabulary in 

reflective decision-making (Elizondo, 2013); usage of critical thinking skills to develop lexical 

knowledge (Faramarzi et al., 2016; & Nosratinia & Zaker, 2015); reading preferred texts 

(Kavvadia, 2016); generating their own authentic questions and building an English language 

portfolio and portfolio assessment (Munzur, 2012); learning outside of the classroom context 

(Naraghi & Seyyedrezaei, 2015); use of multiple intelligences (Gardner, 1999) in vocabulary 

learning (Scott-Monkhouse, 2012); using computer-assisted language learning and SDL to boost 

vocabulary learning (Shams, 2013; Stockwell, 2011); using mobile phone apps for vocabulary 

building (Stockwell, 2010); and through motivational activities (Razavi & Amirian, 2016). Major 

studies calls for the need for extensive and more sustained training for teachers and students in 

developing autonomous vocabulary strategies, which may lead to improved results in the 

development of practical strategy. 

These studies were also similar in the high level of ethical considerations that are 

observed, because the studies used English language learners in the U.S. or abroad as their 
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participants. The participants include female and male students with grade levels ranging from 

kindergarten to college. However, most studies are concerned with EFL at the college level. The 

empirical studies have been carried out in countries other than the United States, including 

Australia, Canada, China, France, Germany, Greece, Indonesia, Iran, Korea ,Malaysia, Taiwan, 

Thailand, and the United Kingdom. However, the main difference between the studies is the 

methodologies used by the researchers. Some studies have been conducted using case studies, 

discourse analysis, and action research. Others have used surveys to numerically analyze their 

data. Furthermore, some have used both quantitative and qualitative research designs. 

The Development of Learner Autonomy in Vocabulary Learning: Synthesis of Findings of 

the Empirical Studies 

At the college level, as stated by several researchers, autonomous learning in language 

classrooms is very much needed because learning should not be limited to the walls of the 

classroom. Instead, learners should also be autonomous in developing their vocabulary in 

authentic settings outside their classrooms (Abad & Baradaran, 2013; Agustín-Llach & Alonso, 

2017; Benson, 2011; Du, 2013; Haddad, 2016). As Kaur (2013) indicates, there is no doubt that 

autonomous learning strategies “underpin the problem of low lexicon in dealing with the 

learning of vocabulary because it is ultimately the goals set by the language learner” (p. 15), who 

should monitor his/her own learning growth. Furthermore, Abad and Baradaran (2013) conduct a 

quantitative study to examine the relationship between learner autonomy and vocabulary 

development in Iranian EFL learners. Participants were 190 male and female EFL learners who 

were wide-ranging in their language proficiency levels. Using two questionnaires and two 

language proficiency tests—TOEFL for the advanced group and Nelson for the intermediate 

level—the data showed a significant positive relationship between learner autonomy and 
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vocabulary learning, both in advanced and intermediate students. Results also showed that when 

learners experience a high level of autonomy, they tend to use tools to develop their vocabulary 

learning, monitor their learning growth, and develop their social and academic performance. 

Haddad (2016) affirms that the teachers’ role in autonomous learning settings is to 

develop students’ learning skills by “designing class activities and create a positive atmosphere, 

language context and make students want to learn and know how to learn” (p. 789). He claims 

that teachers play a significant role in helping learners to understand that they should take the 

responsibility for their learning. Also, the students’ standpoints in this study are very significant 

because they considered the teachers to be a main and essential part in supporting learner 

autonomy. Haddad argues, especially, that teachers should acknowledge that their role in 

promoting learner autonomy is not absent or limited. Instead they are continuously reflecting, 

guiding, and observing the students’ weaknesses, strengths, and learning processes. More 

importantly, teachers should be aware of students’ current English vocabulary levels and have 

some informative data in regard to students’ sociocultural contexts, learning abilities, and special 

needs before imposing any strategy on the students’ learning context. Moreover, when 

employing any autonomous learning approach (e.g., self-selection, self-reflection, self-

assistance), students should have a better understanding of how to proceed from the teacher’s 

facilitation, and they should use a multimodal approach with each strategy (Haddad, 2016). 

Autonomous Learning Strategies for Vocabulary Development 

In the teacher-directed approach, teachers usually choose to explicitly teach certain 

vocabulary appropriate for the students’ level. They ask the students to repeat it, for the sake of 

learning and memorization, and they use drills to assess their learning. However, several 

empirical studies stress the necessity for developing autonomous vocabulary learners in the EFL 
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classrooms, especially at the university level. One method of learner autonomy in vocabulary 

development is contextualized vocabulary acquisition (Abad & Baradaran, 2013; Agustín-Llach 

& Alonso, 2017; Du, 2013; Haddad, 2016; Kaur, 2013). Teachers could aid EFL students by 

allowing them to choose from a list of topics across varied fields of interest that are one level 

advanced in vocabulary. As a result, students will find the chosen text easy to comprehend and 

the vocabulary content acquirable in practice, and they will improve their language skills and 

ability to guess the incidental word. In vocabulary acquisition research, Nation (2001) reviews 

several studies, which reveal that about 98% of the vocabulary in running text should be 

recognized as familiar in order for extensive reading to be productive. In a word, teachers should 

constructively evaluate students’ knowledge of vocabulary and guide them with level-

appropriate reading materials to encourage learners’ motivation and to promote their autonomy. 

Using self-directed strategy. There are several ways to help students become self-

directed learners. One example is having the students choose their topics of interest, what they 

want to discuss, and evaluating them in terms of their usefulness in class. Du (2013), Shams 

(2013), and Stockwell (2011) examine students’ viewpoints of autonomous learning to boost 

EFL students’ vocabulary acquisition; their studies concentrate on improving comprehension of 

foreign language texts by using SDL as one feature of learner autonomy. Their studies describe 

how students understand the tools of SDL along with the teachers’ assistance. The findings point 

to the effectiveness of SDL as a powerful learning strategy for students of foreign language 

because this design could lead to enhancements in metacognitive skills and motivation that will 

empower their English language vocabulary knowledge. Teachers could benefit from using SDL 

with their students to help them monitor their own language growth. 
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One example of SDL is students’ self-assessment in vocabulary development, wherein 

Chang (2012) conducted a quantitative study to examine how students become autonomous 

learners while learning some aspects of writing skills that include vocabulary learning. Chang 

explores how allowing students to pick their topic in writing, giving them online feedback, and 

rewriting their work independently would help in promoting learner autonomy in vocabulary 

development. The participants of this study were 3 male and 11 female freshmen students at a 

public university in northern Taiwan. These students were chosen carefully, considering their 

readiness and the fact that they were English majors. Data collection consisted of participants’ 

writing samples, a learning survey, and interviews. Results indicate that students are able to be 

fully responsible for their own writing and that they are interested in choosing a topic and 

revising their work. Chang also notes that students’ autonomy and teachers’ feedback are two 

central aspects of the writing course. However, the author indicates some limitations of this 

study, such as the small number of target students. 

In the same line of thought, Faramarzi et al. (2016), Kavvadia (2016), and Nosratinia and 

Zaker (2015) emphasize that learners should be presented with choices to avoid rigidness in the 

mode of learning because freedom in learning encourages the learner to become more creative. 

These researchers also encourage learners to develop critical thinking skills that might help in 

developing lexical knowledge. Another key consideration that has been put forth in these studies 

is the ability of teachers to optimize learning involvement in classroom activities and to 

encourage students to enjoy their learning. 

Using notebook strategy. Another strategy that promotes learner autonomy in 

vocabulary acquisition, as suggested by Scott-Monkhouse (2012), Sullivan (2011), Vela and 

Rushidi (2016), and Walters and Bozkurt (2009), encourages EFL students to use vocabulary 
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learning notebooks. These studies stress that when EFL students use their own notebook to 

record vocabulary acquisition and to take responsibility of their own learning, they will excel in 

their language learning. These studies also confirm the value of using vocabulary notebooks. On 

the other hand, McCrostie (2007) found that the notebook strategy was not successful with EFL 

students at a Japanese university. The findings of his study reveals that vocabulary’s frequency 

and level should be considered before teachers utilize the vocabulary notebook strategy. 

Using authentic experience. There is strong convergent evidence that, for students to 

learn a new or a foreign language independently, they need to engage in authentic, informal 

conversation inside and outside of the classroom. In authentic learning, students are offered 

support to attain tangible, valuable information worth sharing with their community outside the 

classroom. As such, EFL students need to self-select appropriate English vocabulary and apply it 

in various real-life contexts. Abad and Baradaran (2013), Agustín-Llach and Alonso (2017), Du 

(2013), and Haddad (2016) claim that efficiency in vocabulary knowledge would influence 

listening, reading, writing, and speaking skills. The findings from these studies showed positive 

student experiences in language learning when learners are given choice and freedom to practice 

in authentic settings. An implication to be derived from these studies is that this strategy can be a 

helpful tool for educators who design their curriculum to consider students’ prior knowledge, 

independency, and real-life experiences. Results from these studies also suggest that teachers 

should also encourage students to self-direct their learning in a low-stakes environment where 

students can talk and use new vocabulary in different contexts, inside and outside the classroom, 

without being anxious about being assessed or judged. 

Using metacognitive strategies. The general consensus among researchers is that 

metacognitive strategies are helpful in developing autonomous learning where students are active 
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evaluators of their own learning in class, as well as proactive planners for language development. 

The findings of Yeung’s (2016) study on developing learner autonomy in writing agree that 

metacognitive strategies, such as organizing, planning, and assessing, supported students in 

comprehending the planned procedures and in reflecting on their own thinking. The findings of 

this study are consistent with Razavi and Amirian’s (2016) findings on the importance of 

motivational activities for vocabulary development, and results from both studies suggest that it 

is essential to acknowledge that students need guidance in every step of learning. Based on the 

findings from their studies, these researchers suggest that teachers should implement digital 

learning tasks for motivating learners to be self-directed to explore and enhance their learning 

progress. 

Cubukcu (2008) claims that self-reflection will improve vocabulary development. His 

study aimed to analyze the role of reading comprehension through a metacognitive strategy and 

to determine how it enhanced the development of vocabulary. Metacognitive strategies are 

defined as ways of encouraging students to think about their own thinking as they participate in 

academic tasks. The participants of Cubukcu’s study were 130 students at the third-grade level. 

In this study, students had been learning metacognitive strategies for reading in a 5-week 

program. Reflective statements were used as one method to reflect on their own thinking while 

they were involved in reading tasks. This study employed both experimental and control groups, 

as well as a pretest, a posttest, and an experimental design. The findings from this study suggest 

that with effective incorporation of a metacognitive approach, students may be able to be critical 

thinkers and develop their vocabulary knowledge. These findings also suggest that teaching 

thinking skills creates a positive transformation in the academic outcome levels of students. 

However, the limitation of the study suggests that metacognitive reading strategies should be 
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done in a long-term educational procedure, with continuous care and support because reading 

skills cannot be achieved overnight. 

Using technology tools. Numerous authors support the claim that technology can 

promote learner autonomy in vocabulary learning. Han (2015) and Kirk and Casenove (2016) 

examined learner autonomy using flipped classrooms to develop students’ academic writing. A 

flipped classroom is generally described as one in which the teacher facilitates students’ 

engagement outside the classroom or at home using multimodal activities (e.g., video) to guide 

students’ understanding of the concepts and knowledge before coming to class to negotiate, 

question, and apply what they have learned on their own. The authors claim that a flipped 

classroom approach is an effective remedy to many issues happening in traditional teaching 

because it raises engagement and generates constructive learning outcomes. They also found it 

very effective in increasing students’ independence in learning. This approach is friendlier to 

millennial students, because it promotes a student-centered approach and uses technology such 

as tablets and smartphones. 

Muchlis (2015) provided a strategy with which learners and their teachers can embrace 

technology in the learning process. According to Muchlis, technology is a supplementary tool for 

fostering learner autonomy in vocabulary development. With the use of an iPad, as one example, 

learners have the added advantage of improving their vocabulary. This is facilitated by using 

audiovisual components found in the iPad (e.g., the pronunciation and spelling of words, 

vocabulary games, and digital stories) that increase vocabulary knowledge. Also, using mobile 

applications for vocabulary development, as Stockwell (2010) emphasizes is extremely helpful. 

In his study, Stockwell found that English learners prefer to learn vocabulary by using open-

choice learning activities that allow learners to independently practice vocabulary in real-life 
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contexts, rather than focusing on the rote-memorization strategies typical of teacher-centered 

approaches. 

Using motivational strategies. One significant factor of the successful implementation 

of autonomous learning is the students’ incentive to learn. Madrigal-Hopes et al. (2014) focus on 

a 6-stage structure for “work-specific vocabulary instruction” with English language learners. 

Specifically, the study aimed to understand how the clear use of work-specific vocabulary 

instruction in English influences the knowledge and application of the terms with adult ESL 

employees. The study was conducted at a North Texas waste collection company that had a 

majority of newly hired employees with limited English proficiency. The ESL participants 

included four waste collection drivers who completed the second part of a training module. Data 

collection included direct interviews and observations, pre- and postassessment data, a 

demographic survey, and writing artifacts. ESL participants were give opportunities to practice 

English in informal contexts and lead their own learning development (self-selection, self-

motivation, and self-assessment) for vocabulary advancement. The findings from this study 

suggest that, for different levels of ESL students, there is a likely increase in English language 

proficiency, acquisition, and application of clear “work-specific vocabulary,” along with 

improved self-esteem in regard to how they understand and practice English in different settings. 

This study reveals how English vocabulary can be improved by practicing and being self-

confident. Being able to individually explore language can motivate possible vocabulary growth. 

Also, regardless of the various levels of the employees, their perspective about training, English 

writing skills, and confidence levels changed positively. 

Correspondingly, learner autonomy strategies should take a central position, especially 

among international students. By accepting responsibility for their learning, students may be able 
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to better understand the language by covering different vocabulary. Despite its significance, 

learner autonomy is still rarely considered an aspect of the language-learning curriculum. It can 

be argued that a foreign language and its varied vocabulary can only be better understood with 

much practice, self-regulation, and motivation—the central characteristics of autonomous 

learning (Little, 2007; Yeung, 2016). 

Theoretical Frameworks and Approach 

This literature review is mainly based on the premise of two educational philosophies: 

constructivism and transformative learning theory. These theories are selected because they 

complement the key element framing my study, which focuses on fostering autonomy in 

vocabulary learning. Moreover, these educational philosophies are the extended theoretical line 

of most of the investigated empirical studies. Piaget (1980, as cited in von Glasersfeld ,1982) 

believed that constructivism was related to the idea that adult learners can understand only what 

they have themselves constructed based on their own experiences. This entails the learner’s 

responsibility to be actively involved in the learning process and to be motived to learn. 

Elworthy (2004) affirms that constructivism is one of the primary theories that views the learner 

as in control of the learning process in a situation where the teacher has less power than the 

learner. He also suggests that in constructivism, knowledge is constructed rather than discovered 

or learned. 

Moreover, constructivism, as Huang (2002) asserts, facilitates the shift of the model 

of learning to experiential practice. Similarly, Gray (1997) emphasizes that constructivism 

is a student-based learning approach rather than a teacher-based one. The teachers’ role is 

to facilitate the learners’ learning process by permitting them to imagine, create, forecast, 

explore, and construct knowledge (Gray, 1997). 
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In the same line of thought, Little (2007) views constructivism in language learning 

as follows: 

Each of us constructs his or her own knowledge through the (unconscious, implicit) 

interaction between what we already know and the new ideas, information and experiences we 

encounter. In contexts of formal learning we should try to assist the involuntary, unconscious 

construction of knowledge by adopting pedagogical procedures that are exploratory, 

interpretative and participatory. Such procedures allow learners to assume discourse roles that 

traditional pedagogies deny them. (p. 20) 

In the constructivist approach, language learning does not involve adopting sets of 

instructions, structures, and practices; instead, each learner brings his or her own understanding 

and relates it to the target language or task at hand. Consequently, constructivist approaches 

support self-directed learning as an essential condition for learner autonomy. This emphasis 

encourages autonomous learning and the individual’s contribution in learning. Similarly, Duffy 

and Jonassen (1992) stress that: 

• Learners construct knowledge and truth in real-life situations. 

• Students’ prior knowledge is accessed and activated. 

• Students are questioning, analyzing, exploring, and employing a central role in 

facilitating and controlling their own learning. 

• Regarding constructivist viewpoints in education, constructivism is extremely 

centered on learning and not teaching. 

• Teachers stimulate learning development by allowing students to construct their own 

knowledge and control their own learning. 

• Students observe teachers as coaches and monitors in class. 

• Students’ input on the instructional goals is suggested. 

• Students’ self-assess using a variety of evaluation tools. 

Similar to constructivism is the pedagogical approach in language education called the 

Cognitive Academic Language Learning Approach (CALLA) (Chamot & O’Malley, 1986). This 

approach aims to encourage students to be independent and self-directed learners of the required 

academic content and language. CALLA includes instructional topics related to content 

curriculum and the development of language abilities, especially concerning the development of 

academic vocabulary. There are five processes aligned with this curricular model: preparation, 
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presentation, practice, self-evaluation, and expansion. First, metacognitive strategies encourage 

students to think about their own learning development by using self-preparation, self-

monitoring, and self-assessing techniques. Second, cognitive strategies help learners to self-

interact, transfer, and practice with the material to be learned. Last, social and affective strategies 

enable learners to co-construct knowledge by selecting peers themselves for learning 

improvement as well as questioning and reflecting on their own learning. CALLA also includes 

time for the teacher to reflect and expand upon the content using students’ evaluation of course 

materials and activities so that future lessons can be improved. This approach is mainly 

established to develop teaching outcomes regarding autonomous learning. 

Similarly, transformative learning theory agrees with the tenet of constructivism that 

knowledge is constructed. This theory was originally proposed by Mezirow (1991). However, 

Mezirow’s work was influenced by Freire (1970), who describes transformative learning theory 

as “consciousness raising.” By this he means that transformative learning theory has an impact 

on the change of critical perspectives in adult education (Welton, 1995). From this perspective, 

critical consciousness refers to “a process in which learners develop the ability to analyze, pose 

questions, and take action on the social, political, cultural, and economic contexts that influence 

and shape their lives” (Dirkx, 1998, p. 3). As explained by Dirkx (1998), transformational 

learning in adult education is about “a meaning-making process” that helps build an individual 

character who is responsible for his or her learning development. This transformational learning 

theory shares with constructivism the tenets of raising students’ knowledge of their own 

competence and gradually creating an independent learner and thinker. This approach is a 

process that requires the learner to explore the social context, to self-evaluate, and to plan 
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learning objectives. Mezirow (2000) suggests some characteristics in transformative learning 

theory, including 

• The learning process is controlled by learners. 

• The learners aim to identify their culturally persuaded responsibilities and difficulties, 

so the learners can act to overcome them. 

• The teacher guides students to be self-confident in new roles and activities. 

• The teacher facilitates self-reflection and open dialogue in the class. 

The Limitations of Existing Scholarship 

Educational research has addressed the need for fostering learner autonomy, especially in 

academic fields. In this study, I agree with Little’s (2007) argument about learner autonomy in 

foreign language settings, wherein he states that “learner autonomy is the product of an 

interactive process in which the teacher gradually enlarges the scope of her learners’ autonomy 

by gradually allowing them more control of the process and content of their learning” (p. 27). 

However, little attention has been given to the ways in which teachers can foster autonomy in 

vocabulary development for EFL students in the context of Saudi Arabia. This dissertation aims 

to explore EFL teachers’ perceptions and their potential promotion of autonomous learning 

strategies in English learning, including vocabulary development. 

This study also considers the role of English language learners, in particular female 

students’ views of the extent to which they have pursued the notion of autonomous learning. This 

study also explores the students’ investment in learning English in the KSA. 

In this study, I address the following research questions: 

1. What are the female EFL teachers’ perceptions regarding the most effective methods in 

English vocabulary learning? 
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2. To what extent, if any, do female EFL teachers in the two different university English 

language classrooms promote learner autonomy, with special attention to the domain of 

vocabulary development? 

3. What are the female students’ perceptions regarding autonomous learning strategies in 

English vocabulary learning? 

a. At the end of one semester, how do the students evaluate the autonomy-fostering 

activities, if there are any, in terms of motivational value and usefulness? 

4. To what extent, if any, do female EFL students at the university deploy autonomous 

learning strategies while learning English (especially vocabulary) in a foreign language 

context? 

a. What are the female students’ investments in English language learning? What 

strategies or approaches have they adopted to achieve their current level of 

proficiency? 

CHAPTER 3: METHOD AND ANALYSIS 

In this section, I describe a design for the study, its participants, the study’s site, the 

curriculum provided, the method and tools of data collection, and the analysis of collected data. 

Ethical considerations, which are applied to guiding the research, are also introduced in this 

section. 

Study Design 

This study is a qualitative exploration of teachers, students, curricula, and teaching 

practices surrounding the implementation of learner autonomy. The ways in which teachers can 

foster autonomy in vocabulary development for EFL students in Saudi Arabian universities has 

not been elucidated in the literature before. Therefore, the proposed study explores both teachers 
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and students’ perceptions and promotions of learner autonomy in language learning. The nature 

of the research calls for gaining deeper insights and understandings of the KSA educational 

setting and its implications for developing autonomous learners. Thus, Creswell (2007) defines 

qualitative research designs as 

A situated activity that locates the observer in the world. It consists of a set of 

interpretative, material practices that make the world visible. These practices transform 

the world. They turn the world into a series of representations; including field notes 

interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, and memos to the self. At this level, 

qualitative research involves an interpretative, naturalistic approach to the world. (p. 37) 

This quote is significant to my qualitative research design because it describes how I observed 

natural classroom settings. I gained insight into different perspectives from students and teachers 

thorough EFL classroom observation, interview sessions, reflective statements, and student 

learning autobiographies. Studies on autonomy in second language learning have indicated that 

qualitative research methods are useful to comprehend learners’ learning experiences and 

situations in depth (Benson, 2001). 

Specifically, the data collection adapts a cross-sectional collective case study (Stake, 

1995), which means that it observes the most naturalistic setting possible with little to no 

manipulation at one specific point in time. The two EFL teachers’ case studies provide robust 

descriptions of the teaching methodology employed within the restricted language policy in the 

KSA (English-only classrooms). These two observed classrooms were identified from the same 

level of the English program (Level 7) within the same university with the intention of 

decreasing the variance of contextual impacts at the institutional level. These two classes were 

chosen based on determined conditions of significance to ensure their relevance to the research 

questions. In particular, one class was fully controlled by the teacher and the other class was 

more student-centered for maximum variation sampling. In the traditional teacher-centered 
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classroom, a teacher acts in a didactic manner, spreading information to students who are passive 

listeners, while in the student-centered classroom a teacher acts in an interactive manner, 

facilitating the learning environment for students who are active participants. 

Yin (2003) states that case study is the ideal strategy when the researcher asks 

interpretive questions in which she or he has “little control over events, and when the focus is on 

contemporary phenomenon within a real-life context” (p. 1). This study explores the role and 

insights of teachers of English as a foreign language in promoting learner autonomy in 

vocabulary development in the KSA. The study also investigates EFL students’ perceptions and 

applications of autonomous learning strategies for the purpose of English vocabulary 

development, as well as their most preferred method of learning English vocabulary. This 

study’s data collection occurred from June 2017 to August 2017 during the summer term. 

Education System in the KSA 

Language Policy in the KSA 

Based on the official educational policies in Saudi Arabia, all public schools’ content 

subjects are required to be taught in Arabic, which is the country’s official primary language 

(Ministry of Education, 1995). People in Saudi Arabia speak and use Arabic on a daily basis. 

Standard Arabic is mostly used in the school context, news, and formal representation, while 

different Arabic dialects are spoken in everyday social and personal gatherings (Payne & 

Almansour, 2014). 

Al-Seghayer (2014) mentions that the KSA’s Ministry of Education (MOE) is creating 

boundaries in the KSA’s educational field; he states, “This practice is derived from the tenets of a 

top-down model of curriculum development, as opposed to a bottom-up model” (p. 23). Thus, 

EFL college instructors have limited autonomy regarding curriculum development or syllabus 
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construction. However, they have full freedom in choosing a pedagogical approach, 

supplementary text and materials, and assessment grading scale. Moreover, while English is a 

required subject in the KSA’s public schools, Al-Seghayer (2011) states that at the university 

level, English is either taught as a required subject or as an elective based on the major of the 

field of study. For this paper, the context of the study is situated in the English department of one 

of the KSA’s universities, which permits English-only students and teacher interactions inside 

the classroom. 

Alrashidi and Phan (2015) state that English is a foreign second language taught at public 

schools from fourth grade through high schools. Payne and Almansour (2014) also suggest that 

“official policy for foreign language education in Saudi Arabia stipulates that English is the first, 

and only, foreign language” (p. 332). They also mention that in the KSA’s informal contexts, 

some other languages, such as Korean and Turkish, hold a place of interest for some people as 

these languages are used when communicating via online social media sites and in movies. 

Gender Policy in the KSA 

The KSA’s public education system is gender-segregated. There are free, equal, and 

separate public schools from elementary to college level for female students and male students 

(Alrashidi & Phan, 2015). More importantly, school stages from primary, intermediate, and 

secondary are equal in curriculum design with little modification to address issues related to the 

needs of each gender. Also, public universities are free to all male and female Saudi students. 

Research on gender segregation at the KSA schools demonstrates that female educational growth 

has a great impact on women's social and professional opportunities but has no significant 

impact on gender and power relations (Alrashidi & Phan, 2015). 
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The Classroom Setting in Saudi Arabia 

While teachers’ independence about “how to address the instructional materials” at the 

university level in Saudi Arabia is to some degree allowed (Al-Seghayer, 2011, p. 81), teachers 

are asked to follow certain curriculum in the English classrooms. Most classrooms in schools are 

directed by the teachers. Students’ self-contribution and self-exploration inside the classrooms 

are limited. Also, Saudi language teachers usually adopt the Grammar Translation Method or the 

Audio-Lingual Method, both of which concentrate on repetition and memorization of 

information. Al-Seghayer (2011) indicates that there are “limited instructional hours and 

ineffective language teaching approaches” in teaching English, which results in “low overall 

levels of English proficiency among college students” (p. 81). To teach a curriculum effectively, 

instructors should use teaching methods that encourage students’ communicative competency. A 

study by Al Abik (2014) demonstrated a continuous failure in the average English reading skills 

of college students who faced low academic achievement due to the design of the teaching 

instruction. This study calls for the development of teaching practice and curriculum enrichment, 

as reading without comprehending and comprehending without applying is not an effective 

method of English instruction. Al-Qahtani (2016) states that “Saudi public-school students lack 

the necessary creative thinking skills, especially in language classrooms” (p. 11). 

Particularly important are classroom settings, such as seating, the method of teaching, 

and teacher-student roles, which should be carefully considered when it comes to learning 

English as a foreign language. In my study, in the teacher-centered classroom, the classroom 

desks were organized arbitrarily in front facing rows, and in the student-centered classroom, they 

were arranged by the students’ seating preferences. In the Saudi EFL educational context, the 

setting of English classroom instruction is typically a teacher-centered rather than a student-
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centered environment, and where most English language teachers are the ultimate managers of a 

class who make all decisions concerning teaching and learning inside the classroom. The class 

size is sometimes overloaded with students in a limited space (Alrabai, 2011). These student 

learning issues are critical to EFL students’ English development (Nosratinia, Gourabsari, & 

Sarabchian, 2014). Furthermore, most textbooks at the university level are designed based on the 

Western style of instruction. These textbooks, in particular, are destructive in the sense that 

instructors may place more emphasis on meeting the textbook’s pacing schedule than on 

certifying that successful teaching and learning are happening. Teachers should use their given 

autonomy to modify textbooks to meet students’ culture and needs (Al-Seghayer, 2011). 

Teacher Professional Development in the KSA Universities 

Because many education classes in the KSA are designed to accommodate a large 

number of students and follow the traditional manner of teaching, the teacher’s preparedness in 

Saudi classrooms to promote learner autonomy is questionable (Khan, 2016). Al-Hazmi (2003) 

suggests that “EFL teacher preparation programs in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia can be 

described as nonsystematic and inadequate” (p. 341) as the workshops provided are not designed 

to have tools for each content or model authentic teaching/learning strategies. This calls for 

careful examination of teacher development workshops in relation to teaching strategies, 

students’ different learning needs, and teachers’ self-evaluations for the workshops. Some 

recommendations such as a mandatory 1-year teacher programs, qualifying tests, examination of 

teachers’ profiles and experiences, previous knowledge of the content matter, pedagogy, and 

skills are necessary to improve EFL teachers’ professional competence in current theories and 

skills. 
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Moreover, it is important that EFL teachers are aware of current research and focus on 

what works best, rather than focusing on how work can be done. Khan (2016) states that “most 

teachers in most of the countries including Saudi are quite disinterested in any such program. 

They think that this is an academic embarrassment to take part in any training program” (p. 762). 

Cultivating the attitude of a lifelong learner/teacher, professional development and teacher 

training workshops are crucial. Correspondingly, Khan believes that one way of fostering teacher 

preparedness is to ask teachers to reflect on their views about students’ learning development in 

the classroom and to review and improve their classroom practice to meet their students’ diverse 

needs. 

Universities’ Classification of Undergraduate Levels 

In most universities in Saudi Arabia, regardless of whether the program requires a 

preparatory 1 year or less program, most majors in the KSA’s undergraduate public schools are 

designed to Level 8, which is equivalent to 4 years of an undergraduate degree completion 

program levels (e.g., Level 1 and Level 2 are one academic year). In this study, students in 

English major Level 7 are fourth-year students in the English department program. The English 

language is the only language used and allowed inside the EFL language classrooms in Saudi 

universities (Al-Seghayer, 2011). 

Study Site 

This study was conducted at one university in the Department of English Language and 

Literature in the KSA. The university is a public university in the KSA. Most faculty members at 

the KSA’s universities are hired from other countries including the United States, the United 

Kingdom, India, Egypt, Tunisia, and Syria. The university is organized into different specialized 

departments: art, Arabic language, social studies, finance and media studies, English language 
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and translation, computer science and information science, economics, libraries, medicine, and 

engineering. The university offers undergraduate, graduate, and postgraduate degrees in specific 

majors. In most majors and specializations, there are female-only and male-only colleges. The 

language of instruction is English and/or Arabic based on the selected major. All students 

accepted in public universities are charged no tuition and each admitted student receives a 

monthly stipend during all enrollment years as well free insurance coverage and transportation. 

Participants 

In the summer term, participating students from Level 7 were randomly recruited from 

two undergraduate classrooms in the English department at one university in the KSA. The 

students, as well as five of the teachers, were all native speakers of Arabic. As for the participant 

recruitment process, the first eight students who responded to the researcher’s email were 

selected, and the first six teachers who responded to an email invitation letter were selected. Two 

of the teachers were purposefully selected and four were randomly chosen. In English Level 7, 

there were two classrooms of 47 students in total; 24 were in one class and 23 in the other. Only 

eight students participated, four from one classroom that utilized a teacher-centered approach, 

and four from a classroom that utilized a student-centered approach. There were nine teachers 

who taught different English courses during the summer term of 2017. However, only six 

teachers participated, including the two teachers in the two different classrooms (Table 3). 

Table 3 

Data Collection Matrix 

Method Participants Procedure Data 

Observations ▪ 2 out of 6 (2) Classroom focused CORPUS data, 

teachers observation (32 times; 100 Audio recorded 

minutes each) (June – August data and 

▪ 8 students 2017) transcripts 
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Semistructured ▪ 6 teachers • face-to-face Audio recorded 

Interviews semistructured, in-depth data and 

▪ 8 students interview (1 time) transcripts 

• face-to-face, 

semistructured, in-depth 

interview (3 times) 

Reflective Statements ▪ 8 students • 8 weekly written Written 

statements from each statements 

Learning ▪ 8 students student (at the end of the 
Autobiographies term) Written 

learning 

• 1 written autobiography autobiographies  

from each of the 8 students 

(at the beginning of the 

term) 

Selecting Teachers 

Participating teachers were recruited from the university’s English department. Two out 

of the six teachers were purposefully selected for classroom observation in the summer session 

and interviews, as the researcher knows and has a collegial relationship with many teachers 

there. This selection was based on the research purpose of observing one teacher-centered 

classroom and one student-centered classroom. Also, this purposeful selection was meant to 

assist in exploring a central phenomenon (Creswell, 20007), which is the difference between two 

distinctive teaching approaches—a traditional method and a student-centered method. 

Subsequently, the researcher sent a letter via e-mail to the two willing EFL teachers to help with 

referrals of students in Level 7 English classes who might be interested in being involved in the 

research. Four other teachers were selected randomly. All English teachers’ contact information 

was obtained from the publicly available university department (College of English Language) 

website. The researcher contacted the teachers by e-mail and invited them to participate 

voluntarily in the study for one-time individual interviews. 
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Teacher Profiles 

All participating teachers are female English professors teaching Level 7. All six teachers 

have Ph.D. degrees in English-related majors, which they gained in different countries. Their 

teaching experience ranges from 5 to 20 years. Pseudonyms will be used to protect their privacy 

(Table 4). 

Table 4 

Teacher Profiles 

Teachers Age Country Degree Teaching Teaching 

of Origin Experience Assigned 
(Year) Subject 

(year) 

1) Alaa 34 Saudi Ph.D. in Applied 7 Research 

Arabia Linguistics (KSA) methods 

2) Faten 46 India Ph.D. in English 20 Novel 

Literature (India) 

3) Khlood 40 Saudi Ph.D. in English 9 Novel 

Arabia Literature (USA) 

4) Lama 40 Saudi Ph.D. in English 12 Poetry 

Arabia Literature (KSA) 

5) Tala 44 Jordan Ph.D. in Applied 11 Semantics 

Linguistics 

(Jordan) 

6) Nujood 37 Egypt Ph.D. in English 5 Essay 

(Egypt) 

Alaa. Alaa earned her Ph.D. degree in Applied Linguistics from the KSA. She has 7 

years of teaching experience. She started learning the English language at an early age (about 7 

years old) in the USA, so when she came back home, she exceeded her classmates in English. 

Frequently, she was asked to explain English words and forms to friends and relatives, which 

motivated her to study English and to become an English lecturer. As an English lecturer, she is 
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required to prepare the materials that she is going to teach each academic term (usually teachers 

who teach the same course agree upon using certain textbooks). This includes: preparing the 

syllabus, delivering lectures clearly, providing supporting materials, assisting students when they 

need help, assessing students’ learning, and providing students with feedback. She attended 

several teacher development workshops and conferences on teaching and learning in EFL 

settings. 

Faten. Faten earned her Ph.D. in English Literature in India. She has 20 years of teaching 

experience. At a college in India, she started off teaching skills, and then she taught some drama 

and novel courses. Then, she went to Jordan to teach in one of the private universities for 6 

years. Basically, she taught more literature courses and skills, before moving to another public 

university there, where she taught there for 2 more years. Then, she moved to Saudi Arabia to be 

a supervisor for teachers in one of the medical colleges there. After that, she joined a university 

in Riyadh, KSA in 2011. Here she attended a series of teacher development workshops and 

conferences. 

Khlood. Khlood earned her Ph.D. in English Literature (USA), and just finished her 

dissertation defense in May 2017. The reason she chose English Literature is because it is the 

one thing that she understands. She likes digging layers and layers of meanings and analysis. She 

has a passion for it, and she decided to make it her career. She also mentioned that we are all 

somehow indirectly or subconsciously influenced by teachers. Additionally, she remembers the 

teachers who taught her, including Mr. Brown, who made her do role-play and watch different 

versions of movies. That is when she fell in love, and said, "I want to do that." She has had 9 

years of teaching experience. She attended two teacher development workshops, which were 
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about managing students and also provided different teaching methods, such as incorporating 

new technology tools. 

Lama. Lama earned her Ph.D. in English literature in the KSA, and has 12 years of 

experience. She is a lecturer in the English Department. She believes that English is a very 

important language that allows its speakers to communicate in different parts of the world. She 

also observes it as a requirement to obtain better jobs these days. She teaches different subjects 

in English such as literature and grammar, in addition to different language skills. She also 

supervises translation projects and practicum courses. She has also taught English as a general 

course in other departments. She attended two teacher development workshops. One was about 

leading in academic settings, and the other was about learning content management systems. 

Tala. Tala earned her Ph.D. in Applied Linguistics in Jordan, and has 11 years of 

experience. Her Bachelor’s degree is from the College of Education, and her Master’s and Ph.D. 

are in applied linguistics. She mentioned that she used to teach mainly because of her degree, but 

later, she began to enjoy teaching, especially adult students. She is currently a researcher and 

professor who teaches courses including both skills courses and content courses. She attended a 

teacher development workshop, which was mainly about technology incorporation. 

Nujood. Nujood earned her Ph.D. in English in Egypt and has 5 years of teaching 

experience. She is more interested the administrative aspects of the job, but she accepted an offer 

to teach at the university level because teaching pays more than administrative positions do. She 

attended teacher development workshops two times. The first one was about how to deal with the 

different abilities of students, and the second was about how to manage time inside of the 

classroom. 
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Student Participant Selection 

Participating students were recruited from Level 7 English classrooms. An announcement 

was provided to be read by the instructor during the first-class period. Then, the teachers 

distributed a paper including the study aim and methods for all undergraduate students. Students 

then contacted the researcher if they wished further information about the study and/or wanted to 

participate in the interview and other data collection procedures. Participation did not affect the 

students’ grades as they only participated on a volunteer basis and their involvement was 

confidential as their decision to participate was given to the researcher directly via e-mail to 

avoid teacher pressure to participate and to avoid sharing private information. Participating 

students were issued certificates of participation as a reward for their involvement in the 

research. 

Student Profiles 

All participants were Saudi students from different regions (central, north, south, east, 

and west) of the KSA. Even though some were much older than their peers, all students were 

placed in Level 7 classes. Some students were older than the others because they changed their 

undergraduate majors, started their studies over again, or have failed some English courses. At 

this university, similar to policies at other universities, students specializing in the same major 

were expected to take certain sequential courses in the same field of specialization. Therefore, all 

participating students were English students who shared the same major. The students’ ages 

ranged from 23 to 31. Before students were officially admitted to the English program, they had 

to pass the English requirement test that prepared them to move from basic English to English 

literature and linguistics. This basic English language test was designed by the university’s 

English professors. To be admitted to the English program, no standardized measurement tests 
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such as The International English Language Testing System (IELTS) and Test of English as a 

Foreign Language (TOEFL) were required because most of the admitted students were beginners 

in English. Because students could not pass the English requirement test without being able to 

speak, listen, write, and read at an intermediate level, the eight selected students were able to 

speak and write at the intermediate English level and above. Students spent 2 to 5 years in 

intensive English learning. Some students acquired other foreign languages such Chinese, 

Japanese, and French because they wanted to learn about other peoples and cultures. Student 

proficiency levels were described in two manners: “intermediate” users who spoke and 

understood English reasonably well and used basic tenses but had problems with some grammar 

and vocabulary choices and “advanced” users who spoke and understood English reasonably 

well and used complex structures but had minor problems with grammar and vocabulary choices. 

These proficiency levels were determined through classroom interaction, written statements, and 

three interview sessions. The study terms were explained to the students in simple English, and 

no further Arabic translation was needed. 

Table 5 

Student Profiles 

Students Age 

(Year) 

Place of 

Origin 

Language Spoken Length 

Intensive 

Learning 

English 

English 

Proficiency Level: 

Based on speaking 

and writing 

1) Atheer 25 Riyadh, 

KSA 

Arabic, English 7 yrs Advanced 

2) Azzah 24 Dammam, 

KSA 

Arabic, English & 

Chinese 

4 yrs Intermediate 

3) Dema 25 Riyadh, 

KSA 

Arabic, English 5 yrs Intermediate 

4) Fatima 26 Qassim, Arabic, English 5 yrs Intermediate 

KSA 
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5) Lena 26 Abha, Arabic, English & 4 ys Intermediate 

KSA Japanese 

6) Maha 23 Riyadh, 

KSA 

Arabic, English & 

French 

5 ys advanced 

7) Ragad 31 Jeddah, 

KSA 

Arabic, English 6 ys Intermediate 

8) Sara 27 Qassim, 

KSA 

Arabic, English & 

French 

5 ys Intermediate 

Atheer. Atheer is 25 years old and a native of Riyadh, KSA. Her undergraduate major 

was in English language. Because she has been learning intensive English since high school, her 

overall English level is advanced, based on her classroom interactions, written statements, and 

three interview sessions. She is motivated to learn English to build her own business as a 

freelance translator and to open her own translation institution. When she was 16, she went with 

her family to Qatar and stayed for 2 years. While she was there, she met an English teacher who 

made her love English learning. She majored in English at the College of Languages & 

Translation in Riyadh, KSA, to pursue her dream job as a translator. 

Azzah. Dammam, KSA is Azzah’s home city. She is 24 years old. Her undergraduate 

major is English language. Because she started learning intensive English around the age of 20 

when she was admitted to the English program, her overall English level is intermediate based on 

her classroom interaction, written statements, and three interview sessions. She speaks and writes 

in Arabic, Chinese, and English. She specialized in the English language because she was not 

interested in pursuing a science major and has been enthusiastic about learning English since 

childhood. She wanted to be in an environment that frequently exposed her to the English 

language. She majored in English at the College of Languages & Translation, Riyadh, KSA 

because her job plans after graduation were to become a teacher of the English language. 
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Dema. Riyadh, KSA is Dema’s home city. She is 25 years old. She specialized in English 

language. Because she started learning intensive English around the age of 20 when she was 

admitted to the English program, her overall English level is intermediate based on her 

classroom interaction, written statements, and three interview sessions. She changed her major 

from computer science to English because she fell behind in her first semester. Her choice of the 

English major was an alternative to her first dream major, computer science. Her plan after she 

finishes her bachelor’s degree is to complete her study of the same major to be an English 

professor at the university. 

Fatima. Qassim, KSA is Fatima’s home city. She specializes in English language at 

Department of English Language & Literature, College of Languages & Translation in Riyadh, 

KSA. She is 26 years old. She has chosen English as a major because she believes it is the key to 

connect with people from different communities. Because she started learning intensive English 

around the age of 21 when she was admitted to the English program, her overall English level is 

intermediate based on her classroom interaction, written statements, and three interview sessions. 

Her plan after graduation is to be a media influencer and teach the English language. 

Lena. Abha, KSA is Lena’s home city. She is 26 years old.  She specializes in English 

language in the Department of English Language & Literature, College of Languages & 

Translation in Riyadh, KSA. Because she has been learning intensive English for 3 years, her 

overall English level is intermediate based on her classroom interaction, written statements, and 

three interview sessions. She specializes in English to be a linguistics teacher. She plans to tutor 

privately because she claims that it is a good business. 

Maha. Riyadh, KSA is Maha’s home city. She specializes in English language, in the 

Department of English Language & Literature, College of Languages & Translation in Riyadh, 
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KSA. She is 24 years old. While she is the youngest participant in this study, her overall English 

level is advanced based on her classroom interaction, written statements, and three interview 

sessions. The reason she chose English is because she used to travel to foreign countries with her 

family twice a year and the need for the English language became essential. She was an intensive 

user of the English language for over 5 years. She has hired a private tutor to teach her English 

since high school, so her speaking and writing level is excellent. 

Ragad. Jeddah, KSA is Ragad’s home city. She is 31 years old.  She specializes in the 

English language, in the Department of English Language & Literature, College of Languages & 

Translation in Riyadh, KSA. She is a trilingual person who speaks Arabic, English, and French. 

She specialized in English language. Because she started learning English intensively 6 years 

before this study takes place, her overall English level is intermediate level based on her 

classroom interaction, written statements, and three interview sessions. She majored in political 

science in Arabic and had to change to an English major to understand the English culture better. 

She chose English so that she could become a great translator in the political field between the 

KSA and the U.S., and also to gain a Master’s degree in foreign language learning methods and a 

Master’s in Translation Theories and Practical. 

Sara. Qassim, KSA is Sara’s home city. She is 27 years old. She specializes in the 

English language. She is a trilingual person who speaks Arabic, English, and French. She is 

passionate about languages, in general, and would like to teach the English language to others. 

As for her future career after graduation, she plans to either become a teaching assistant at a 

college of languages and translations, an interpreter in a company, a translator in the embassy, or 

a teacher in public high schools. Because she joined the English program at the age of 22, her 
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overall English level is intermediate based on her classroom interaction and three interview 

sessions. 

The Institutional Review Board Approval Process 

A requirement of conducting this study is to complete the Collaborative Institutional 

Training Initiative program and receive project approval from the university as well as submit an 

application to the Institutional Review Board (IRB). The main purpose of the IRB is to certify 

the protection of human subjects by reviewing, consenting, adjusting, or disapproving research 

requests submitted by faculty, staff, or students. For this study, the University at Buffalo’s IRB 

has approved the topic and the procedures for this research (see Appendix G). Also, departments 

in the KSA’ s universities have deans, while American universities have vice presidents of 

academic affairs. The dean of the English department reviewed the study aim, design, and 

instruments and approved the proposed study. 

Researcher’s Role 

The researcher carried out the role of the objective viewer while each observed teacher 

delivered her lesson. The researcher was seated at the back of the class to write field notes. The 

focus was directed to the selected focal students, as the researcher observed them when they 

interacted with the teacher, peers, or group members. Conversely, the researcher gave the 

participating students a sense of distance to learn more about their positioning with peers and the 

teacher. The goal was to follow Spradley’s (2016) advice in keeping a balance between being a 

passive participant observer and a moderate participant observer inside the observed classrooms. 

Also, to profoundly comprehend the EFL students’ perceptions and understandings of 

English learning process, I played an emic role to view students’ cultural and linguistic 

differences and asked some questions for clarification (Patton, 1990). Because the students were 
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asked to write their reflective statements of the novel course they were taking along with their 

English learning autobiographies, I frequently asked them to expand on their interpretations of 

written texts related to the practice of autonomous learning or their viewpoints of their learning 

experiences. 

Ethical Considerations 

The consent process had taken place at the university at which the research was 

conducted. Because participants are at an intermediate English level or above, consent letters 

were only given in English. Consent was obtained and documented by responding to the 

researcher’s email (verbal consent process). Both teachers and students signed electronically by 

replying, “I agree to participate in the study” via email. These electronic signatures allowed 

participants to have full-decision making to either participate in the study or not. The reason for 

choosing e-mail to get the participants’ decisions is related to the KSA’s cultural beliefs and 

norms, because the students and teachers are not commonly comfortable signing contracts or 

legal papers. Also, when a participant is asked in person to sign the consent, she usually feels 

pressured or embarrassed to refuse. Therefore, consenting electronically by copying their name 

in the written phrase allowed them a sense of privacy, independence, security, and 

confidentiality. Moreover, anonymity was applied to obscure the identities of all participants and 

ensure their protection. 

Teacher Consent 

After the researcher purposefully selected the two teachers for classroom observation 

(one from a teacher-centered classroom and one from a student-centered classroom), the 

researcher sent e-mails, with the study purpose and components attached, to nine EFL teachers to 

invite them to participate in the study. Interested teachers responded, and the researcher selected 
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six teachers to be part of the study, and then sent them consent forms. Two of the six teachers 

were chosen for classroom observation. The selection was based on a nonrandom sampling of 

teachers’ methodological teaching approaches. Because the researcher is familiar with many of 

the teachers’ methods in the same context and has connections with some of the teachers, the 

researcher purposefully selected one teacher who promotes learner autonomy in classrooms, one 

who follows a more traditional method of teaching, and four teachers who were selected 

arbitrarily. An e-mail was sent to the two teachers to announce and distribute a paper, which 

includes the study aim and methods for all students to participate in the study. 

Student Consent 

The students had plenty of time to review the description of the study paper. Neither the 

teacher nor the researcher had control over whether participants completed this process. Teachers 

encouraged the students to either accept or deny participation individually via e-mail. Eight 

students, four from each of the two classrooms, were chosen to participate in the study. The 

researcher received the students’ agreement directly via email from each participating student. 

Then the researcher selected the first eight students on the email list. The students were allowed 

to contact the researcher via phone at any time to discuss the study and their participation. The 

researcher waived consent for the students in the classes that were just being observed. 

Each time that participants returned for a scheduled research interview, they were 

presented with a copy of the current (unsigned) consent form to remind them that although they 

agreed to participate, their agreement was voluntary and that they were free to withdraw from the 

study at any time. Regarding possible ethical concerns, the school name and location, the 

participants' identification, some other details regarding the research sites (e.g., the number and 
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location of the classes) and other specific details related to the participants were not indicated in 

this study. 

Assigned Curriculum 

The assigned curriculum was a selection of English literature novels from the 19th 

century. It included the social, cultural, and political background of Old English Literature, 

Middle English Literature, and Elizabethan novel and prose. Specifically, this observed course 

examined Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations. This study of the novel included a reflection of 

personal, social, and cultural perspectives in that era. Characteristics of the Victorian age were 

discussed. Elements of fiction (character, plot, the point of view, setting, style, and theme) were 

the core emphases of the course. 

Why was Novel Class Appropriate to Carry Out this Study? 

English novel classes were purposefully chosen for this study because of their 

combination of literacy and language acquisition where verbal language is presented in brief and 

purposeful texts. Both reading and writing poetry allow EFL students to engage in vocabulary 

development at a variety of levels. They also offer rich vocabulary deliberations, examination of 

authors’ word choice, and explorations of multiple meanings. Although in almost all English 

novels there is the usage of figurative language, which is one of the hardest skills for EFL 

students to acquire, they can deeply support language learners in building vocabulary and 

expressions. These classes as other classes in the English department are only presented in 

English. 
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Data Collection 

Classroom Observations 

The researcher observed two classrooms to record students’ learning progress and 

teachers’ methods of teaching. Classroom observational guidelines (Appendix C) and protocol 

(Appendix D) were used to organize and document the data. In each class observation, the 

researcher was seated at the back of the classroom to have a better view of the class interactions. 

Each of these English classes was observed twice a week for 8 weeks and the whole class session 

(80 minutes) was recorded for transcription and analysis. The observation of the two classes 

lasted 160 minutes in total (320 minutes/week) and the researcher recorded students’ 

participation in class, teachers’ involvement with students, and the instructional method 

implemented. Classroom observational guidelines and protocols (Appendices C & D) were filled 

out using guideline analysis by Wajnryb (1992) and the classroom observation protocol for 

undergraduate STEM (COPUS) observation by Smith, Jones, Gilbert, and Wieman (2013) to 

dependably illustrate how the teacher and students interacted inside the classroom. These 

guidelines of classroom observation were used as a tool to allow more exploration of the 

developments of teaching and learning, especially while recording information such as students’ 

contributions and seating arrangements, to understand the role of learner autonomy inside the 

classroom environment. The researcher’s thoughts and comments were also documented in each 

session. As classroom teachers were selected purposefully based on their philosophical beliefs in 

teaching, there were two different observed teaching approaches: a teacher-centered classroom 

and a student-centered classroom. 

In both a teacher-centered classroom and a student-centered classroom, when the 

researcher entered the classroom for the first time, she collected some general ethnographic 
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information, such as the classroom setting, seating arrangements, the number of students, the 

behavior of the students and teacher, and the topics discussed. 

Specifically, the researcher focused on understanding the teachers’ differences and 

similarities in delivering the lesson, the same topic for the same level of students in different 

classrooms. Also, the researcher investigated the culture of these classrooms regarding the length 

of the lectures, waiting time, one-to-one guidance, classroom atmosphere, classroom 

management, student level of interactions, students’ responsibilities, rewards, students’ 

performances in the classes, hands-on activities, individual work and assignments, group 

discussion, student questions, students’ prediction of answers, critical thinking, students’ 

motivation, and level of engagement. Smith et al. (2013) defined the measurements of students’ 

engagement as follows: 

Having a measure of student engagement is useful for providing feedback to the 

instructor and for judging the overall effectiveness of many instructional activities. With 

the coding of the levels of engagement simplified to only discriminating between low (0– 
20% of the students engaged), medium, or high (≥80% of the student engaged), some 
observers, particularly those who had some experience with observing levels of student 

engagement, could easily code engagement along with the other two categories, and there 

was reasonable consistency between observers. (p. 620) 

These different classroom descriptions are mainly borrowed from the classroom observation 

protocol developed by Smith et al. (2013), which will be used during each classroom visit (see 

Appendix D). In addition to these descriptions, other general and detailed information regarding 

teaching and learning were recorded and documented. 

Semistructured Interviews 

Students. The eight participating students were interviewed (audio recorded) for further 

data regarding the role of learner autonomy in vocabulary development. The interview questions 

are attached in Appendix B. Four students from each of the two classes participated in the study 
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(eight students in total). The eight students were interviewed and recorded at the researcher’s 

office three times. They were first recorded prior to the summer term (June 2017) to gather 

general information about their best learning method and perceptions of learner autonomy. After 

4 weeks of the summer term (July 2017), the researcher needed to learn more about their 

attitudes toward the current method and their beliefs about its effectiveness. Finally, at the end of 

the term (August 2017), the researcher interviewed the same student group for final thoughts and 

suggestions as the interview questions were asked based on the students’ initial responses. Each 

individual participant session lasted approximately 30–45 minutes. These sessions were 

recorded, transcribed, and translated for thematic coding of analysis. 

Teachers. The six selected teachers, including the two classrooms teachers who were 

observed, were invited to participate in an audio interview. The interview questions are attached 

in Appendix A. The researcher had one audio session (30–45 minutes) at her office, in the same 

university in which she is currently working, asking the teachers for their perceptions of learner 

autonomy and its relation to vocabulary development and the application of current teaching 

methods. The interviews were transcribed and added to the qualitative data of the project. 

Reflective Statements 

The eight participating students were asked to write a reflective statement at the end of 

the courses as a course evaluation of the instructional materials and as one method to reflect on 

their own thinking development inside and outside the classroom. Reflective statements were (1– 

3) pages in length, and they were gathered and analyzed at the end of summer term (August 

2017). The primary purpose of the analysis was to find out the relationship between the 

implemented teaching method and their vocabulary growth, as well as to identify autonomous 

features. The analysis was based on the development of sentence structure and academic 
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vocabulary usage during the summer session. Students were given guideline questions that 

helped them generate their ideas and reflect on the course’s structure (see Appendix E). 

Written Student Learning Autobiographies 

As female college students, the students’ learning autobiographies of English language 

development were chosen not only to uncover some aspects of autonomous vocabulary learning 

but also, as Brutt-Griffler and Samimy (1999) state, “promote personal history as a site of 

struggle over identity” (p. 420). The eight selected students were asked to write learning 

autobiographies that described their journey as an EFL student. An example of the researcher’s 

autobiography was provided as a sample but not as a model. Students were asked to write (1 to 2 

pages in length) about their history regarding English learning (see Appendix F). Learning 

autobiographies were gathered and analyzed at the end of the summer term (August 2017). 

Data Analysis 

Data analysis was an ongoing and recursive procedure (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The 

main data collections in the study was from the EFL classroom observation, interview sessions 

of both teachers and students, students’ reflective statements, and students’ learning 

autobiographies. My first research question: What are the female EFL teachers’ perceptions 

regarding the most effective methods in English vocabulary learning? was mainly answered by 

exploring teachers’ perceptions of learner autonomy inside the EFL classrooms through 

analyzing the audio-recorded teacher interview sessions. 

As for my second research question :To what extent, if any, do female EFL teachers in 

the two different university English language classrooms promote learner autonomy, with 

special attention to the domain of vocabulary development?, the answer to this question was 

primarily discovered by exploring teachers’ implications of autonomous learning strategies 
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inside the English language classrooms. Specifically, this question was answered through the 

classroom observation data of the two EFL classrooms, which were recorded, and by utilizing 

two observation protocols (see Appendices C and D). Also, teacher interviews aided in 

answering this question. 

The third research question is: What are the female students’ perceptions regarding 

autonomous learning strategies in English vocabulary learning?, and further, at the end of one 

semester, how do the students evaluate the autonomy-fostering activities, if there are any, in 

terms of motivational value and usefulness? These questions were answered by analyzing 

students’ audio-recorded interviews, and students’ learning autobiographies, and students' 

reflective statements. 

My fourth research question is: To what extent, if any, do female EFL students at the 

university deploy autonomous learning strategies while learning English (especially vocabulary) 

in a foreign language context?, and the subquestion: What are the female students’ investments 

in English language learning? What strategies or approaches have they adopted to achieve their 

current level of proficiency? These research questions were answered through the classroom 

observation data of the two EFL classrooms, which were recorded, and by utilizing two 

observation protocols (see Appendices C and D). Also, students’ audio-recorded interviews and 

students’ learning autobiographies helped answer these research questions. See Table 6 below 

for justification of method selection to answer the research questions. 

Table 6 

Methodological Justification 

Aim of the study: (Explore) Data collection Research Data Analysis 

questions (RQs) 

1. EFL teachers’ perception of (1) Teachers interviews RQ: 1 First cycle of coding: 

autonomous learning strategies Triangulation of data 
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for English vocabulary 

development 

2. EFL teachers’ promotion of 
autonomous learning strategies 

for English vocabulary 

development 

3. EFL students’ insights of most 

effective strategies in vocabulary 

learning 

4. EFL students’ applications of 

autonomous learning strategies 

for English vocabulary 

development 

(1) Classroom RQ: 2 

Observations 

(2) Teachers interviews 

(1) Students interviews RQ: 3, 3a 

(2) Students learning 

autobiographies 

(3) Students’ Reflective 
statements 

(1) Students interviews RQ: 4, 4a 

(2) Students learning 

autobiographies 

(3) Classroom 

Observations 

source (same instrument 

but different participants) 

and data methods (multiple 

instruments) 

▪ Analytic triangulation 

(predetermined coding) 

▪ Thick description 

(Geertz, 1973) 

▪ Peer debriefing 

▪ Second cycle of coding: 

Peer debriefing and 

review of codes/themes 

▪ Taxonomic analysis 

As a method of data analysis, the researcher analyzed the data in the first cycle of the 

coding process by using the open-coding system. Features of learner autonomy were drawn from 

constructivism and transformative learning theories (Duffy & Jonassen, 1992; Mezirow, 2000) 

and from the empirical studies. The first cycle of the coding process led to the second cycle of 

coding: a thematic analysis. The study emphasized exploring EFL teachers’ perceptions and the 

promotion of autonomous learning strategies for English vocabulary development as well as EFL 

students’ insights and applications on vocabulary learning strategies and the extent to which EFL 

students employed self-learning strategies in vocabulary learning. Autonomy can be defined in 

terms of noticeable features of self-leadership and independence in learning. To study whether 

students were autonomous learners and could achieve more control of their learning, the 

researcher examined the students’ ability to create more learning plans, contribute more in 
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decision-making practices, and reflect more intensely on their learning development. Thus, the 

researcher focused the study examination on examples of autonomy from two viewpoints: the 

students’ and the teachers’ participation. 

All teacher and student interview sessions were audio-recorded and transcribed, and all 

observation records were coded manually. Reflective statements and student learning 

autobiographies were examined by tracing the vocabulary development and characteristics of 

autonomous learning. As for the coding procedures, the researcher used attributes from 

constructivism and transformative learning theories (Duffy & Jonassen, 1992; & Mezirow, 2000) 

as guides, which are listed later in this section. The researcher searched for evidence in the data 

that reinforced the types of analysis from those two references. During the procedure of data 

analysis, techniques were used to compare and contrast explanations, improve unexpected results 

and analyses, and discover justifications of the unusual results. Such methods included 

organizing the regularity of events, key terms, central ideas, concepts, information collection, 

and stream plans (Freebody, 2003). 

Trustworthiness of the Data Analysis 

Triangulation 

One significant procedure to improve the credibility of qualitative research is gathering 

multiple forms of data to support the results (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003; Creswell, 2007; Patton 

1990). Because this study collects four types of data—interviews, classroom observations, 

reflective statements, and student learning autobiographies—it fulfills Creswell’s (2007) 

indication that multiple forms of data increase the credibility of a study, because they help to 

investigate evidence from different parts and construct a rational explanation for themes. 

Therefore, triangulation of the various data collected from students’ and teachers’ interview 



 

  

 

 

69 LEARNER AUTONOMY IN VOCABULARY DEVELOPMENT 

sessions and classrooms observation notes, students’ learning autobiographies and students’ 

reflective statements, and capturing different viewpoints (i.e., instructors, students, and 

researcher), added significantly to the analysis of this study. Also, analytical triangulation was 

used in analyzing the data using two cycles of coding. The first cycle of coding was open coding 

and the second was predetermined or guided coding. After that, the researcher used ‘thick 

description’ (Geertz, 1973) to describe not only teachers’ and students’ performances but the 

educational context as well, which were meaningful to the outside audiences. Peer debriefing 

with colleagues was also used for triangulation, as well as peer review by the peer-qualified 

researcher of discrepancy or new codes and themes. 

The data collection was valuable in understanding the perceptions and views of 

participants regarding how teachers teach in the KSA, EFL students’ perceptions and application 

of autonomous learning strategies for English vocabulary development as well as their most 

preferred method of learning English vocabulary. It was also valuable in unfolding both teachers’ 

and students’ performances, insights, and emotional states observed from the setting. Moreover, 

the gathered data in the classroom observation gave an interior view of the classroom 

interactions and its dynamics. The data focuses on consistency from the statistical standpoint as 

the data collected represent two EFL classrooms and not only the participants. As such, data 

were utilized to create charts and calculate averages and percentages based on adapted protocol. 

Moreover, there are no external criteria that have been evaluated, and everything is between the 

student and the teacher interaction and activities. As the primary observer, I used the 2-minute 

increment observational sheet and coded information for further analysis. 
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Data Analysis Procedure 

First Cycle of the Coding Process: An Analytical Procedure Using Features of Autonomy 

To obtain a broader view of the researcher’s interpretation of the data, I used Corbin and 

Strauss’s (1990) open-coding system in which I read every sentence of the classroom 

observations, interview transcripts, reflective statements, and learning autobiographies and wrote 

down everything that crossed my mind in a code section. This process helped me to understand 

the context better and have an initial event to describe in each source. I also used ‘thick 

description’ (Geertz, 1973) to give details for not only teachers’ and students’ undertakings but 

also to explain specific examples of cultural and social connections and situate them in the 

educational setting. Next, I used an analysis process guided by characteristics of constructivism 

and transformative learning theories (Duffy & Jonassen,1992; Mezirow, 2000), which describe 

the learner’s control over his or her learning. Accordingly, I used some characteristics from 

constructivism and transformative learning theories and clarification of the features of 

independent learners summarized from Dickinson (1993), Duffy and Jonassen (1992), 

Littlewood (1999), Mezirow (2000), and Ryan (1991), which were exemplified above in the 

literature. Then, I started coding the data by classifying significant elements inductively as I was 

reviewing the transcribed data. As a final step in my first cycle of analysis, I started the data 

reduction of teachers’ and students’ interviews, classroom observation notes, transcriptions, and 

students’ written samples. I reduced a corpus of data, organized the codes, condensed 

manageable sections of analysis, summarizes the participants’ thoughts, and discarded irrelevant 

data. As I started eliminating irrelevant information, I examined the data, selected a sequence of 

the process, and conceptualized data to find out general themes. Even though I reduced the 

irrelevant data, I kept all data for re-examining unexpected findings to ensure that each 
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participant's narrative is an accurate representation of the story they want to tell (Creswell, 2007). 

Also, as Smagorinsky (2008) claims a reduction of the data was made not only because they are 

illustrative of the larger corpus but because they are also a comparison of indicative data with an 

analytically organized version of the complete analysis. 

For the data analysis, I looked specifically at the role that the student plays in relation to 

autonomous learning. Little (2007) clarifies that autonomous learning happens when students are 

asked to investigate or think individually to process meaning-making. Markers of learner 

autonomy include initiation of topic discussion, direct questioning, arguing, and negotiation in 

the classroom. The following categories are used to determine the existence or absence of 

autonomous learning: 

• Students initiate their learning process (e.g., self-reflect, suggest, modify, and select 

specific learning tasks). 

• Students formulate their own learning objectives, and teachers amend the learning 

objectives based on students’ understandings and needs. 

• Students are responsible, flexible, and curious; they see the need to learn, hold positive 

attitudes towards learning, and set their own objectives. 

• Students’ prior knowledge is accessed and activated. 

• Students are questioning, analyzing, exploring, and employing a central role in 

facilitating and controlling their own learning. 

• Students are self-motivated to learn. 

• Students make use of appropriate learning strategies in learning. 

• Students identify strategies that are not working for them and explore some 

alternatives. 

• Students monitor their progress, reflect on and evaluate their learning, and rationalize 

their actions. 

• Students think critically and engage in critical reflection. 

• Students’ mistakes are accepted as part of learning. 

• Students participate in authentic learning. 

• Students are given opportunities to make decisions. 

• Students’ capacity of selections is based on ability and willingness. 

• Students are guided by the teacher to be self-confident in new roles and activities. 

• Students are encouraged by the teacher to participate in self-reflection and open 

dialogue. 

• Students observe teachers as coaches and monitors in class. 

• Students’ input on the instructional goals is suggested. 
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• Students self-assess using variety of evaluation tools. 

Second Cycle of the Coding Process: Thematic Coding for Classroom Observation and 

Interview Data 

As the first cycle coding came up with codes based on markers of learner autonomy, in 

the second cycle coding, I analyzed the coded data and searched for themes. Next, I asked a 

colleague for peer debriefing for triangulation, and another peer-qualified researcher for peer 

review of the discrepancy of codes and themes. Both researchers are doctoral students in their 

final year, who have experience in editing scientific journals. These researchers assisted in 

examining the researcher’s transcripts, and general methodology. They are also provided 

feedback to improve credibility and ensure validity of some given evidence. Through the peers’ 

investigation, they detected some issues in the research such as overstated points, understated 

points, and biases made by the researcher. After reviewing the peers’ notes and feedback, the 

researcher made revisions by adding and illuminating knowledge to some aspect of the data 

interpretation, which supported in maximizing the benefits of the process. 

After I generated the initial themes, I grouped them for a taxonomic analysis. Creswell 

(2007) suggests that the most frequently used method for analyzing qualitative data is a thematic 

analysis, which permits flexible use of data. Braun and Clarke (2006) define thematic analysis as 

an analytic technique for “identifying analyzing and reporting patterns (themes) within data. It 

minimally organizes and describes your data sets in (rich) detail. However, it goes further than 

this and interprets various aspects of the research topic” (p. 79). They further suggest a 6-step 

guide for qualitative data analysis. These steps include familiarization, producing opening codes, 

searching for themes, revising themes, classifying and assigning themes, and creating the report. 

These steps were followed to analyze the data collected within this study. However, the 
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researcher was aware of the intentions of these qualitative research guidelines as they are not 

firm procedures that demand taking sequences of steps. Instead, it is a “recursive process, where 

movement is back and forth as needed, throughout the phases” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 86). 

After the themes had been generated, the next step I used to analyze was to create a broad 

category that is called a taxonomic analysis in which I drew graphic interpretations of the data 

(Spradley, 2016). For example, taxonomic analysis involves asking teachers about their roles in 

the classroom and how they are different from the students’ roles. I tried to link to both sources 

that contain multiple themes to interpret both the teachers’ and the students’ roles. Then, I 

attempted to find a link between the two sources that tell a coherent story, to find initial themes 

and to answer the study’s research questions. The below themes are main themes that guided my 

study analysis: 

• EFL teachers’ perceptions of most effective methods in English learning; 

• Instructional pacing: A closer look at the two EFL teachers practice inside their 

language classrooms; 

• Students’ insights into autonomous learning strategies; 

• Students’ evaluation of the novel classroom; 

• EFL students’ views of Dr. Khlood’s novel classroom; 

• EFL students’ views of Dr. Faten’s novel classroom; 

• Students’ agency in the learning process; 

• Students’ autonomy inside the EFL classrooms; 

• EFL students’ limited roles in Dr. Faten’s classroom; 

• EFL students’ active roles in Dr. Khlood’s classroom; 

• Students’ autonomous learning strategies for vocabulary learning; 

CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS OF TEACHERS’ PERCEPTION AND EXTENT OF 

APPLICATION OF AUTONOMOUS LEARNING STRATEGIES 

While the method and analysis chapter focused on the methodological protocol, in order 

to answer the research questions, this chapter presents the results of the study. The outcomes in 

this section seek to answer the two following research questions: 
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1. What are the female EFL teachers’ perceptions regarding the most effective methods 

in English vocabulary learning? 

2. To what extent, if any, do female EFL teachers in the two different university English 

language classrooms promote learner autonomy, with special attention to the domain 

of vocabulary development? 

To answer these research questions, I selected appropriate tenets of constructivism and 

transformative learning theories. I also employed some features of independent learners 

summarized from Dickinson (1993), Duffy and Jonassen (1992), Littlewood (1999), Mezirow 

(2000), and Ryan (1991), which were discussed in the literature review. These features of 

autonomous learning were utilized as the main theoretical framework that supported my analysis 

in identifying EFL teachers’ perceptions of the most useful methods in English vocabulary 

development. As these features guided my coding process through data analysis, other features 

were uncovered as well as the expansion of these sets of features. 

The main purpose of this section is to explore how college EFL teachers in the KSA 

perceive teaching English in the context of each English learner's development via purposeful 

vocabulary acquisition. The teachers’ promotions of learner autonomy in vocabulary 

development are also examined. The findings are written in chronological order following two 

dimensions: EFL teachers’ perceptions of the most effective methods in English vocabulary 

learning and the two EFL teachers’ instructional strategies inside their classroom. The statements 

of the teacher participants guided the practices of English teachers who either promote or discard 

learner autonomy among their students. The following themes appeared from an in-depth 

analysis of the interviews and classroom observation notes. 
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EFL Teachers’ Perceptions of Most Effective Methods in English Learning 

To answer the first research question, What are the female EFL teachers’ perceptions 

regarding the most effective methods in English vocabulary learning?, special attention was 

given to the teachers’ perceptions of the instructional methods employed in the context of an 

undergraduate English department. The six teachers (pseudonyms)—Dr. Alaa, Dr. Faten, Dr. 

Khlood, Dr. Lama, Dr. Tala, and Dr. Nujood—are interviewed about their beliefs on their 

English teaching approaches inside fourth-year EFL classrooms. The six professors’ responses 

varied about their main instructional teaching strategies. The results of the first research question 

about the EFL teachers’ views on their method of English learning can be summarized in three 

categories: (1) Dr. Khlood and Dr. Alaa perceive autonomous learning strategies for English 

vocabulary learning as beneficial and they promote this inside their classrooms; (2) Dr. Tala and 

Dr. Lama, while not opposed to the idea of autonomous learning, do not implement it and prefer 

the method of traditional teaching; and (3) Dr. Faten and Dr. Nujood perceive traditional 

teaching as the only effective method in learning: they disapprove of autonomous learning 

strategies and avoid using them inside their classrooms (Teachers’ interview session, July 2017). 

Reasons Behind the EFL Teachers’ Choice of Teaching Approaches 

Perceiving school as a place of creativity: Use of self-regulated learning strategies 

for vocabulary learning. 

Instructor participant 1. Dr. Alaa began her professional career as a lecturer in English 7 

years ago at a university in Riyadh, KSA. Dr. Alaa has completed her Ph.D. in Applied 

Linguistics at the same university where she has been working as a full-time lecturer in English. 
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Instructor participant 2. Dr. Khlood began her professional career as a lecturer in 

English 9 years ago at a university in Riyadh, KSA. Dr. Khlood completed her Ph.D. in English 

Literature at the same university where she has been working as a full-time lecturer in English. 

Dr. Khlood and Dr. Alaa are strong advocates of using autonomous learning strategies in 

their EFL classrooms. They believe that students should find their own distinctive way to learn 

English vocabulary and should be motivated to learn. Their primary approach is promoting 

students’ self-exploration in their classroom, for instance, when they ask their students some 

questions to engage them in critical thinking. For that reason, they aim to use various 

autonomous learning approaches to reach out to their students and allow room for creativity. 

Also, Dr. Khlood and Dr. Alaa indicate that they incorporate technology into their EFL classes to 

develop their students’ academic vocabulary. They allow students to use their phones during 

class to research and explore related information. Students are encouraged to use their phones, 

for example, to reach clearer definitions or examples of some vocabulary they struggle with. 

Students also use the iPad’s visual and audio components to support vocabulary knowledge. In 

an interview, Dr. Alaa shows that she is a believer in autonomous learning, as illustrated in the 

following excerpt: 

I believe in independent learning. Mainly I prefer to involve students in their own 

learning as much as I can (e.g., inquiry-based learning, task-based learning, etc.). My 

rationale is that students learn best when they have contributed to their own learning and 

that my job is to teach them not only “how to learn” but “how to enjoy their learning” 
(Dr. Alaa, Teacher’s interview session, July 4, 2017) 

From Dr. Alaa’s above response, it is evident that she is a promoter of autonomous learning, as 

she tries to incorporate different instructional methods in her EFL classes. She confirms her 

advocacy for autonomous learning by saying “I try my best to promote learner autonomy by 

encouraging students to search for answers to their inquiries instead of expecting me to give 
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them the answers; by guiding them to resources that they can refer to for information.” Her 

dedication to autonomous learning is reaffirmed when she says, “I believe that students are 

active participants in their own learning, not passive recipients of information.” In the same vein, 

Dr. Khlood also feels that autonomous learning is the best fit for college students: 

At a college level, it’s no longer spoon-feeding the students. It has to be from them first. 

I'm just here to guide, facilitate and enhance, but not really do the teaching so that they 

are just absorbing like a sponge. (Dr. Khlood, Teacher’s interview session, July 6, 2017) 

Dr. Khlood indicates in the interview session that she believes that students should be 

autonomous learners who explore, negotiate, and participate largely in the learning process. She 

further explains her role as a teacher as one where she teaches students how to be responsible for 

their own learning, as well as guides and facilitates their learning development. Dr. Khlood 

claims that, as her students are part of the learning system, they can direct and help with 

explanations and analysis of her lessons. Dr. Khlood also ties the students’ autonomy to their 

intrinsic motivation and willingness to learn and participate in the class activity. 

In the interview sessions, Dr. Khlood explains that in her EFL classroom she always 

keeps in mind that she has to be patient with her students and help them develop English 

vocabulary gradually. She believes that the best teaching strategy is giving students different 

tasks that focus on their areas of weakness. She also believes that it is essential to give the 

students a choice of tasks. Some of the strategies that she believes to be effective with her 

students are recognizing the difference and finding keywords of essential vocabulary learning. 

For example, Dr. Khlood indicates that she promotes learner autonomy by allowing her students 

to make decisions in class, choose tasks to perform, find some extra materials, teach a part of the 

lesson, use internet resources, evaluate themselves and their friends, and correct errors. (Dr. 

Khlood, Teacher’s interview session, July 6, 2017). Likewise, Dr. Alaa says: 
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I try as possible as I can to promote learner autonomy in my class but I always consider 

the level of students, personalities and learning styles. I try to do so by first introducing 

the concept of autonomy and attracting their attention to its benefits to raise my students' 

self-confidence and support them in developing their own English knowledge. (Dr. Alaa, 

Teacher’s interview session, July 4, 2017) 

In the teacher interview sessions, Drs. Alaa and Khlood emphasize specific skills and strategies, 

such as note taking, writing outlines, finding examples, finding keywords, asking for feedback, 

performing real tasks, and graphic design, that students need as part of their self-directed 

learning in order to succeed in the novel class.The rationale behind their teaching method is that 

these instructional strategies can help students become involved as active participants in the 

learning process and not just as passive recipients of information. They also claim that these 

strategies can help students gradually develop autonomous learning skills, reinforce their self-

confidence, and create more interactive classrooms. It is clear that both Dr. Alaa and Dr. Khlood 

understand the benefits of promoting autonomous learning approaches and facilitate them in their 

learning contexts. 

Perceiving school as a place of heritage: Use of repetitive drills strategies for 

vocabulary learning. 

Instructor participant 3. Dr. Faten began her professional career as a lecturer in English 

20 years ago at a university in India. She then completed her Masters and a Ph.D. in English 

Literature in India. Since returning home, she has been working as a full-time lecturer in English 

in Riyadh, KSA for over 7 years. 

Instructor participant 4. Dr. Nujood began her professional career as a lecturer in 

English 5 years ago at a university in Egypt. She then completed her Ph.D. in English and started 

working as a full-time lecturer in English in the KSA over 3 years ago. 
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During the teachers’ interview sessions, Dr. Faten and Dr. Nujood are, conversely, firmly 

positive that a traditional teacher-centered approach is a right approach to English language and 

learning. They believe in traditional methods because that is how they were taught and became 

successful EFL professors. Believing in a teacher-centered approach, Dr. Nujood is frank in her 

response when she says, “I don’t fully accept autonomous learning because I believe that 

students always need the help of the teacher as a leader of learning” (Dr. Nujood, Teacher’s 

interview session, July 27, 2017). Dr. Nujood claims that she aims to maintain order in her 

classroom. She believes that students should be quiet at all times and that the teacher holds full 

control of the classroom. She also believes that vocabulary should be taught in a certain way. She 

says, “I believe that the best way of vocabulary learning is to repeat, provide details, give 

quizzes, and explain if necessary.” She states that the traditional way of teaching, in which the 

teacher always directs the students, is her preferred method. Similarly, Dr. Faten, in her 

interview session, says, straightforwardly: 

I cannot give you any information regarding what I am teaching. I don’t have any clear 

strategy. I usually enter the class and I lose my temper most of the time because I know 

that I am not being able reach out to my students. I know that I cannot hold their 

attention. They are quiet because they know I will lose my temper [if they talk]. They're 

not quiet because they're listening to me. You understand? (Dr.  Faten, Teacher’s 

interview session, July 25, 2017) 

The above data indicates that Dr. Faten lacks awareness about teaching and learning approaches. 

From her choice of words, “I lose my temper most of the time,” it is clear that she lacks 

classroom management skills, as she expresses her difficulties in reaching out to her students and 

directing their attention inside her EFL classroom. She seems to have a poor rapport with 

students inside the classroom. Dr. Faten’s comment, “They are not quiet,” reveals her 

expectations and her traditional teaching method, which are that students need to be quiet and 

passive learners. Dr. Faten, while she is teaching, is not activating the students’ learning 
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atmosphere. The excerpt above seems to suggest that Dr. Faten recognizes that her students are 

listening to her because they are afraid of her, not because they want to listen. She further 

identifies other problems, such as learners’ attitudes and motivation, as well as the university 

assigned textbook, as factors that hindered the learning process in her current and past teaching 

contexts. 

Dr. Faten and Dr. Nujood also mention that they are more content with applying the 

teacher-centered approach, which, they argue, saves time and effort. Dr. Nujood claims, 

“Lecturing—I think the traditional learning is the best method because it doesn’t confuse 

students,” and that “It’s better to be safe than sorry when it comes to students’ learning” (Dr. 

Nujood, Teacher’s interview session, July 27, 2017). She justifies her teaching method by saying 

that when the teacher has all the power inside the classroom, students will listen and learn 

rapidly. Without any experience of altering her current teaching approach, Dr. Nujood claims 

that other recent active teaching and learning approaches have not been shown effective. 

In the same line of thought, Dr. Faten, interestingly, explains her methodological belief in 

learning English vocabulary: 

Now, the problem with the novel that I am teaching this semester is that it is the earliest 

of the novels and there the language is very different. So the girls find it a bit difficult. I 

can't tell them to go on looking for each word, we lose the purpose of learning and they 

will be just focused on finding the meanings of the words. As such, I tell them directly to 

listen carefully and write every word I say! (Dr. Faten, Teacher’s interview session, July 
25, 2017) 

Dr. Faten further explains that EFL learners come to every class exhausted and not ready to 

learn. She states that sometimes students do not even want to tell the teacher why they are not 

paying attention. She emphasized that the EFL learners are passive learners; that, in her view, 

they just want to listen and do not want to contribute to the learning environment, because their 

primary purpose is to pass the course. From her own description of the class setting and the 
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observation session, it is clear that there is a considerable gap in the teaching and learning 

environment. Dr. Faten claims that her students are not motived to learn, but she uses only one 

method: lecturing, a method that limits their choice in participating in learning opportunities. 

Perceiving school as a place of constraints: Use of structured lesson plans to develop 

students’ vocabulary knowledge. 

Instructor participant 5. Dr. Lama began her professional career as a lecturer in English 

12 years ago at a university in the KSA. Then she completed her Ph.D. in English Literature 

from the university where she works as a full-time lecturer. 

Instructor participant 6. Dr. Tala began her professional career as a lecturer in English 

11 years ago at a university in Jordan and completed her Ph.D. in Applied Linguistics. Nearly a 

decade ago, she started working as a full-time lecturer in English in Riyadh, KSA. 

Dr. Lama states that “I think lecturing is the most effective strategy because it is the 

traditional way of learning and most of the students can understand the information when I use 

it.” She believes that school instruction limits the English teaching approaches to one—lecture-

based. She indicates that she follows a lecture-based approach because the given curriculum is 

dense, and there is no time to ask each student about their preferred way of learning (Dr. Lama, 

Teacher’s interview session, August 9, 2017). She further explains that leading the students in 

the classroom is her core learning objective. It was noted from her interview session that she 

limits students’ interactions to asking questions and leading their own learning to following a 

preplanned lecture. 

Similarly, Dr. Tala, in the interview session, states that “In my opinion, the most 

important students' role is listening to their teacher. After I explain everything, they can 

participate.” Dr. Tala believes that she should follow a timeline in her lecture and be organized, 
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adding that, “The reason of why I don’t open-up for my students some self-learning approaches 

is that I like to have a set of lesson objectives and I like to achieve them every lecture” (Dr. Tala, 

Teacher’s interview session, August 15, 2017). She claims that with autonomous learning 

strategies, students’ learning outcomes are not predictable. Thus, both Dr. Lama and Dr. Tala 

agreed that following the traditional method of teaching, which is a teacher-centered classroom, 

is their current choice of teaching style. 

Dr. Tala explains in her interview session that she is “traditional” in starting her lessons. 

She believes that she is successful in doing so: 

I always start by writing some very brief points on the board and explain to my students 

that they are the focus of the lesson. Then, I start asking each student about different parts 

of the previous lesson because I strongly believe that the new lesson should be built on 

the previous one. Then, I start discussing the new lesson based on the focus of the lesson 

that I have written on the board, and I ask the students to write every word written on the 

board. (Tala, Teacher’s interview session, August 15, 2017) 

In the above excerpt, Dr. Tala seems to have a predetermined idea of how much time it takes 

students to complete tasks, down to the minute. She does not make room for students who may 

work at a quicker or slower pace than what she had assigned for each writing task. Consequently, 

the flow of the lesson is entirely up to the teacher and is prearranged. Dr. Tala justifies her 

decision to hinder learner autonomy by showing that she does not know how to promote wisely. 

While Dr. Tala is convinced that her approach is successful, it is clear that her lessons are 

designed to be performed in a sequenced structure without allowing room for students’ 

exploration of tasks or negotiation of related topics. Indeed, Dr. Tala asks her students to record 

every word she says. She is concerned more with satisfying the course objectives than with 

developing her students’ English skills. 
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Table 7 

EFL Teachers’ Perceptions of Learner Autonomy for Vocabulary Development 

Professor 

Name The extent of EFL teachers’ use of autonomous learning strategies 

Dr. Alaa Encourages autonomous learning strategies through students use of: 

a) Self-exploring in the classroom 

b) Technology:  iPad’s audio-visual components 

c)  Inquiry-based learning 

d) Task-based learning 

e) Training in self-review, ongoing monitoring, self-evaluation and 

reflection 

f) Peer assessment, self-assessment and portfolio assessment 

Dr. Faten Uses the traditional teaching method through asking students to: 

a) Listen to her in the classroom 

b) Take notes 

c) Do the at-home reading assignments 

Dr. Khlood Promotes autonomous learning strategies through: 

a) Engaging students in critical thinking and exploring 

b) Incorporating technology to develop their academic vocabulary 

c) Guiding them through the process of analyzing literature 

d) Practicing new words in real-life settings 

e) Translating the words and using them in context 

f) Involving them in teaching-learning procedure, supportive feedback, and 

self-assessment 

Dr. Lama Uses the traditional teaching method through asking students to: 

a) Listen to the lecture 

b) Use repetitive drills 

c) Complete the writing assignments 

Dr. Nujood Uses the traditional teaching method through asking students to: 

a) Listen to the lecture 

b) Repeat new words 

c) Focus on test-oriented and textbook-based method 

Dr. Tala Uses the traditional teaching method through asking students to: 

a) Listen to a timeline lecture 

b) Understand lesson objectives 

c) Write notes in class 

Current Challenges in Teaching English for EFL Learners 

Shifts in curriculum control: Views of teacher autonomy. Besides the fact that the 

four teachers – Dr. Faten, Dr. Lama, Dr. Nujood, and Dr. Tala – state in their interview sessions 
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that they are not content in implementing autonomous learning strategies inside their EFL 

classroom, Drs. Faten and Tala convey, surprisingly, that teachers’ power inside the classroom is 

questionable. Dr. Faten states: 

Teaching has not been that fulfilling because of the student power is too much and the 

teachers are given somehow—the teachers don't have an upper hand. They don't want to 

study too much, they don't want too much of information. You're infamous for giving too 

much information. That kind of hiccups I do have. (Dr. Faten, Teacher’s interview 

session, July 25, 2017) 

It is clear that Dr. Faten’s expectations in teaching are not aligned with students’ expectations in 

learning. She expects students to process a large amount of information and students find it hard 

to digest all that information. Dr. Faten’s statement suggests that she has not had the best 

teaching experience, as she is threatened by her students’ points of view outside the classroom. 

While she states that she, as well as other teachers, have the full power inside the classroom 

regarding teaching style, activities, and grades, they are affected by the students’ responses 

outside the classroom context, such as the school’s forum and social media. As such, students 

have the rights to complain, review, and critique teachers, curricula, or school matters. Dr. Tala, 

in the same line of thought, admits: 

Teachers’ autonomy is all limited because it's based on the students' power. They go, they 

complain about us. They go, they write about us on Twitter which is good. It's good for 

us. Healthy criticism is good because I need to know whether I am not good, but teachers 

are very limited here. We have to go according to the students' wishes which is not very 

healthy all the time because the students feel—Even when I was a student, I would go 

according to what I want. I want marks [good grades]. (Dr. Tala, Teacher’s interview 

session, August 15, 2017) 

As seen in the above excerpt, Dr. Tala approves of healthy criticism, but she is concerned with 

some unreliable and unjustified criticisms from students. She claims that some students are more 

concerned with their grades than with understanding the course-specific content. As such, they 

have trouble handling grade complaints professionally. For example, Dr. Tala states that students 
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rarely participate in online course evaluation. Instead, they use social media platforms and act as 

threats to their professors’ career tracks. Dr. Tala believes that, inside her classroom, she has a 

measure of control and power over students’ behaviors and attitude but not outside the classroom 

context. 

In a related incident, while the researcher was observing Dr. Faten’s and Dr. Khlood’s 

classes, she noticed that the dean of the department came to both novel classrooms and 

interrupted the class (for over 10 minutes) without asking permission from the instructor. The 

dean has also negotiated the curricula and the syllabi with the students without talking to the 

instructor first. This classroom incident shows one limitation to teachers’ autonomy inside their 

classrooms. As such, teachers’ autonomy is further constrained when it comes to the school 

curriculum. EFL teachers who teach the same subject can only suggest the classroom’s 

curriculum, but it is officially determined by the university’s administrative committee 

(Classroom observation notes, July 2017). In this study, there is a macromanagement for both 

observed EFL classrooms, determining a shared curriculum (novel). While teachers have not 

been given full freedom to design their own curricula or suggest the main course materials, they 

are encouraged to supplement and edit what is allocated to them. Moreover, teachers are given 

full authority in their teaching style, assessment tools, and pedagogical preferences. 

While Drs. Faten and Tala shared the same view in regards the degree of teachers’ 

autonomy, the four other interviewed professors have no complaint about the same matter. Dr. 

Khlood argues that “If you want your students to be engaged and active in learning, you have to 

give them a reason to do so [sic].” She feels that “autonomy is a two-way relationship”; that is, 

when students are engaged, they are learning, and when they are learning, they provide positive 

feedback (Dr. Khlood, Teacher’s interview session, July 6, 2017). Similarly, Dr. Alaa adds that 
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teachers need to build up respectful relationships with their learners to open up endless 

possibilities of students’ engagement in learning. Although Dr. Nujood and Dr. Lama agree that 

a positive student-teacher relationship serves their academic and social development, they are 

ambivalent about building such relationship and explaining the benefits of students’ autonomy in 

learning and diagnosing their own English language strengths and weaknesses. The interview 

data also reveal that teachers’ autonomy influences students’ autonomous learning. When 

teachers allow students to make choices in the learning process, students will be actively 

engaged in various content area and skills. 

Curriculum assessment tools. All participating professors agree that they are required 

by the school administration staff to have a midterm and a final exam for each English course. 

Dr. Khlood states in her interview session: 

I have to have a midterm, I have to have a final. This is the formal way of—because I 

even photocopy it and give them a copy of the best mark, average mark, lowest mark, and 

I submit it to the Quality Assurance Department. This is the proof, if I can say, of how I 

assess the students. (Dr. Khlood, Teacher’s interview session, July 6, 2017) 

However, the exam type, the distribution of the grades, and other classroom activities are totally 

under the teacher’s control. Dr. Khlood and Dr. Alaa state in their interviews that in the midterm 

and final exam, they allow room for open-ended questions with various possible interpretations 

and analyses. They mention that they deploy peer assessment, self-assessment, and portfolio 

assessment as alternatives to the traditional assessment methods. Dr. Khlood and Dr. Alaa 

clearly state that they follow formative assessments, in which they collect information to help 

shape their teaching and ongoing learning. Their teaching sessions involve the teaching-learning 

procedure, supportive feedback, and students’ own contributions. Also, inside their EFL 

classroom, they train students in methods such as self-review, ongoing monitoring, self-

evaluation, and reflection. 
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On the contrary, Dr. Tala, Dr. Lama, Dr. Nujood, and Dr. Faten state that they mainly 

rely on the midterm and final examination to assess the students’ understanding of the content 

and the extent of knowledge growth. Dr. Faten states: 

I do give them assignments. I do give them their midterms. That's how I assess. I give 

them homework as I told you. They take home, next day they come. I can give them more 

difficult questions or difficult tasks. I can't do questions more because the majority of 

students are weak, but that's how I do it. (Dr. Faten, Teacher’s interview session, July 25, 

2017) 

Dr. Faten mentions that these tests function as a punishment in the class, as they have an impact 

on her students’ attitudes. She believes that these tests make students accountable for their 

learning.  She states that students need a motivating force to listen and write in class, and exams 

force them to study. Also, Dr. Faten and the other three teachers claim that students cannot be 

given too much control of assessment selection, as it should be only driven by their teachers. For 

that reason, they prefer summative assessments—primarily textbook-based exams, which gauge 

student understanding of content without involving the students in spectrum methods. 

Preparing EFL Learners for University Success 

Most participant teachers agree that EFL learners come to the English classroom with 

diverse English knowledge levels. They claim that public elementary schools, middle schools, 

and high schools fail to prepare students for English university curricula. Dr. Lama states that 

most students are not prepared to be involved in English speaking activities, because they are 

used to listening most of the time during English periods, their English-speaking skills, word 

choice, and performance skills are limited when they enter the undergraduate English programs, 

which results in their poor performance in speaking skills. Likewise, Dr. Tala states that EFL 

students struggle to understand the questions they are given during lecture time or examinations: 
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“I told you there's a big gap. You see because when the students come to us, they have come 

with very little knowledge of English.” She also expresses: 

It gets dark sometimes, I give them presentations to do. Of course, that's one way also 

that I do have here my strategy. I give them presentations. They do work on something as 

a group. They come to read sometimes. I see the girls don't even know how to give 

presentations. Which is again very challenging. (Dr. Tala, Teacher’s interview session, 

August 15, 2017) 

It is explicitly noted that Dr. Tala faces challenges in implementing her teaching method. There 

is also an apparent gap between Dr. Tala’s expectations and the reality of the learning context. 

Dr. Tala’s assumption that students come to class with prior knowledge, for example, hinders 

students’ learning, because she sets learning goals that are above their ability levels. She 

emphasizes that students come to the class lacking the appropriate English literacy skills they 

needed to develop their learning. As a result, Dr. Tala states that she is failing to achieve her 

learning objectives. The table below (Table 7) explains EFL teachers’ insights regarding 

autonomous learning strategies for English vocabulary development. 

Moving from the EFL teachers’ various insights and extent of use of autonomous 

learning in vocabulary development, this section intended to put the emphasis on how they 

implemented them, if at all. To answer my second question; To what extent, if any, do female 

EFL teachers in the two different university English language classrooms promote learner 

autonomy, with special attention to the domain of vocabulary development?, I examined 

teachers’ views on the promotion of autonomous learning strategies for vocabulary development. 

Instructional Pacing: A Closer Look at the Two EFL Teachers Practice Inside Their 

Language Classrooms 

The classroom observation data not only demonstrate the difference in the approaches of 

the two teachers but links their beliefs in employing the social constructivist model in which they 
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allow or restrict students’ own construction of ideas of English learning. The data below clarifies 

the importance of student engagement in the classroom. 

Dr. Faten’s Case 

Classroom setting. The EFL observed classroom is very wide and has a very long 

whiteboard. The board is not cleaned, and there is permanent writing on it. The desks are 

organized arbitrarily, in front facing rows and students are seated everywhere in the large 

classroom. Students can not see the faces of their classmates, but Dr. Faten can see all of their 

faces. There are over 50 seats, but there are only 23 registered students. The class starts at 8:00 

a.m. and ends at 9:50 a.m. Some students are 40 minutes late for the class. Attendance is taken at 

the end of the lecture. Most students use their phones or chat with each other. 

Teaching style. The professor lectures for most of the class period. She discusses an 

introduction to the assigned novel, Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations. The professor does not 

ask the students their names, and they do not introduce themselves. She seems concerned with 

the lesson’s delivery more than getting to know her students. For example, the instructor spends 

the majority of the class talking, and the students have to listen. The professor also gives an 

excessive amount of literature-based vocabulary without explaining the terms that are commonly 

used. Most of the time, the professor looks at the middle of the class, and the students who are 

seated next to the windows are disregarded. 

For her first lecture, Dr. Faten posts a summary of the novel’s introduction via e-mail and 

asks the students to print it out. Some of the students follow Dr. Faten line by line while she 

reads. She uses the verbs (underline, omit, share) for most of the class. At no point in the lecture 

does she ask the students if they have prior knowledge of the material. Dr. Faten is also 

unconcerned with connecting the novel’s events with real-life examples. While she reads the 
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printed text, students are lost and looking at each other’s notes. It is evident from this observed 

focus-lecture that there is a high ratio of teacher instruction to student participation, with little 

active learning and few concept-checking questions. 

These field observation notes demonstrate Dr. Faten’s authentic teaching practice in her 

class. Each of the 16 observed lessons ends with Dr. Faten checking her students’ attendance; 

thus, many students make sure to arrive before the class finishes but don’t worry about getting to 

class on time. Dr. Faten does not start each of the lessons by informing students of the lesson’s 

objectives. Instead, she acquaints them with the content, specifically the parts or chapters in the 

novel that they had to deal with in that lesson. 

In a daily pattern, Dr. Faten stands in front of the class, near the board to lecture, and 

writes little word-explanations on the board. While she talks, she instructs the students to take 

note of every word. As she teaches the novel, she asks questions but rarely receives any answers 

from the students; she usually gives the answers herself and continues lecturing. 

(1) As the main knowledge giver. This excerpt is taken from Dr. Faten’s third lecture in 

the Novel class. 

Extract 1 

Classroom Observation 

July 10, 2017 

Dr. Faten: Just go to the next paragraph, which is, “Of these two literary genres,” 
Please underline this, next paragraph. Same paragraph. 

Student: Yes. 

Dr. Faten: Do you understand? No, the same place, or, it is here. Come on. The 

reason—I said that. Are you having the right paper with you? 

Student: Yes. 

Dr. Faten: Because I’ve given two, three papers. Here is the reason for the—You 

don't have it? 

Student: What's on the paper that I need to—? 

Dr. Faten: The reason. 

Student: Yes. 

Dr. Faten: Why you didn’t bring it with you? 

Student: Umm..maybe here. 
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Dr. Faten: On the notes, I’ve given you. I can see the loss. Of these two literary 

genres, the periodical essay was a peculiar product of the environment prevailing at 

that time. It was very peculiar. It was born in the century and died with it. Just 

underline the. The novel, next set of sentences. 

This excerpt captures Dr. Faten’s routine teaching practice, which involves giving demands such 

as “underline,” and “go to the next paragraph.” Basically, her teaching methods involve reading 

from the text; the students receive loads of information to process. Besides reading all the time, 

she asks the students to follow the text’s lines without paying attention to whether the students 

are understanding the narrative events or the written terms. The extract above illustrates that Dr. 

Faten does not support learner autonomy in her teaching practices and, as a result, she does not 

promote it in her class. Data confirms that she keeps using the same teaching practices for each 

observed lesson with no intention of integrating learner autonomy into her instruction. 

It was noted that the students seem to be reluctant to express their opinions during Dr. 

Faten’s lecture time. For example, they are extremely anxious if Dr. Faten asks them to read out 

loud a response in front of their peers or to answer questions in class. When the students are 

asked whether they understood something, they generally respond “Yes” or sit silently, and then 

asked their friends for clarification. 

Through examining the data, it was observed that Dr. Faten’s teaching practice inside her 

class is mainly captured as an authoritative and directive style. While it seems to the researcher 

that her students, to some extent, can take accountability for some parts of their learning if 

permitted, students are commanded by Dr. Faten to simply follow her directions and listen to her 

commands. As a result, during the 16 observed lessons, there were not any clear attempts at 

fostering students’ autonomy in the classroom. 
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(2) As the classroom teacher-fronted. An example of this can be drawn from the fifth 

lecture of classroom observation of Dr. Faten’s novel class. The following excerpt shows the 

dictatorial lecture delivery style and handling of students: 

Extract 2 

Classroom Observation 

July 10, 2017 

Dr. Faten: If you don’t understand anything, please, I request you go back home, just 

read. Everything will fall in its place. Do you understand? Because these are the reasons 

for the rise of the novel. What gave rise to the novel? 

Dr. Faten: Just to understand, to have the feel of the time, of the period. Do you 

understand? Of the age. You cannot study any novel without understanding the period, 

the age that it was written in. Do you understand? So, you have to understand. When 

you’re reading a novel, what are you looking at? You’re going to look at things which 

are—what the character—how’s the character? 

Dr. Faten: Okay No response. It is fine by me. 

Today what we have is journalists writing and reporting and all, we all owe it to the 

century for okay? So journalism was at rising. Newspapers were being written and we 

had daily articles. The best newspapers ever were actually established at that time. 

However, the century became across, for the first time—underline this—for the first time 

in the history of English literature, a really huge mass of pamphlets—underline this— 
journals, booklets, and magazines. You understand? All right? So there were pamphlets 

and they were usually political, all right? When I say prose, what does prose mean? 

Dr. Faten: Wake up. 

Student: It's nice things, pros and cons. It's like pros and cons. 

Dr. Faten: No, no, no. Prose. Prose is different. What are you talking about is pros, pros 

and cons, the goods and the bads. No. I'm talking about—This is the other prose. Focus 

please! 

Dr. Faten: I speak it. I won't explain. That's it. Let's move on. You see what's happening 

is the complete and absolute—completely and absolutely relying on me. You see to give 

you the explanation, to give you the analysis and everything. The reading part—I told 

you to read one page. Was it too much of a thing to ask to do? Anyway, Chapter, you 

have here—who do you think he meets in Chapter here? 

From this excerpt, it is clear that Dr. Faten is talking through a large portion of the classroom 

interaction with very little student involvement. She works almost like a dictator, feeding the 

students the information. She keeps repeating the phrase “Do you understand?” without trying to 

engage, challenge, or include the students in the learning process to ensure their understandings. 

She is also strict; while she was asking the students for some information, she says, “No 
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response, fine by me,” “Wake up” and “Focus please” as a way to trigger the students’ attention. 

Nonetheless, these responses are received as commands, and they have the effect of discouraging 

students from being actively involved. It is apparent from classroom observation that Dr. Faten 

does not seem to make an effort to be as receptive to the various levels of the EFL learners. She 

directed her topics to certain students in the class, which ultimately ends up confusing the rest of 

the class, who are trying to comprehend Dr. Faten’s input. As a result, students are afraid to 

participate, as their interpretation of the novel is held to the level of Dr. Faten’s expectations or 

above. Therefore, classroom observation data show that, when Dr. Faten is controlling her class 

and the content, she is delaying the students’ learning process because students are followers to 

her directions without raising content-related questions or asking for clarifications for language 

development. Table 8 below shows Dr. Khlood’s and Dr. Faten’s extent of promoting 

autonomous learning strategies for English vocabulary development. 

COPUS Analysis of Classroom Dynamics 

The COPUS protocol is an ideal analysis tool that assists in spotting the discrepancy 

between the two EFL classroom teaching approaches. This protocol is systematized to detect 

aspects of the students’ and teachers’ interactions inside the classroom. These include students’ 

responses inside the learning environment. The codes used are shown here below: 

Student is doing: 

L: Listening to the teacher for instructions and information 

Ind: Individual thinking and problem-solving session for a student 

CG: Clicker question for a group of students 

WG: Working in a group on some activity. This was done a lot in Dr. Khlood’s class 
OG: Other group work, which includes special work given by teacher 

SQ: Students’ questions asked by students in classroom during teaching 

AnQ: Answering questions by students 
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Table 8 

Current Learner Autonomy in Vocabulary Development 

Professor EFL teachers approach (based on teacher interview sessions and classroom 

Name observations) 

She supports autonomous learning approaches through: 

a) Giving the students different tasks that focus on their areas of strength 

and weakness; 

b) Allowing the students to make decisions in class, choose tasks to 

Dr. Khlood 
perform, find some extra materials, teach a part of the lesson, use internet 

resources, evaluate themselves and their friends, correct errors and much 

more. 

d) Encouraging the students to take note notes, write outlines, find 

examples, find keywords, ask for feedback, perform real tasks, and use 

graphic design as part of student’ self-directed learning. 

She does not support autonomous learning approaches, as she believes that 

students are not prepared to be autonomous learners. She teaches through: 

Dr. Faten 
a) Performing a series of lectures 

b) Writing brief points on the board 

b) Asking the students to record every word she says. 

c) Telling students to listen to their lecture directly 

Teacher is doing: 

Lec: Lecturing by teacher for passing on information based on teaching plan 

RtW: Use of lecture board or projector by the teacher 

PQ: Posing question to students for them to be engaged in the classroom discussion 

CQ: Clicker question for students 

FUp: Follow up code for giving work based on lecturing 

AnQ: Giving answers to queries of students 

MG: Moving and guiding students while observing them 

1o1: One-on-one extended discussion between teacher and student 

D/V: Showing demo with help of video or projector 

Adm: Administration of classroom work to make sure students are on the right track 

W: Waiting code not used much but teacher waiting for students to interact and respond to 

activities 

O: Other activity such as light humour and engaging students in activities such as character 

mapping 

Engagement level: 

H: High level of engagement 

M: Medium level of engagement 

L: Low level of engagement 
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In this study, the most used codes are Listening (L), Individual Thinking (Ind), 

Answering Questions (AnQ), Students’ Questions (SQ), and Prediction (Prd). The observational 

codes also include teachers’ interaction inside the classroom, such as Lecturing (L), Real-Time 

Writing (RtW), Posing Question (PQ), and Answering Questions (AnQ) (see Appendix D). In 

the summer classes, each observed class’s actual time is 100 minutes in length. These 

observational codes are utilized in the span of an 80-minute class, excluding the 20-minute break 

time, to describe the classroom’s dynamics. This assists in gathering more information to create 

pie charts with a more comprehensive percentage, thereby giving deeper insights into the 

classrooms. 

In this study, a review of 32 COPUS data, generated from all observed teaching sessions 

of Dr. Faten and Dr. Khlood, are discussed. Because my primary concern is to describe the full 

range of classroom activities undertaken by students and instructors, I only focused in detail on 

one class for each instructor. Also, I focused in general on four classes taught by each instructor, 

including the detailed one. For the two sessions that I focused on in detail, I was better able to 

report a more descriptive understanding of the classroom interactions in both classrooms. The 

other four sessions allowed me to see a more general repetitive pattern of the dynamic of these 

classrooms. 

A detailed analysis of Dr. Faten’s classroom. As seen in the following charts 

(Instructor doing and Student doing), the classroom environment mainly adhered to a traditional 

structure. 
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AnQ SQ Prd 
PQ 

1% 2% 3% 
14% AnQ 

16% 

RtW 
23% 

Lec L 
62% 79% 

Figure 2.1. COPUS: Instructor doing Figure 2.2. COPUS: Students 

The instructor was the dominant mediator of classroom discussion (Figure 2.1.), as the 

leading percentage is 62%, which means the students listened and the teacher lectured. The total 

examination of the classroom period lasted about 80 minutes. To be specific, within this 80 

minutes of class time, 16% of the students’ interactions (Figure 2.2) were simply answering 

questions that were raised by the instructor, which includes the teacher’s calling of students’ 

names to answer specific questions. Consequently, more than half of the students’ class time was 

spent in silence. This is because students’ performance in the classroom mainly consisted of 

listening to the teacher (79%), taking notes, predicting (3%), asking questions (2%) or answering 

questions (16%) (Figure 2.2). 

As stated previously, a large part of the lesson was reserved for students’ passive 

listening as it takes about 79% of the 80-minute class (Figure 2.2). The fact that EFL students 

were not given many opportunities to be involved in an active learning environment was 

surprising to me as an observer. As for the teacher’s attempt to promote a more interactive class, 

only about 14% of the class time dealt with proposing questions that were hard to answer (Figure 

2.1). Not surprisingly, there was a limitation in the class interaction regarding students’ 

questioning. The students were not allowed to interrupt the teacher’s thoughts or offer their 
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opinions on the text, teaching methodology, or link the events with their personal experience. 

Also, students’ predictions of the answers to the teacher’s questions were limited to one 

contribution from one student seated at the front of the classroom. 

Considering the instructor’s teaching performance, it is clear that the majority of the 80-

minute classroom period was lecturing, which consumed roughly 62% of classroom interactions 

(Figure 2.1). Specifically, around 23% of instructor time in the class was filled with writing notes 

on the board. Also, 14% of the class time was spent on questions proposed by the teacher (Figure 

2.1). These questions were not designed to raise students’ critical thinking and understanding but 

were routine questions such, “ Do you understand?” and “Are you following” and so on. Also, 

the teacher only devoted 1% of the class time to answering students’ lesson-related questions 

(Figure 2.1). It is evident that the teacher is not concerned with actively engaging the students 

inside her classroom by using various active learning methods; even the teacher lesson plan was 

not constructed upon students’ interaction with the new material. 

It is also evident that the teaching and learning style in the class is generally based on the 

traditional manner in which the teacher is lecturing and the students are listening. These 

percentages demonstrate that more than half of the classroom time was directed by the teacher, 

which is a clear indicator of a teacher-centered method. For instance, the interactions between 

instructor and students were mainly about asking and answering related and unrelated questions. 

While the primary aim of the lesson is to teach the student how to analyze a novel’s characters 

and how to identify the author’s writing style and habits, there was no real-life experience or 

self-guidance to promote that significant skill, critical analysis. 
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Based on the classroom observation protocol, the student engagement was considered 

low. As shown in the below chart, the low engagement level in the class time was identified as 

82%. Also, only 18% of the time saw a moderate level of students’ engagement (Figure 2.3). 

L 
82% 

M 
18% 

H 
0% 

Figure 2.3. COPUS: Engagement 

What is also apparent in the observed lessons of Dr. Faten is that she never asks students 

to explore other learning resources, engage in class activities, set learning goals, or make other 

selection of learning preferences that support autonomous learning. The students were followers 

of Dr. Faten’s instructions, and there was not much of a conversation in the class. The data from 

the classroom observation and other resources confirm that Dr. Faten’s class was traditional in its 

nature. This teacher-centered class focused on the delivery of a lesson’s content and the sequence 

course requirements without respect to students’ different levels of knowledge, learning 

methods, learning abilities, and motivation. 

Overall view of four lectures. The COPUS data of Dr. Faten’s four lectures also confirm 

that she spent most of the class time lecturing. The data further indicates that the students were 

subjected to a traditional classroom setting with very little time spent on reflection on the 

immediate class learning taking place. The students were mainly listening and very little 

engagement or other activities, such as individual work, answering questions, or holding class 
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discussion, occurred. There were limited questions asked by students, but they were not helpful 

in clearing their doubts about the different aspects of the language. Also, it was observed during 

the series of lectures that students lack the opportunity to apply the new concepts from the 

reading in a meaningful context. 

Charts 3, 4, 5, and 6 demonstrate the extent of Dr. Faten’s role inside the EFL classroom. 

These different pie charts illustrate the percentage of time spent on lecturing inside the four 

classes: 65.8% (Figure 3), 61.73% (Figure 4), 80% (Figure 5) and 78.57% (Figure 6) of time 

lecturing with an average of 71.5%. All the charts show that the interaction between Dr. Faten 

and the students was low. 

5.43% 1.23 % 

12.46% 13.58% 

Lec Lec 

RtW RtW 

16.31% 
PQ 23.46% PQ 

61.73% 
65.80% AnQ AnQ 

Figure 3.COPUS: Instructor doing Figure 4.COPUS: Instructor doing 

3.57%3% 
15% 

Lec 
17.86% 

2% PQ 

Lec 

Fup 

PQ AnQ 

AnQ 80% 78.57% 

Figure 5. COPUS: Instructor doing Figure 6. COPUS: Instructor doing 
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Looking at Figure 3, the professor’s communication with students is in total around 

34.2% of class time (80 minutes). Her sparse communication is only distributed between 

answering students’ questions (5.43%), proposing questions (12.46%), and writing on the board 

(16.31%). This scenario of the traditional teaching method is repeated over the other three 

lectures. In Figure 4, the professor’s total interaction with students has increased from 34.2% to 

38.27% because of the time spent on writing (23.46%). Also, the time spent on encouraging 

students’ questions is only 13.58% (Figure 4). Furthermore, there is evidence in Figure 4 that the 

students are very passive listeners. Also, answering students’ questions is only 1.23% of the time 

(Figure 4), which means that students are either afraid to propose questions or communicate with 

Dr. Faten in general. In addition to the illustrations in Figures 3 and 4, Dr. Faten’s control over 

the class clearly appears in Figures 5 and 6. The total instructor’s interaction with students is 

20% (Figure 5) and 21.43% (Figure 6). The observation of Dr. Faten’s classes shows no signs of 

creative teaching or room for autonomous learning. 

Teacher’s role. Dr. Faten’s classroom observations show that she used an authoritative 

approach towards the EFL classroom as she dominated most of her teaching sessions. The data 

reveal that there was a correlation between students’ interaction and the method of teaching. As 

there was a negative relation between the teacher-center method and students’ engagement, 

emphasis on the teacher-centered approach related to weaker student engagement. Also, although 

she lacked punctuality herself, Dr. Faten expected her students to be on time. She has also not 

allowed the students to feel comfortable in her classroom and imposed restrictions such as no 

intake of food or water, thereby further creating among the students a lack of interest and 

dissociation from the learning process. 
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As seen before, Dr. Faten mostly reserved the class time by reading from her notes or the 

textbook without giving attention to whether the students are able to understand and follow her 

instructions. As a result, the students appeared uninterested in the class work. Also, while she 

reads, Dr. Faten did not explain to the students the new and essential concepts. She made the 

teaching dependent on the quality of her notes and on whether they linked the main topics 

together so that the students could understand the content’s significance. Additionally, as the 

explanation of difficult or new words was not given, it was difficult for the students to 

understand the meaning and, thereby, Dr. Faten created a negative impression of the language 

that they were trying to learn. Moreover, Dr. Faten read quickly, and she did not use visual aids 

to show a diagrammatic correlation between the instructions and information that was being 

taught to the students. This further indicates that, because the perimeters of the course were not 

defined (course outline and learning objectives), the students were reluctant to contribute to this 

learning environment. 

Students’ role. Based on classroom observation, the students only ask few questions to 

the teacher, as the teaching style of Dr. Faten was teacher-centric, with the maximum focus being 

placed on the students listening to the classroom lecture. The students seemed to make a minimal 

effort, due to lack of interest in the routine lecture style. Also, it was clear that students were not 

willing to participate by asking questions or offering their opinions, which is attributable to the 

fact that their input in the learning environment was not supported or encouraged by Dr. Faten’s 

lecture-based classroom. 

It was also evident that students are passive listeners, as they replied affirmatively every 

time Dr. Faten asked them if they understood what she reads. This act of students’ affirmation 

was repeated 32 times in the third lecture. This shows that by this time the teacher had 
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established the teaching patterns and was unwilling to change or assess whether the students 

were truly able to follow and understand her. The following pie charts (Figures 7, 8, 9, and 10) 

depict the role of students and their activities in class as mainly listening. 

5.86% 3.17% 
1.56% 

11.76% 15..87% L 

L 
AnQ 

AnQ 
SQ 

SQ 
Prd 

82.36% 79.37% 

Figure 7.COPUS: Students doing Figure 8. COPUS: Students doing 

1.61% 
3.57% 

20.96% 
17.86% 

L L 

AnQ AnQ 

WC SQ 

78.57%77.41% 

Figure 9. COPUS: Students doing Figure 10. COPUS: Students doing 

Engagement. The graphs below (Figures 11, 12,13, and 14) of Dr. Faten’s four lectures 

show, serially, a result of 18%, 18%, 10%, and 22% in class medium engagement. Smith et al. 

(2013) clarify how observers can use this protocol to code engagement in rational consistency. 

They state that, “The coding of the levels of engagement [is] simplified to only [differentiate] 

between low (0–20% of the students engaged), medium, or high (≥80% of the student engaged)” 
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(p. 620). This result, apart from the fourth class, according to Smith et al. was considered low 

interactions with an average of 17%. Low level of communication was observed to be 82% 

(Figure 11), 82% (Figure 12), 90% (Figure 13), and 78% (Figure 14) with an average of 83%. 

0% 0% 
18% 18% 

L L 

M 
M 

82% 82% 

Figure 11. COPUS : Engagement Figure 12. COPUS: Engagemet 

0%10% 0% 

22% 

L L 

M M 

H 

78% 
90% 

Figure 13. COPUS: Engagement Figure 14. COPUS: Engagement 

Also, Dr. Faten’s classroom was mainly focused on two students who sat up fronted in all 

the classes that were observed. These students asked some “yes” or “no” questions to Dr. Faten 

who directed them to the right answer. The students’ questions are mainly about leading to the 

right line of the text, and some of the students were hesitant to ask anything as Dr. Faten was 
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very strict. The rest of the students did not show interest in asking questions, as they were more 

inclined towards listening to the reading from Dr. Faten. 

Dr. Khlood’s Case 

Classroom setting. Similar to the previously described classroom, the EFL novel 

classroom is spacious and has a very long whiteboard. For each week, Dr. Khlood has arranged a 

class leader to clean the board and make sure that the desks are organized by the students’ 

seating preferences. The students are given the opportunity to arrange their classroom 

themselves, and the major recurring arrangements are as follows: four round tables, group pods, 

and semicircle arrangements. There are 24 registered students. The class starts at 8:00 a.m. and 

ends at 9:50 a.m. Attendance is taken at the beginning of the lecture and students are responsible 

for checking in using the teacher’s iPad. 

Teaching style. Dr. Khlood uses several instructional strategies to teach the same 

assigned novel, Charles Dickens’ Great Expectations. Based on the 16 classroom observations, 

this teacher’s teaching style is a student-centered approach. She tries to listen and lets the 

students not only participate in the class discussion but also to share their personal thoughts on 

each assignment in the syllabus. She uses the flipped classroom approach by giving the students 

topics and subtopics to explore themselves, before discussing them in class. For example, she 

states at the beginning of the class that, “You are supposed to give me the information and ask 

me some novel-related inquiries.” At the end of each class, she uses the flipped classroom 

approach, in which she gives the students topics and subtopics via email to investigate, question, 

relate to, and prepare to discuss in the next class. 

Dr. Khlood also challenges herself to remember all the students’ first names, and facts 

about them that they shared in the first class. Dr. Khlood uses a humorous attitude to encourage 
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her students to participate. She usually starts and ends the class with jokes. For example, when 

some students were late, she asked them to bring coffee and cookies if they will be late next 

time. She says to one of her students, “I am glad you decided to join us, please be punctual my 

dear” (Classroom observation notes, July 2017). She often uses funny phrases to get the students’ 

attention. For instance, while she was talking about one of the novel’s events, she said, “This 

occurs during World III” to trigger the students’ attention. While teaching, Dr. Khlood also uses 

some acting techniques to direct the students’ attention to some essential elements in her course 

(e.g., she changed her voice while she was talking about the English during the Victorian age). 

Moreover, Dr. Khlood is friendly and flexible as she takes into consideration the 

students’ personal opinions on the workload and timeline given. Students also are individually 

observed and appreciated. For example, Dr. Khlood acted as a social mediator when she showed 

concern about one of her students’ well-being asking her, “Did you get enough sleep? Are you 

okay?” Furthermore, for the first two lectures, she invited her 8-year old daughter, who is fluent 

in English, to join the class. Dr. Khlood was very respectful when she asked for the students’ 

approval on the attendance of her daughter. She created a welcoming atmosphere when she 

asked her daughter to participate in the class informally, to facilitate the students’ interactions. 

She used her attendance to ask some questions to the class and engage them. For example, Dr. 

Khlood asked the classroom, “What do they do to children in that era?” Her daughter quickly 

replied, “They are cruel to them.” Then, Dr. Khlood said, “Yes. You have done your reading, 

they force poor kids to work in dangerous job,” referring to England in the Victorian age. Within 

the classroom interaction, Dr. Khlood encourages her students to participate, even if they are not 

correct. She states, “I want you to be creative, you don’t have to follow the rubrics they are only 

guidelines” when she assigned them to groups (Classroom observation notes, July 2017). Dr. 
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Khlood guides and monitors all groups inside the classroom and encourages them to be self-

evaluators of their learning progress. 

Furthermore, Dr. Khlood uses a literature circles activity to develop students' English oral 

communication. During the activity, students are divided into groups and each member of a 

group takes a role, such as a summarizer, discussion director, connector, vocabulary enricher, 

and investigator. Students are also asked to read and construct meaning from what they read. 

While students are trying to figure out the significance of a passage or quote from the text, Dr. 

Khlood takes on a role of facilitator of oral communication to increase participation. Dr. Khlood 

also compares real examples of Saudi life with the Victorian age depicted in the assigned novel. 

Building on this, she encourages the students to contribute their own personal examples. One of 

the students asked her an unrelated question, and she answered her in detail, connecting it with 

the novel’s events. Moreover, while she was teaching she stopped and said, “If I am not 

mistaken” to clarify that she is not the knowledge-giver and she is learning from her students as 

well. To make sure that her students are understanding, she asks the students to choose their own 

way to write their notes, saying, “Please use your notebook or notepad to write on the important 

points.” She also uses phrases such as “Are you sleepy?” or “Are you bored?” to get the students 

to express their emotional or conditional status (Classroom observation notes, August 2017). 

Additionally, when Dr. Khlood teaches new English terms, she makes sure that she uses 

them in a different context, and acts them out when possible, to assure the students’ 

understanding of the meaning of the words. For instance, she asks, “What does empirical 

conquest mean?” Then, she says, “From my gesture, who can tell me in different words the 

meaning of it?” One of the students said, “Gazo”—which is the means of conquest in Arabic 

(Classroom observation notes, July 2017). Dr. Khlood clearly allows the use of the first language 
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for second language linguistic support. As one of her assessment tools, Dr. Khlood uses pop 

quizzes in each class to measure the students’ understanding. She mentions that the pop quizzes 

are based on the information given in the class and there is no need for previous review or 

preparation. At some point during each class, she tests the students for 2 minutes about some of 

the information that was covered in her previous class. Dr. Khlood also attempts to assess 

students’ prior knowledge of every new topic or required information, in order to build on their 

English vocabulary knowledge. Meaningful interactions inside her classroom are exemplified 

below: 

(1) Essential skills in learning: Students’ prior knowledge 

Extract 3 

Classroom Observation 

July 10, 2017 

Dr. Khlood: All right. Tell me, try to remember what are the elements of fiction. I need 

to wash my hands I'll be back. Elements of fiction. You can cheat, find it in Google. 

What is it? Did you find out? 

Student 1: Yes. 

Dr. Khlood: What is it? What are the elements of fiction? 

Student 2: Theme. 

Dr. Khlood: Theme. Very good. 

Student 3: Character. 

Dr. Khlood: Characters. 

Student 4: Plot. 

Dr. Khlood: Excellent 

Student 5: Style. 

Dr. Khlood: Style, point of view, setting. Have you done it before? You probably just 

forgotten. For our presentation, you'll probably choose—let's say, for instance, you chose 

a character. Okay? There are many characters in the book, many main characters. Will be 

discussing the importance of characterization. For instance, how this author portrays 

characters or constructs them, then you pick a character too and you start telling us more 

about this character. Or do it your way, act, tell a story but make relevant. 

As seen in the above excerpt, Dr. Khlood opens up her lesson by assessing students’ prior 

knowledge and activating students’ schemata. She says, “Try to remember,” then she says, “You 

can cheat,” to encourage the students to explore the answers themselves (Classroom observation 
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notes, August 2017). Besides allowing the students to investigate the answers to her questions 

and recall or restate information, she ensures that students have the required basic knowledge 

before she proceeds with teaching new information. Dr. Khlood’s replies to the students’ 

answers were positive ones, as she kept encouraging students to speak and participate. Also, 

while she is teaching, she expresses her expectations and presents guidelines for the quality of 

the required work, while, at the same time, allowing room for students’ creativity in the content 

demonstration, as long as it applies. 

(2) Students’ inclusion in the syllabus. Here is the first class of Dr. Khlood’s session, in 

which she explained the syllabus in detail 

Extract 4 

Classroom Observation 

July 10, 2017 

Dr. Khlood: Okay? That's about it. Any other question that you might have? 

Student: Marks. 

Dr. Khlood: Marks. Let's see. The way I divided it was attendance and class 

participation as 30%, that's like marks. Homework, assignments, which could include for 

instance, what are you writing, all of it are 60%. Could include sometimes quizzes like a 

pop-up quiz. And don't worry, quizzes are like, they are not something you studied for. 

It's probably something just to see if you're paying attention. Let's say within the class, 

we discussed some things. And then, two minutes before you go, there's a pop-up quiz in 

one question. You are not required to study for it. Midterm and final is included in the% 

60. Is that okay by you? You like division? 

Student: Yes. 

Student: Do you give extra marks? 

Dr. Khlood: I do, just ask. 

Dr. Khlood: What else do you need? next week, we will just sit and watch the movie. 

You can bring popcorn. I'll let you know, I'll text you and you'll let them know if they're 

okay with this, or I'll email it. Now, for next time just before you go. I'll tell you what you 

need to do for next time. Remind me to tick you in. Okay? 

Student: remind you what? 

Dr. Khlood: You have homework. See, that's the evil part of it. What? But this is easy 

homework. You don't really do anything, just get it on Mr. Google and find out the 

information. Write the question, thoughts, and print it out, done. It's not really homework. 

Student: I like that. 

Khlood Well, it's easier than yours much easier. All right, the work is for you to find out 

about the Victorian Age. Victorian Age or you can type in Era. You need to look into the 

social background, and just participate with. 
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From the excerpt above, it is clear that Dr. Khlood is open to modification, suggestion, and 

adaption in regard to the syllabus of her novel course. Also, she makes it her priority to discuss 

the grading system and course requirements with her students to ensure that they are valid and 

meaningful information. When a student asks, “Do you give extra marks?” she says, “I do, just 

ask.” She explains the grade distribution to the students, and told them that grades should be their 

last concerns, as she wants them to focus on contributing to the learning process without being 

anxious about making mistakes. It can be seen that Dr. Khlood is trying to raise autonomous 

learners who self-evaluate, examine, and participate in the learning community. 

Additionally, constant encouragement is given by Dr. Khlood, and it is observed that she 

says, “Well done” on a regular basis and takes the role of an adaptor, allowing students to 

research topics to expand their knowledge and develop their own research skills. The students 

also share their ideas and make sure that they are projected to every student in order to gain their 

input and enhance the thought process. Dr. Khlood is also organized in her approach; while 

maintaining an environment conducive to getting to know the students, delivering her 

instructions, and answering student queries, she is also conducting two important classroom 

activities in the form of character mapping and chapter summaries. This helps the students by 

giving them a chance to rethink the lesson and use a different form of grammatical construction 

to form sentences and to perform the activities. Also, she creates in-class activities that help 

visual, audio, and kinesthetic learners. The following excerpt shows Dr. Khlood’s unique 

teaching style, where the teacher is engaging with a student and maintaining a cordial 

relationship and relaxed teaching posture: 
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Extract 5 

Classroom Observation 

July 18, 2017 

Dr. Khlood: Think of the characters since—while I'm distributing this. You've seen the 

movie, right? Think of the characters, who they are, and how we're going to fill this up. 

Did you see the movie? No? Why didn't you do your homework? 

Student: Yesterday was my brother's wedding. 

Dr. Khlood: Congratulations. 

Student: Thank you. 

Dr. Khlood: Did you sleep? 

Student: Not at all. 

Dr. Khlood: No? 

Student: No. 

Dr. Khlood: Where's some of the cake? You didn't get us cake or anything? Chocolates? 

Dr. Khlood: Did you dance? 

Student: Yes. A lot of dancing. 

Dr. Khlood: That's good. Pass it on. One, two, three, four. 

Dr. Khlood: All right. Who do you think is going to be in the middle? 

Student: Pip 

Dr. Khlood: Yes, smart girl. How did you guess? 

Student: He's the main hero. 

Dr. Khlood: Very good. Yes. [At last] he's the main character. All right, in the middle 

put on Pip and just a small description of Pip. Not a long one. In the middle, working on 

Pip, okay. What can we say about Pip? What can we say? 

Dr. Khlood: Okay, but is it important to say here? 

Student: He's an orphan. 

Dr. Khlood: He's an orphan, okay. These are details. Just give me something broad that 

we could use. 

Student: The main character. 

Dr. Khlood: He's the main character, he's the narrator, right? That's the most important 

thing for us. You can just—I think there's enough space, if your handwriting is small. 

He's the narrator. Okay. This book is about? Since he's narrating it, the book is about? 

Dr. Khlood:. Fixing their relationship or getting in touch with your feelings and trying to 

solve the issue, the confusion that you have inside. All right, what about Mrs. Joe? How 

does Pip feels about Mrs. Joe? We know she's his sister and she brought him up by the 

"Heavy hand," he said. She beats him and who else? 

Student: She beats her own husband too. 

Dr. Khlood: She beats her husband. Isn't that funny? 

Student: Yes. 

As seen from this excerpt, Dr. Khlood is spending class time getting to know the students by 

asking them personal questions and identifying their strengths and weaknesses in English 

language skills. Furthermore, Dr. Khlood encourages students to express their personal opinions 
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on events pertaining to the given novel. The class environment is also kept casual, as the students 

are allowed to move freely inside the class and feel comfortable in her presence. As seen in the 

previous exchange, Dr. Khlood chooses to talk informally to allow room for creativity and 

interaction. For example, in the first line of the above except, Dr. Khlood asked her student about 

the wedding she attended, as she intends to build a rapport with her students in a safe learning 

environment. It was interesting to note that Dr. Khlood’s practice of instructional scaffolding is 

the key to supporting her students in developing learner autonomy. She also says, “He's the 

narrator, right?” engaging her students’ thinking by asking prompting questions. These sources 

of support involved producing resources, such as extra activities and drills, beyond the given 

curriculum. For example, Dr. Khlood encourages the students’ cognitive and affective learning 

skills and knowledge by providing support in many forms such as synopses, storyboards, or 

critical questions. This finding concurs with earlier data noted in this chapter, that the teaching 

style is a coercing factor in fostering learner autonomy. 

COPUS Analysis of Classroom Dynamics 

Dr. Khlood’s classroom dynamics in one class. From the COPUS results illustrated in 

the Figures 15.1, 15.2, and 15.3, Dr. Khlood’s class presents a student-centered classroom. It is 

evident that Dr. Khlood’s method of instruction allows for the development of students’ learning 

autonomy. As seen in Figure 15.1, students’ time inside the class is filled with group work (26%) 

and answering the teacher’s questions (26%). Also, 48% of the students’ time in the class is 

consumed by asking questions (18%), listening (15%), predicting (8%), and individual thinking 

and problem-solving (7%). 

As seen in Figure 15.2., only 9% of the class time (80 minutes) is filled with lecturing. 

Dr. Khlood employed 30% of the class time in proposing questions that require a high level of 
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Figure 15.1. COPUS: Students doing Figure 15.2. COPUS: Instructor doing 

student interaction. Also, she guides students approximately 23% of the class time to increase the 

students’ level of engagement in class activities. The rest of the class time was filled with 

answering students’ questions (15%), following up with the class activities (18%), and 

participating in the one-to-one discussion (5%). These percentages reveal Dr. Khlood’s 

adaptation to various autonomous learning approaches. 
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Figure 15.3. COPUS: Engagement 

Consequently, Dr. Khlood’s style of teaching allows the students’ engagement level to be 

measured as high as 82% of the class time (Figure 15.3). The moments during which the 

engagement went down slightly were just 18% of the whole class time, and this is considered to 

be a moderate level, because there are still student-teacher interactions. 
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An overall view of the four classes. 

Teacher’s role. The data reveal that there is a positive correlation between student 

interaction and the method of teaching. The more student-centered a teacher’s approach is, the 

stronger the students’ engagement will be, which is correlated with student autonomy. When it 

comes to empowering student learning, Dr. Khlood’s classroom teaching is found to be more 

effective than lectures. One of her personal characteristics is that she likes to start the class with 

light humor to engage the students in a positive classroom environment. She also likes to provide 

opportunities for students to participate in a low-risk learning classroom. The emphasis is laid on 

student interaction, with the teacher giving a chance to the students to construct their own 

understanding of the concept and ask questions to the teacher. Moreover, Dr. Khlood has 

uniformly distributed her activities to ensure that the momentum of learning is increased on a 

regular basis and the students are not losing interest with monotonous teaching methodologies. 

Briefly, the lecturing is normally done in order to explain the concept further and to remove 

student doubts, as it usually takes place after the whole class discussion and after students have 

posed questions to the teacher. 

Dr. Khlood spends 11.76%, 18.75%, 20.78%, and 14.86% of class time answering 

students’ questions, with an average of 16.54% (Figures 16, 17, 18, and 19). These data show 

that the teacher is encouraging the students’ thinking on related topics and tasks. For example, 
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critical thinking occurs when students examine and evaluate evidence, opinions, and beliefs 

during individual or group activities. Group discussions are held in similar proportions in all the 

classes observed, as Dr. Khlood is trying to have students take turns when working in groups, so 

that all students are talking and thinking to help them enhance their English language lexical 

knowledge. The pie charts (Figure 16, 17, 18, and 19) show different kind of activities that 

enhance students’ engagement and level of autonomy. 
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Figure 19. COPUS: Instructor doing Figure 18. COPUS: Instructor doing 

Students’ role. The students are comfortable and feel safe asking, negotiating, and 

suggesting in the class. They want to listen to the teacher and have mentioned to her that they are 

having fun learning, as they are active participants. This is a sign that they positively respond to 

all the activities given by the teacher. The students are also actively involved in asking questions 

and are comfortable discussing language topics and personal topics. They are also taking small 

breaks to refresh their mind. They are responding to every activity, showing keen intent to follow 

the teacher, and trying to understand the deliverable lesson for a particular day. The following 

pie charts (Figures 20, 21, 22, and 23) show the activities of the students. 
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Figure 20. COPUS: Students doing Figure 21. COPUS: Students doing 
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Figure 22. COPUS: Students doing Figure 23. COPUS: Students doing 

The students’ activities vary as they ask and answer questions, predict teacher’s 

questions, and participate in whole-class discussion. Also, they engage in a group activities or 

worksheets, and they are involved in individual thinking and problem-solving activities. These 

activities aid in expanding students’ learning. 

Engagement. The intensity of the engagement increases in all classes, further showing 

the interest of the students in these teaching methodologies. Therefore, they are getting the 

linguistic concepts clarified through one-on-one interaction, as the teacher spends time on 

helping them discuss and use the ideas learned, so that the students can form their understanding. 
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The engagement from Dr. Khlood is also high as she spent time performing activities, posting 

questions, answering them, and following up. The student data show many activities taking place 

in 80-minute classes, even if they represent a smaller percentage of the time, indicating that the 

student activities are more focused on learning vocabulary from the professor. 

The high percentages of the classes’ engagement are 86.67% (Figure 24), 86% (Figure 

25), 100% (Figure 26), and 82% (Figure 27), with an average of 88.67%. While the students are 

answering questions in this class, and the professor is responding to their queries, the 

engagement is at a level where the student and professor get to know each other, become 
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comfortable, and create a rhythmic pattern, which makes the classes enjoyable and enhances 

student learning. 

Overall Results of the Two EFL Classrooms 

Considering the observation elements, the graphs above help in clarifying both 

classrooms’ dynamics. The data analysis evidently shows that there is a vast difference in the 

teaching methodologies of both EFL classes and, hence, the impact and students’ reactions to 

language learning. Dr. Faten’s students faced strict teaching with more time spent on lecturing 

and very little effort made by the professor to engage the student in the language learning so that 

they may formulate their own understanding and ask questions to clarify their doubts. There is a 

high teacher talk time, with no concept checking questions or signs of active learning. Moreover, 

these students paid little attention to the professor, as shown from the earlier graphs, and found 

the lecturing to be ineffective in helping them learn the complexities of a new language. Also, 

the students made excuses and distanced themselves from the learning phase of the class. They 

understood the teaching patterns and found that the professor only interacted with two or three 

students at most, so the rest were not involved in class participation. This resulted in the students 

not being able to follow instructions and formulate any new vocabulary, because they were lost 

in the lecturing and struggled to keep up with the outline of the course. Moreover, the 

organization in teaching, mainly reading from notes, did not explain much to the students, further 

resulting in lack of understanding and application of the difficult words. They could not 

understand the literature being read to them and how to apply or construct the sentences to 

formulate their own literary work. Thus, the class was not a friendly environment for promoting 

autonomy in English vocabulary learning. 
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On the contrary, Dr. Khlood’s class is full of student and professor interaction with their 

interests and attention being attracted with light humor, helping them to settle into class and open 

their minds to learning new concepts that the students might perceive as challenging with respect 

to a new language. The teaching methodologies applied by Dr. Khlood break the barriers of 

normally perceived difficulty that inhibits students’ learning abilities. The students are engaged 

with the teacher, and their concentration is on what the teacher will discuss next. The 

environment in the class is found to be conducive to learning. The professor becomes a guide 

and helps the students understand and develop their own learning method after observing their 

individual requirements. The professor plays the guiding role of stimulating the students by 

asking a challenging question at a time where it would attract the students’ attention towards it. 

The professor also helps them analyze that question and actively participate in the work, 

especially during group discussions. Hence, it can be concluded that perception and application 

of autonomous learning strategies are best deployed in an environment that is student-centric, has 

more student-teacher interaction, and has opportunities for students to ask their questions in an 

effort to construct their own understanding of the subject. Their interactions can result in the 

professor showing them new methods to build their vocabulary, encouraging them to use the 

language more so that they can draw comparisons between different literary works in the English 

language and thus develop their own ways of constructing sentences and using the new 

vocabulary to enhance their language skills in their daily lives. 

CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS OF STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS AND APPLICATIONS OF 

AUTONOMOUS LEARNING 

In this chapter, students’ perceptions about, and the extent of their use of, the autonomous 

learning approach to develop their vocabulary knowledge were examined. I used the same 
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analytical features and frameworks of constructivism and transformative learning to determine 

the applicability of learners’ insights and applications of these theories. Specifically, these 

features of autonomous learning were also employed to explore students’ investments in learning 

English and their insights about autonomous learning strategies in vocabulary enhancement. The 

last two questions guiding this study are as follows: 

3. What are the female students’ perceptions regarding autonomous learning strategies 

in English vocabulary learning? 

a. At the end of one semester, how do the students evaluate the autonomy-fostering 

activities, if there are any, in terms of motivational value and usefulness? 

4. To what extent, if any, do female EFL students at the university deploy autonomous 

learning strategies while learning English (especially vocabulary) in a foreign 

language context? 

a. What are the female students’ investments in English language learning? What 

strategies or approaches have they adopted to achieve their current level of 

proficiency? 

To address the third research question, “What are the female students’ perceptions regarding 

autonomous learning strategies in English vocabulary learning?”, I paid special attention to the 

students’ interviews, learning autobiographies, and their reflective statements of the observed 

EFL classroom. The information below demonstrates that the students’ views of the English 

language and learning were both active and interactive with regards to learner-centered learning 

methodologies. 
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Students’ Insights about Autonomous Learning Strategies 

Autonomous Learning as a Window to the Outside World 

A student, Atheer, who was enrolled in Dr. Khlood’s student-centered classroom states 

that she uses self-directed learning as her primary approach to developing her English 

vocabulary knowledge. Atheer explains in her writing sample that English connects her to the 

world. This is evident in how she perceives and values the English language. She uses the 

language to contact native speakers and to expand her views using different perspectives. She 

mentions that, because of her English knowledge, she became more aware of different cultures 

around her and distinct personalities. In her learning autobiography, she shares the following: 

The most incredible thing in learning language is it's expand your mind, make you think 

in different ways, different aspects of life, different interests, and make you more 

involved in the great language world. This made me a learner seeker, I want to know 

more about anything I hear around me. Language opened my eyes to the world so now I 

see everything around me in bigger image. I'll never stop learning, never stop loving this 

great language, and never stop sharing this love with others until I become an influencer 

and I change someone's life. (Atheer, learning autobiography, August 27, 2017) 

Atheer here clarified that English language learning not only expands her linguistic knowledge, 

but it also extends her cultural, social, psychological, and political views. She is certainly aware 

of the importance of English in the outside world. It is evident that Atheer has a robust 

determination and wide perception of leading her English learning, as she promises to be a life-

long learner and a responsive character who learns, views, and educates a diverse community. 

This also shows Atheer’s English learning perspective extends beyond one country, the KSA. 

Likewise, Lena, another student who was enrolled in Dr. Faten’s classroom, expands on 

her devotion to learning the English language by saying the following in her learning 

autobiography: 

I started to look up in English materials for example magazines, newspapers, kids tv and 

even my father collage books and brochures. I did that without making from my family 
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tired. I discover that self-learning method is the best method for me to continue learning. 

I encourage myself to read books in any field including things I’m not interested in, also 

to watch tv especially political and sport news. (Lena, learning autobiography, August 25, 

2017) 

It is interesting to see how Lena describes her investment in English learning as expanding her 

knowledge of English culture and language. She is keen to learn English from other unrelated 

resources, such as politics and sports, to feed her English knowledge with a variety of English 

terms and content. From her written words, she seems highly motivated to learn the English 

language in both a formal and an informal way. She mentions that she is not only independent in 

choosing her English learning methods but also in her decision and consideration of her family; 

she did not want them to worry about her academic failure. 

In the same line of thought, Fatima, another student who was enrolled in Dr. Faten’s 

classroom, mentions in her learning autobiography that she uses English to talk to English-

speaking people. For example, she states that she talks to salesmen as an exciting autonomy 

technique to increase her vocabulary knowledge. In her learning autobiography, she opens up by 

saying the following: 

Studying English language makes me happy, confident and patient. I know that I’ll get it 

as everyone in the world but needs time. With English I know about knew cultures, new 

friend because I believe the limit of my languages is the limit of my world. (Fatima, 

learning autobiography, August 25, 2017) 

From her learning autobiography, it is apparent that Fatima perceives the English language as a 

necessary means to connect to the world and not only as a new language. She uses the English 

language to understand its linguistic components, culture, and its social assembly. She also 

believes English is a process rather than mere content. She states that she is aware of the effort 

and time needed to acquire the language thoroughly. 
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Autonomous Learning as a Pathway to Academic Success 

A student, Dema, who was enrolled in Dr. Faten’s classroom, demonstrates her sense of 

agency about her learning progress. During her interview session, she says, “I think when a 

person learns by him/herself it did not get lost, it sticks to their minds.” She clearly values 

learning English vocabulary by independently selecting, interpreting, and applying words in a 

real-life context (Dema, student interview session 2, August 2, 2017). In addition, Dema, in her 

learning autobiography, justifies the motives behind focusing on the self-learning method as 

follows: 

Since I majored English I think my writing went the wrong way, of course I am planning 

to return it to the perfect way. I am still amused by English language I am still learning 

new things about it every time and not stop reading. And now I am planning to make a 

very successful job out of it one day. (Dema, learning autobiography, August 28, 2017) 

From Dema’s written sample, it is clear that she is struggling with her English learning. Based on 

a previous interview session, Dema is not satisfied by her English level or by her learning 

experience in the English department. She positions herself as an independent learner, as she is 

planning to work on her weaknesses and develop her conceptual knowledge. She clearly values 

English learning beyond schooling, as she is connecting her success in English with future 

employment and financial support. 

Likewise, Fatima believes that the teacher’s role is critical in guiding students to be 

autonomous learners. She personally prefers to be involved in the learning process as an active 

participant. She describes her English investment in vocabulary learning as follows: 

I said learning from the signs is the most effective way for me, for example when I see 

the fruit and vegetable names in a piece of paper with pic I’ll not memorize it as if I went 

to supermarket and read the signs and ask the sales man about it to listening from him 

again. (Fatima, student interview session 3, August 18, 2017) 
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Fatima’s eloquent words are reliable indicators of her independence in English vocabulary 

development. She uses real-life examples to scaffold interactive development, including lexical 

knowledge. She is considered an autonomous learner in that she does not rely only on the 

information and assignments given in classes but goes above and beyond to develop her English 

language skills. 

Atheer also mentions that she likes to practice with her friends as she talks in English and 

expresses her opinion comfortably without feeling shy or afraid of making mistakes. She says: 

On the top of learning development is self-learning and practicing, the more you practice 

the great results you will have. Working on yourself and by your own is more more 

effective. After this come teacher's efforts, their knowledge, and methods of teaching the 

curriculum provided. (Atheer, student interview session 2, August 3, 2017). 

Atheer’s words articulate a plea to clarify her most effective English learning method. It seems 

that Atheer is assured that the development of self-learning does not have expedited results but is 

a cultivating and gradual process. Indeed, she believes in the efficacy of the teachers’ input, 

curriculum, and their methodological approaches. Nevertheless, Atheer is certain that the learner-

centered approach is remarkably valuable for her English vocabulary development. In her 

interview session, Atheer illustrates the love affair she has had with English when she states: 

Self-learning was my truly friend since 2014 in learning English. I built myself, I created 

my text books, I wrote tons of vocabulary lists and I, in order to improve my speaking 

skill, spoke to myself in the mirror as if were a native friend’s of my mine. (Atheer, 

student interview session 2, August 3, 2017) 

Atheer’s accomplishment in language learning is justified by her investment in, and readiness 

towards, English language development. She clearly states the reasons behind her language 

development and identifies her strengths and weaknesses in English. For example, she mentions 

how she uses a notebook to record new vocabulary. Atheer is also aware of her learning goals 

and plans for English vocabulary expansion. It is also apparent from Atheer’s learning 
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autobiography that she is a sensitive character. She says, “[she will] never stop sharing this love 

[of English] until I become an influencer’s [of someone’s life].” Atheer experiences motivational 

factors to learn a foreign language. 

Being a social individual, Sara, who was enrolled in Dr. Khlood’s classroom, states in her 

interview meeting that she likes to learn with her friends, especially those who are at the same 

level of English or are better than her. She claims that communicating with English speakers 

makes her mind acquire information faster. She justifies her learning method by saying, 

“learning by myself I would slow a lot.” She likes to be engaged in a group while she learns 

English in a natural setting. She also states, “The purpose and the love for the English language 

were the main factors that helped me to improve.” She clearly states her admiration of the 

English language as it connects to her career plans: to be a translator in the embassy or a teacher 

in a public high school. 

Like Sara, Lena states that she likes to work in a group to test her vocabulary knowledge. 

She also mentions that she is trying to explore, and to taste, the joys of English literature and its 

great creative language. Because most of her teachers are not supportive of a student-centered 

approach, she invests in English learning as follows: “I worked on my own to develop different 

areas like speaking, writing, and reading, I became more confident and more cheerful toward my 

process of learning.” She evidently states that her English skills are mainly a result of her own 

investment in English. For example, she indicates that she is trying to translate English language 

proverbs into the Arabic language without violating the core meaning, in order to develop her 

familiarity with English vocabulary translation (Lena, interview session 3, August 30, 2017). 

As in the case of all the other students, Maha, who was enrolled in Dr. Faten’s classroom, 

supports autonomous learning methods to boost her English vocabulary knowledge. She stresses 
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reading academic texts to develop her English lexical knowledge. In her interview session, she 

states, “Reading academic books will give us a huge number of new vocabularies, also making 

many sentences for the words will help us to memorize them.” She points out that reading has 

upgraded her English level. 

Autonomous Learning as Guided Practice 

Another student, Azzah, who was enrolled in Dr. Khlood’s class, explains in her 

interview session that, because of the limitations in the curriculum and teaching methods in the 

English department at her university, she is navigating her own English learning development. 

She discusses how challenging it is to be in a learning environment with little guidance and no 

step-by-step instructions. She further discloses that during her English learning, she only enjoyed 

one class, which was a student-centered one; all of her other classes were teacher-centered 

classrooms. In her interview session, she states that she is more comfortable in a student-centered 

learning environment. While she believes that teachers are guides in acquiring new skills, 

knowledge, and instructional adaptations required at the undergraduate level, she is employing 

some self-learning techniques to nurture her English vocabulary learning. This includes creating 

notebooks that build on her own vocabulary knowledge. She justifies her current selection of an 

English vocabulary learning method in the following learning autobiography: 

The difference is in self-directed learning, you set your own plans according to your 

abilities and how much can you learn. The long it take and I need for it. You make 

everything from zero, you start and finish building by yourself, where in learning by a 

teacher, obviously, it’s the opposite. A teacher will be assigned to do all the planning, 

teaching and building, and some are good, but most of them are boring and not good 

quality. You need is to revise whatever your teacher has taught you. I prefer self-directed 

learning to see myself clearly. most of schools here in Saudi Arabia have English basic 

and very important course in the curriculum, and it needs teaching by a very qualified 

teacher. sadly, through my journey in school I hardly met a teacher that was like an 

inspirational tool, someone that I feel as a role model. (Azzah, learning autobiography, 

August 29, 2017) 
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Azzah in the narrative writing of her learning autobiography, reveals her attitude toward English 

learning. Her autonomous learning is driven by her motivation and awareness of English’s 

necessity. She mentions that she is obligated to nourish her vocabulary knowledge, as her past 

schooling has not satisfied her language progression. She further describes a critical issue in 

Saudi Arabia’s schools: the need for experienced English teachers. Azzah states that students 

should serve as agents of their own learning, and teachers should act as facilitators of their 

learning empowerment. 

Furthermore, Sara writes the following in her learning autobiography, “After middle 

school, my language level was fallen, and I had a simple knowledge comparing to the high 

school curriculums.” Sara means that English classes in her middle school have not prepared her 

to understand the English curriculum in high schools, and she ended up graduating from high 

schools with little English knowledge. She clearly points out that there is a deficiency of school 

preparedness and support for English learning. 

Ragad, in the same vein, states that she prefers to use an autonomous learning approach 

to develop her English vocabulary knowledge. However, she needs her English teachers to guide 

her as to what, where, and how to learn vocabulary and its usage in different contexts. In her 

interview session, she states: 

I learn 2 vocabularies mostly every day, learn how to write, pronounce, use them in 

different styles of sentences. Its effective under my hopes. Using only English either 

speaking with me or texting me. I would come backward years to tell my English 

teachers to try using Arabic with us. Since most of schools’ teachers teach only the 

theoretical parts of the curriculum and mostly ignore the practical parts, the students will 

not be well educated and learned. (Ragad, student interview session 3, August 16, 2017) 

Ragad further explains how she has had negative experiences with some of her past and current 

EFL teachers. She describes how their teaching approaches hindered her learning progress. She 

states that Dr. Khlood is the only good example of someone making learning English easy and 
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enjoyable. While she attempts, on her own, to discover vocabulary learning techniques to 

develop her English lexical knowledge, she still needs teachers’ guidance and support. She also 

mentions a critical matter related to the KSA’s university English departments: the English-only 

classroom. Students are not encouraged or allowed to use the Arabic language, as their native 

language, to create a bridge between the cultures and languages. Ragad believes that Arabic 

language usage is essential for her comprehension of, and progress in, English language 

vocabulary. Furthermore, Ragad’s investment in English is evident from her learning 

autobiography, as she writes: 

I prefer an active style to learn, for examples when I have a word I try to get synonym of 

it and try to get a picture of the same word. I used many strategies which are so 

important. It is note and memorize. This strategy help me a lot during I used to translate it 

from Arabic which is my mother language to English. I chose English college to learn a 

lot and memorizing this language. (Ragad, learning autobiography, August 25, 2017) 

Ragad is making efforts on her own to understand English language structure and usage. While 

she prefers to use an active learning approach to develop her vocabulary knowledge, she is 

making various attempts with autonomous learning approaches in vocabulary development. 

Maha also stresses the importance of using active learning strategies to recall vocabulary 

knowledge. Furthermore, Maha, in her learning autobiography, advises EFL teachers and 

students: 

Self-studying is a good way of studying, but it is not the purpose of classes and teachers. 

As long as we have time, teacher, students and class, each one suppose to play his role. 

As a teacher, you suppose to try to make the subject understandable in an easy way 

beside giving assignments that will help the students thinking out of the box, and as 

student, you suppose to make an effort to understand the subject and get the knowledge. 

In conclusion, the learning process is not one person job but is many people collaborate 

to get the benefits (Maha, learning autobiography, August 31, 2017). 

From Maha’s writing sample, she is clearly leaning toward a self-guided learning approach. 

Maha positions herself as an active learner with a social identity that is actively involved in 
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participation and the evaluation of her learning procedure and outcomes. At the same time, she 

demonstrates the teachers’ priorities in delivering the content to enable students to be active 

participants in the learning process. She states that the students’ inclusion in their learning 

development will be clearly reflected in their English language intensity, communicative 

competency, and lexical diversity. Table 9 summarizes the results of the students’ insights 

regarding the most effective strategies in learning vocabulary. 

Table 9. 

Student Insights Regarding the Most Effective Strategies in Learning Vocabulary 

Student 

Name 

Perceptions of the most effective strategies for vocabulary learning 

Atheer a) Using self-directed learning to develop English vocabulary knowledge 

b) Teachers support the development of vocabulary in the content areas 

Azzah a) Being an agent of one’s own English learning 

b) Teachers as facilitators of learning empowerment through using 

differentiated instructions in the diverse language classroom 

c) Teachers value the students’ background knowledge and enable more 
classroom communication 

Dema a) Learning English vocabulary by selecting, interpreting, and applying words 

in real life contexts 

Fatimah a) Teachers’ role is critical in guiding the students to be autonomous learners 

and involving them in the learning process 

b) Using real-life example to scaffold on lexical knowledge 

Sara a) Learning with friends who speak English 

Lena a) Improving vocabulary through active learning. 

b) Working in group to test her vocabulary knowledge. 

c) Translating English language proverbs into the Arabic language without 

violating the core meaning 

Ragad a) Using self-guided learning to develop English vocabulary knowledge 

b) Using the Arabic language is necessary for comprehension and progress of 

English language vocabulary 
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Maha a) Using autonomous learning approaches to develop English vocabulary 

knowledge 

b) Reading academic texts to improve her English lexical knowledge 

c) Teachers’ role is actively involving the students in the learning process 

Students’ Evaluations of the Novel Classroom 

To answer the subquestion of, “At the end of one semester, how do the students evaluate 

the autonomy-fostering activities, if there are any, in terms of motivational value and 

usefulness?”, I present students’ attitudes on the two different teaching approaches. In each EFL 

classroom, four students reported, in their reflective statements, about their opinion and 

evaluations of the instructor’s style of teaching and the applied teaching methodologies. 

EFL Students’ Views of Dr. Khlood’s Novel Classroom 

The four students, who were enrolled in Dr. Khlood’s classroom—Atheer, Azzah, Sara, 

and Ragad—state that Dr. Khlood establishes a learner-centered classroom, though this does not 

eliminate her role. Instead, she works as a facilitator in a more collaborative learning community. 

A class of interactive communication. Atheer explains how pleased she is with Dr. 

Khlood’s use of different interactive teaching strategies in the field of literature where she allows 

for student interactions inside her EFL classroom. She states her view in the second interview 

session of learning English vocabulary. She says: 

I mostly learn vocabulary by direct teaching which is based on repeating the words, or 

translating them without applying them to real life event. In Dr. Khlood’s class, she asks 

us to do more active things like asking questions, guessing the answers and thinking. 

Listening is really boring, but with Dr. Khlood’s way, she asks us to listen to the real 

news and apply the language in real examples, which is full of joy. (Atheer, student 

interview session 2, August 3, 2017) 

Atheer explains that learning mostly through lectures was not helpful to her English language 

development. She justifies her stance by referring to some strategies that worked for her. In her 
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reflective statement on her summer novel course, Atheer writes, “What I mostly liked in Dr. 

Khlood’s class are classrooms activities, fun assignments, games, questions during the lecture, 

peer student lecturing, and student point of view about the lecture” (Atheer, reflective statement, 

August 31, 2017). She explains that the novel by Charles Dickens Great Expectations is “rarely 

un-useful because it is suitable for their level and ability to understanding it and apply it in their 

real lives” (Atheer, reflective statement, August 31, 2017). She explains how Dr. Khlood 

encourages the students to connect many events in the novel with their real-life experiences or 

events. Atheer also reflects that she has developed many learning skills in her class and the most 

beneficial one was her ability to freely express her opinion inside and outside the classroom, 

using a variety of expressions. She states that she was very shy about participating in class and 

she was fearful of making mistakes, however, with time and with Dr. Khlood’s help and 

encouragement, she became more comfortable expressing what she thinks. (Atheer, reflective 

statement, August 31, 2017) 

A class of instructional adaptations. In the same line of thought, Azzah expresses the 

following insights: 

Very few of teachers were allowing us to participate and swim in our own imagination. 

By giving students the freedom to speak in class and discuss all types of subjects this will 

help extending the student’s knowledge and make them want to be more familiar with the 

outside world. (Azzah, student interview session 3, August 17, 2017) 

In her reflective statement on the same novel course, Azzah portrays Dr. Khlood’s class as “The 

most fun and interesting class ever,” and she says, “I wish all my classes were of the same 

methods as Dr. Khlood had followed because unfortunately few of them allowed students’ 

participation and interactions” (Azzah, reflective statement, August 29, 2017). She also mentions 

that Dr. Khlood makes the class fun and beneficial for the students. One way Dr. Khlood 

accomplishes this, as she explains in her words, is by teaching students one-on-one, and as a 
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group, about how to use analysis and interpretation techniques. For example, Azzah describes 

that while Dr. Khlood taught the novel class, she gave the students quotations from the novel and 

asked them (as a group) to analyze the conveyed meaning in 10–25 minutes. Azzah further 

explains that while Dr. Khlood was listening to their different interpretations of the given 

quotation, she kept encouraging students by using positive words. Azzah also states that she felt 

this manner of teaching the novel was useful for learning new vocabulary and understanding the 

text, without the instructor emphasizing students’ mistakes. Azzah believes that, in Dr. Khlood’s 

class, she developed her speaking skills and vocabulary because she interacted with Dr. Khlood 

and freely discussed her thoughts and questions (Azzah, reflective statement, August 29, 2017). 

Azzah’s narrative also clearly provides a positive resolution of Dr. Khlood’s classroom. She 

mentions that it is rare to find an effective teacher like Dr. Khlood, who employs differentiated 

instructions in the diverse language classroom. She clarifies how Dr. Khlood values the students’ 

background knowledge and enables classroom communication to enhance their English lexical 

knowledge. 

During a second interview session, Sara, who was also enrolled in Dr. Khlood’s 

classroom, explains how she perceives teachers’ methodological approaches to teaching English 

vocabulary in the EFL classrooms. She openly says, “Most teachers use the traditional way of 

delivering the lesson, which is boring. Sometimes, I like to learn things based on real situations 

and require more activeness inside the classroom” (Sara, student interview session 2, August 2, 

2017). 

Furthermore, Sara was certain that many implemented strategies were not a good fit for 

her English learning needs. It is interesting that, here, she treats these lessons as a space to learn 

the language. However, in her reflective statement, Sara confirmed Dr. Khlood’s commitment to 
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promoting autonomous learning approaches, which develop her English vocabulary knowledge. 

Sara portrays Dr. Khlood’s class in a very positive manner. She says: 

Dr. Khlood’s course was one of my favorite courses in which I learn so many things. The 
class was enjoyable and me friends and I used to wait for the class since we consider it as 

a having fun class. We learned so many aspects in the field of literature without getting 

boring. (Sara’s reflective statement, August 29, 2017) 

In her course reflective statement, Sara states her learning preference, which is to be an active 

learner. She further describes that Dr. Khlood was so passionate about teaching and she has 

spread that passion to her students. Sara also mentions how Dr. Khlood made the course fun by 

giving interesting examples and by challenging her students with some questions that pushed 

them to pursue answers eagerly. Moreover, Sara believes that Dr. Khlood helped her to boost her 

vocabulary knowledge by encouraging students to not only learn about the story of the novel but 

also to add new vocabulary words to their journal list (Sara, reflective statement, August 29, 

2017). 

Moreover, Ragad, who participated in the study and was enrolled in Dr. Khlood’s 

classroom, states in her interview session that some of her teachers permit an autonomous 

learning approach for the purpose of English vocabulary development, but the majority follow 

the traditional way of teaching. She believes that an independent learning strategy is an effective 

one, and she justifies her answer by saying, “When the learner is given a room, he/she will be 

more productive” (Ragad, student interview session 3, August 16, 2017). In her reflective 

statement of the novel course that was offered in the summer, Ragad writes: 

Because most of us do not know what does “novel analysis’ mean exactly, we faced some 
problems to discuss what we understand. However, Dr. Khlood did not let the class 

finished without every student tell the others at least one information about novel. She 

used almost all the most effective teaching methods starting from projector to the 

worksheet. The best part was dividing the class into groups and each group had a leader. 

The work was organized very well. It helps to develop and overcome weaknesses without 

embarrassment by learning from others and listing to different points of view. 
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Surprisingly, we did it without fear because she did not stop encouraging us to speak. 

Also, because she asked us to write summary of our understanding each class without 

mentioning our name, I notice the improvement in my vocabulary. Although the course 

was not a skill course, but I improved in speaking and writing besides reading the novel. 

(Ragad, reflective statement, August 29, 2017) 

From such thick description, it is evident that Ragad is satisfied with Dr. Khlood’s method of 

teaching and that she has been impacted by her pedagogical views. Ragad stresses how Dr. 

Khlood kept encouraging the students to participate and be active learners instead of passive 

participants. Ragad also reveals a working activity for her English development, which is an 

informal summary of each lesson. This strategy is suggested by Dr. Khlood to help the students 

be responsible for their learning progress and to evaluate their understanding of the content. 

EFL Students’ Views of Dr. Faten’s Novel Classroom 

The four students, who were enrolled in Dr. Faten’s classroom—Fatima, Dema, Lena, 

and Maha—state that Dr. Faten establishes a teacher-focused classroom, in which she works as a 

controller of the entire classroom climate. 

A class of dynamical constraint. One of the students, Fatima, provides her views on the 

teaching methods in the classroom. She states that Dr. Faten was disregarding her and other 

students’ learning needs and degrees of engagement, as her primary goal is to deliver the lesson 

and check out from the class. In one of her reflective statements, she writes: 

The novel course with Dr. Faten was so difficult for me because it was taking a long time 

and effort. I can’t catch all her reading. The work she gave must done on three stages 

which needed lot of tools and dictionaries to have a good piece of work. Everything was 

manual because the online sources was rare and hard to find. But only that but also I 

didn't know how to manage the work, how to prepare, and how to make sure it is done 

perfectly. One thing that destroyed my last change to be a good English learner was a 

comment of Dr. Faten said, even if you studied English for ten years, you will not be able 

to write well because you din't live in USA or United Kingdom. She also said, your 

writing will not be approved and trusted because if you don't have contact with English 

natives. Those words smashed the effort I have and turned me to inactive listener. 

(Fatima, reflective statement, August 30, 2017) 
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Fatima is clearly suffering during her English learning journey. Her passion for learning English 

has been smashed by the verbal hindrance that she received, and maybe believed, from Dr. 

Faten. Fatima opens up about needing moral support from her teachers in order to develop her 

investment in learning. She also explains how challenging the novel course was and how she was 

not able to comprehend the given text. Also, she describes how Dr. Faten operated her class, 

which was a teacher-led classroom, and how students were placed as mere spectators of 

knowledge. Fatima is clearly disappointed with how Dr. Faten approaches her lesson and she has 

sought help identifying her status as an EFL learner. 

In the same line of thought, Dema, who was also enrolled in Dr. Faten’s classroom, states 

in her reflective statement that, “All I have learned is teacher talking all the time, and making fun 

of our answers” (Dema, reflective statement, August 31, 2017). Dema confirmed that she was 

placed in an educational setting that was teacher-controlled all the time and she indeed dislikes it. 

She further explains that she desires to feel appreciated and respected while being involved in a 

negotiable learning process. Dema also expands on her response to Dr. Faten’s novel class. She 

writes: 

One of the aspects that I disliked in my novel course with Dr. Faten was not letting the 

student guess what the author means in his novel or poem, instead the teacher tell us all 

her thoughts. (Dema, reflective statement, August 31, 2017) 

Dema further explains that the novel was so long and hard to understand. She mentions that Dr. 

Faten’s main strategy is standing up front and reading the novel, which was “so boring I couldn’t 

focus.” She states that the novel includes many words that were not explained [by Dr. Faten] or 

placed in context to draw an understating of the whole text. She says, “Because Dr. Faten was 

talking all the time, I lost attention in understanding the story of the novel or other connection 

details.” She explains that Dr. Faten is not supportive, to any extent, of autonomous learning 
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approaches in English vocabulary knowledge, while Dema is showing her willingness to be an 

active autonomous learner (Dema, reflective statement, August 31, 2017). 

Furthermore, Lena, who was also enrolled in Dr. Faten’s classroom, reflects on the novel 

course, taken in the summer, as follows: 

The redundant teaching of Dr. Faten destroy my learning progression. I was feeling 

boring [bored], nothing new, the same way repeated over and over again. I shocked [was 

disappointed] and thought about class dropping, but I can since it is required class. (Lena, 

reflective statement, August 30, 2017) 

It is evident from Lena’s words that Dr. Faten did not meet her learning expectation. During the 

interview session, she expands on her thoughts on how she faced many difficulties with Dr. 

Faten and other teachers who were not willing to allow the students to take roles inside the EFL 

classrooms. She mentions an example where she tried to interpret the novel line by guessing the 

answers and, instead of Dr. Faten encouraging her attempts and participation, Dr. Faten 

humiliated her by saying, “You don’t understand!” Lena further explains that all EFL students 

should love the English language before they succeed in it, and so they should control a 

significant portion of their English learning preferences. 

Finally, Maha, who was also enrolled in Dr. Faten’s classroom, mentions during her 

interview sessions that she believes that there was a lack of teaching tools related to self-learning 

or autonomous learning approaches in vocabulary development. In her statement reflecting on 

the novel course, she describes Dr. Faten’s class as follows: 

When Dr. Faten first came to the class, she started reading the assigned novel, so I 

thought that just because it is the first lecture, but that was her method of teaching, 

reading the novel without any explanation, and whenever she was tired, she let one of us 

continue the reading. In addition, she didn't discuss to analyze the authors’ words. The 

lecture was about listening without understanding and whenever we ask about something, 

her answer was not clear. (Maha, reflective statement, August 31, 2017) 
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It is clear that increasing students’ learner autonomy is not the priority in Dr. Faten’s teaching. 

Also, it is evident that Dr. Faten lacks some teaching skills. This excerpt from Maha’s reflective 

writing draws a clear idea of how Dr. Faten is perceived as controlling the EFL classroom rather 

than supporting or facilitating the development of learner autonomy. Maha makes it clear that 

she, along with her classmates, are suffocated by being forced to act as passive listeners all the 

time. Students are not assigned to be actively involved in any class engagement tasks, as Dr. 

Faten’s primary method is following the traditional way of teaching. Tables 10 and 11 below 

summarize the results of students’ evaluation of the two novel courses with regards to classroom 

teaching and learning activities. 

Table 10 

Student Evaluations of the Existence of Autonomy-Fostering Activities in Dr. Khlood’s Class 

Student Students’ positive evaluation of Dr. Khlood’s class 
Name 

a) Employing different interactive teaching strategies 

b) Incorporating classroom activities, games, and student lecturing 

Atheer c) Allowing students to freely express their opinion inside and outside the 

classroom using various expressions 

d) Helping and motivating students in addressing their learning issues 

a) Creating fun activities in class 

b) Arranging one-on-one and group learning sessions on how to use analysis 

and interpretation techniques 

Azzah c) Encouraging students, using positive words while learning new vocabulary 

and understanding the novel text 

d) Developing the students speaking skills and vocabulary knowledge by 

allowing them to freely discuss their thoughts and questions 

a) Promoting autonomous learning approaches, which develop her English 

Sara vocabulary knowledge 

b) Creating an enjoyable and fun class 
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c) Encouraging students to not only learn about the story of the novel but also 

to add new vocabulary words to their journal list 

a) Giving the learner room to be creative and productive 

b) Helping students to develop and overcome their weaknesses by learning 

Ragad from others and listening to different point of views 

c) Asking students to write summaries of their understanding each class 

without mentioning their names 

Table 11 

Student Evaluations of the Existence of Autonomy-Fostering Activities in Dr. Faten’s Class 

Student Students negative evaluation of Faten’s class 
Name 

a) Leading the classroom from start to finish 
Fatimah 

b) Limiting student communication in class 

a) Teacher controlling the class all the time 

Dema b) Lacking appreciation and respect for students as they negotiate their 

learning process 

a) Limiting their learning progression through redundant old-fashioned 

teaching Lena 

b) Not meeting their learning expectation 

a) Lacking teaching tools related to self-learning or autonomous learning 

approaches in vocabulary development Maha 

b) The teaching method is based on only lecturing 

Students’ Agency in the Learning Process 

To answer my final research question, “To what extent, if any, do female EFL students at 

the university deploy autonomous learning strategies while learning English (especially 

vocabulary) in a foreign language context?”, I have analyzed students’ interviews, learning 

autobiographies, and my classroom observation notes and transcriptions. This investigation 
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includes the female students’ investments in English language learning as well as the strategies 

and approaches they have adopted to achieve their current level of proficiency. 

Students’ Autonomy inside the EFL Classrooms 

EFL Students’ Limited Roles in Dr. Faten’s Classroom 

Students as passive followers. Transcribed data from Dr. Faten’s classroom observation 

shed light on students’ exclusion from the learning process. This excerpt is taken from Dr. 

Faten’s third lecture in the novel class, which shows students’ limits in classroom interactions. 

Extract 6 

Classroom Observation 

July 23, 2017 

Dr. Faten: How many of you did the homework? It seems like just the same hands 

raising who are writing, reading, the same hands. The rest are not concerned, should I 

say. Can you tell me you wrote something? Hello? Did you write? Yes. Can you just read 

what you wrote? 

Dr. Faten: Yes. 

Student: I wrote about satire 

Student: The same… 
Dr. Faten: What? Read it now 

Student: The satire here under the British government and inside was is an important 

event. 

Dr. Faten: Is that it? Why is it important? Why do you think it's important? What are 

you talking about? 

Student: I don’t know… 
Dr. Faten: Can you understand what's written there if you don't read? I've given you a 

task to do at home. You don't do it, yes? Four days is not enough to do it? Thursday, 

Friday, Wednesday—Okay, Thursday, Friday, Saturday. You don't have three and a half 

days which is enough for you to do your work? You read only that passage, even that one 

page I give you. I'm doing the reading for you. It's very sad to see only a couple of 

students doing the work. And that's always the case, whether it's summer or not summer. 

It's always the case. 

Dr. Faten: You still don't have your book, right? I think you should have your book. 

Yes. You sit in the class, you don't need look into your friend's textbook to understand 

what I'm saying. I'm just trying to understand talking about the century prose, what does 

it really mean? You study this first, because this is the first of the modules. 

Dr. Faten: The language is not in Greek. I cannot deal with you, I might just say you 

don't have a book. That's the only time it will ask that you read and I need. I'm not even 

supposed to read the textbook to you, you notice this. 
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As seen from this excerpt, students in Dr. Faten’s class, as in most of the observed sessions, 

listen more than they talk. Thus, students’ responses are based on Dr. Faten’s given instruction. 

This excerpt shows students’ limited communication inside the classroom. From such an 

example, students were interrupted on every occasion that they tried to negotiate or ask 

questions, which gave the observer the impression that students were discouraged from 

expressing their thoughts and feelings about novel-related events. For example, when Dr. Faten 

asked one the students to read her answer, the student was not allowed to explain her thoughts 

further or to link her interpretation with real-life events. Instead, students were assigned to do 

their homework, which was based on continual reading without further explanation of novel 

interpretations. Students are not shown how to do a passage analysis, which is a literary studies 

requirement in the early stage. It is apparent from the above extract that students feel controlled, 

because their assessment of classroom material is only evaluated by Dr. Faten’s random 

interrogation approach. It can be noted from classroom data that students inside the classroom do 

not contribute to their learning development and they were disconnected in the observed 

classroom environment. Regardless of the chosen teaching method, it was observed that students 

received poor instruction and have meager rapport with the teacher. 

The assessment process was only evaluated by Dr. Faten. Students were not allowed to 

negotiate their midterm exam and were asked to follow classroom instructions to pass the course. 

Another example of students’ effacement is shown in Dr. Faten’s sixth lecture of the novel class: 

Extract 7 

Classroom Observation 

July 30, 2017 

Dr. Faten: For your midterm, you read those two pages well, the three handouts that I 

gave you, sorry—three handouts that I gave you. Just read them well. If there's some 

question, or it is multiple choice or just fill in the blank or something like that, at least 

you will—just read it well for now. Of course, you've got to concentrate on the chapters 
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that we finished so far today and next lecture. All right so just going to the question that I 

gave you. I can explain more. Just study the chapters well. 

Student: Is it multiple choice or essays? 

Dr. Faten: You don’t understand, you should be prepared for both. 

Student: Can you give us examples? 

Dr. Faten: No, you should study from your notes. 

Dr. Faten: I've given you some questions to answer. It will describe the whole thing. I 

gave you very specific questions there to answer. What I'm seeing, I found a lot of the 

students who were confused with what to write there, "A detailed account." You had to 

the satirical part; you had to explain what's going on. What analysis are you going to 

make? Wh questions. 

Student: Yes. 

Dr. Faten: This is how you analyze because it is the first technique in a literature course 

in a novel. You should understand whenever you're given—whenever the teacher is 

reading a certain passage, okay. You analyze that passage by basically asking the WH 

questions. 

From this excerpt, it is clear that students are lost and received little guidance in preparing for 

their midterm examination. Dr. Faten’s teaching is undoubtedly challenging, as she expects 

students to record every word she articulates in the lectures, asking students to memorize them 

and reproduce them in their midterm and final papers. When the researcher observed her 

classroom, she noticed that students seem confused, reluctant to learn, and less motivated to 

explore other learning resources that would supplement the given materials. As seen from extract 

above, Dr. Faten discourages the students from having their own opinions and possible 

interpretations of the novel’s questions within the classroom context. Instead, they are equipped 

to study from the same highlighted materials and to write in the same manner, preferably using 

the instructor’s exact spoken words. 

In another case, a student was trying to be involved in the learning process when she 

asked Dr. Faten, “Can you give an example?”, because she wanted to know the type of questions 

in order to prepare for the midterm exam adequately. The fact that the student asked for 

clarification illustrates her ability to be responsible for her learning progress. However, Dr. Faten 

gave negative feedback when she replied to her, “You don’t understand?” without further 
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explanation or justification. This example confirmed that Dr. Faten’s expectations of students’ 

understanding have influenced students’ performance. The extract above also demonstrated Dr. 

Faten’s inadequate explanation of how to analyze some passage related to the novel, as she 

summarized her instructions in one sentence: “Use Wh-questions.” She did not allow the 

students to practice analysis of a text or to link texts to their personal views or experience. 

Instead, Dr. Faten’s expressed all her thoughts and interpretations of the novels and expected the 

students to replicate her ideas in their written exam. Regardless of Dr. Faten’s pedagogical 

practices, the student appeared to be humiliated and distracted from understanding what were the 

required skills and knowledge needed for the exam. 

EFL Students’ Active Roles in Dr. Khlood’s Classroom 

Students as agents in learning. On the contrary, inside Dr. Khlood’s classroom, students 

are allowed to take full responsibility for language learning development. The following excerpt 

of Dr. Khlood’s communicative classroom interaction is aimed to introduce the classroom rules 

and nature of classroom interactions. 

Extract 8 

Classroom Observation 

August 3, 2017 

Dr. Khlood: By the way, I don’t really have any rules in class. You’re free to eat and 

drink as long as you’re paying attention and you feel comfortable. You can always bring 
chocolates and give to the whole class, you like that, right? 

Student: Yes! 

Dr. Khlood: Distribute some love. That’s it. Have a great day, you can go. I don’t have 

anything else to give. Please make sure you get the book as soon as you can. Watch the 

clips I’ve sent you and start do some reading. 

Student: Tomorrow? 

Dr. Khlood: Do I have it tomorrow? Yes, if you did some search even on your phone 

and you saved it, like, you screenshot it, then you can use it. This will probably take 

you—I promise you, less than minutes. If you really focus you can do it in minutes. Do 

some research on one of these points and pack the information within you. Because it 

will help you better. That’s it. Here we go. 

Student: Can I research with my friend here? 

Dr. Khlood: Absolutely, and we can do think-pair, and share. Thanks for you! 
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It is clear from this extract that students are positioned in a friendly learning environment, and 

they are comfortable and engaged in negotiating their learning process. For example, one of the 

students asked, “Can I research with my friend here?” Here, the student showed her readiness to 

be an independent explorer of her learning method preferences. Students also explained in their 

interview sessions that they were allowed to lead their own learning process as they perceived 

the learning environment as a supportive, creative, and positive learning setting. Students were 

also encouraged to use multiple ways to gather the required information to learn the content. 

Whenever a student asked, negotiated, or suggested, Dr. Khlood offered multiple active methods 

to build a classroom community that supported student learning development, knowledge, and 

agency. 

Students’ Autonomous Learning Strategies for Vocabulary Learning 

Using Digital Tools 

In the second interview session, Atheer explains that she utilizes, “Movies, TV shows, 

YouTube and blogs, songs, shopping websites, iPhone games, PlayStation4” as tools to develop 

her English vocabulary knowledge. From her selection of methods for learning English 

vocabulary, it is evident that she is a self-directed learner, as she selects appropriate technology 

tools to support her English learning. Atheer further states, “I evaluate myself and learn from my 

own mistakes and others’ correction.” (Atheer, student interview session 2, August 3, 2017). She 

also states, “I'm not a full autonomous learner. I still need to have more skills like learning by 

reading books. But instead of the book I'm a TV shows-lover so I think it is useful as much as 

reading” (Atheer, student interview session 2, August 3, 2017). While she believes that she is not 

fully autonomous in her learning, she has displayed several indicators of autonomous learning 
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approaches, such as exploring English learning apps herself, assessing her learning development, 

and learning from internet resources. In her learning autobiography, she writes: 

The love of technology and TV shows is really right with my personality. I'm learning 

and developing myself implicitly each time I enjoy watching. And I monitor my level of 

language with the quantity of vocabulary and the less grammar mistakes I make. The 

most unforgettable memory is when my sister was young she tried to eat some candy, and 

with my knowledge of vocabulary I read some of the equipment which she has an allergic 

with! So I'm kind of hero, and I saved her life. (Atheer, learning autobiography, August 

27, 2017) 

As seen in this excerpt, Atheer has her own preference for English language learning, as she is 

more directed toward using technology and games than reading academic textbooks. She 

interestingly called herself a “hero” for reading and translating a word to ensure her sister’s 

safety with regards to a food allergy. Atheer confirms her areas of weakness in English are 

concentrated in grammar and reading. She is aware of different learning methods, such as self-

error correction. She justifies her stance by indicating that she likes watching and listening to 

English communications more than reading books. 

Likewise, Fatima, who aims to be a media influencer states in her interview session that 

translating a new English word is a useful method for recalling it. She indicates that “[her] 

English is 70% self-directed and 30% from schools.” She positions herself as a self-directed 

learner when she relates how she cooks while reading from recipes online or listening to chefs on 

YouTube, reads English bloggers, or watches and listens to makeup tutorials. She also states, 

“Some time I wrote it on my little board or sticky note then put it on my disk.” She confirms that 

her learning is combined with fun, as she mostly learns from signs, advertisements, social media 

networks, and other useful apps like TED (Fatima, student interview session 2, August 2, 2017). 

In her learning autobiography, she writes: 

English classes was the most interesting things that I was waiting for it when I join the 

middle school. But it was like a shock when the old teacher came to us in the first English 
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class for me, she entered so cockily [quickly] and ask us to read the first conversation 

passage in the book, I raise my hand to read then when I started to read the first line she 

stopped me and ask someone to continue due to my very slow reading. She kept doing 

this attitude until I graduated from middle school while I was papering every day before 

the class to try to read better. Then when I join a high school our teacher was so perfect 

she gave us creative ideas and many funny things but once you make a mistake she will 

make all the student laughed and she was be little the student who did not want to act in 

her class so that make the student afraid from her and hate the English. After these bad 

starting with English classes I still have the passion to learn English so I decide to study 

an English major. (Fatima, learning autobiography, August 25, 2017) 

Fatima named her written essay “Struggle to passion” as she faced some negative learning 

experiences with her previous English teachers. She mentions how she had to have permission 

before participating and she was not allowed to make mistakes. She states that she was 

humiliated while she was an emergent English learner. Fatima’s writing sample indicates that she 

still has issues with English grammar and vocabulary; nevertheless, she remains an active 

participant in the learning process and takes initiative in overcoming her struggles in English. 

For example, she uses street signs, television commercials, and social media networks to develop 

her English vocabulary knowledge. From her written learning autobiography, it also seems that 

Fatima is influenced by her teachers, whom she perceives to be superior knowledge givers. 

Maha also conveyed in her interview sessions that the secret behind her advanced level of 

English is “Seeing movies to learn the language and the culture of the world at the same time.” 

She is not merely interested in the English language alone, but also the heritage and the culture 

behind it. In her learning autobiography, she writes: 

Learning English was bot [not] my choice. It was my destiny… Although I like watching 

movie in English language, it was not my favorite subject to study it and to be my 

bachelor degree. Another challenging thing was the teachers. They never explain or speak 

in Arabic which made feel lost and sometimes embarrassed when they ask me questions. 

The first year was miserable. I was not making any effort in learning any new vocabulary 

or grammar. I just wanted to pass the exams with no ambition to get high grades. But 

when we start traveling abroad, I have decided to learn new vocabulary to be able to 

communicate with the foreigners mmm I like to have friends from different countries. 

First, I bought stories and dictionaries then translate every single word and memorize it. 
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Then, use it in a meaningful sentence. Second, I paid more attention to American TV 

program. Watching them all the time. In the car, I listen to an English broadcast only. 

Well, that was not enough because I need to improve speaking skill too so I start using 

messenger to contact with people and conduct a daily conversation to use what I already 

learned. It was so difficult at the beginning to get rid of Arabic structure and express the 

idea in a good English language. I was not ready for that but the people whom I was 

talking too were too happy to help me and correct my mistakes. Also, I was assessing 

myself through taking online exams in basic skills to see how much I improved my 

language. I found a great progression and now my life is switched to English version all 

that has reflected on my exams grades. Unfortunately, I still have problems in speaking 

fluently. I didn't know how to solve this problem and overcome this weakness because I 

needed someone close to talk to but couldn't find. One of my friend called me one day 

and ask me to teach kids at her school. It was a very good chance to use the language. 

(Maha, learning autobiography, August 31, 2017) 

Maha is a distinctive EFL learner. In response to my question during the interview session, she 

states that she was forced to be an English major, but that she succeeds in all her coursework’s 

requirements. Like Fatima, she blamed some teachers for her initial lack of progress, as their 

teaching methods were not suitable for her English learning preferences. She disliked being 

ignored and disengaged in the classroom. She likes to talk and interact with students to develop 

her English knowledge. She found that communicating in English with other people is not easy 

outside of the school context. As such, she explored various methods to learn English, including 

watching television, communicating on social media, applying the English language in real-life 

situations, and evaluating her own learning progress. She also confirms that she is the primary 

assessor for her English progress. 

Using Notebook Strategy 

Another student, Azzah, who plans to be an English teacher, confirmed in her interview 

session that her English investment was mainly focused in writing notebooks that she made 

especially for building up her own vocabulary lists. During the interview session, Azzah says, “I 

have them on my desk, when I read a book I keep one close, so I can write down any new word I 

come across and then later I look up the words.” She further explains that she rereads the written 
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words the following day and she keeps going back to the previous ones until she makes sure they 

are stuck in her mind (Azzah, student interview session 3, August 17, 2017). In her interview 

session she states: 

Being organized. I like planning before starting new project, so I can be able to have a 

clear vision of the results. Also, I like registering anything I learn in a notebook so I can 

go back to it between time to time. I need to work on my reading books part. I have a 

love-hate relationship with books. (Azzah, student interview session 2, August 3, 2017) 

As presented above, Azzah appears to utilize autonomous learning practices as she is cognizant 

of her English learning process. For example, Azzah has awareness and intrinsic motivation that 

using the note-taking method was an effictive learning method for developing her English 

vocabulary knowledge. Azzah confirms that it is evident that she is a self-directed learner who 

liked to plan, act, and assess her own learning progress. 

Reading Books 

Azaah reflects on her English process by saying, “I need to work on my reading books 

part. I have a love-hate relationship with books.” She explains she needs to enhance her English 

reading skills, believing reading more textbooks is valuable for English language development. 

Sara, who is an independent learner, likes to read the news in English every day. She also likes to 

spend time sorting through written narratives, as she clarifies in her learning autobiography that 

reading multiple genres benefits her vocabulary knowledge. 

Engaging in Schools’ English Conversation Sessions 

Atheer stresses that teachers and classmates’ English conversation sessions are another 

factor in her vocabulary development. Azzah also appreciates the student-centered approach to 

increasing students’ classroom talk and discussion. Azzah further emphasizes that the change of 

routine practices that she experienced in her English learning was driven by former teachers who 

used active teaching methods and who encouraged and motivated her to learn. She clearly states 
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that her previous teachers “defined” her future by helping her to formulate academic plans and 

by teaching her how to be actively involved in the learning process. In her learning 

autobiography, she writes: 

Fortunately, I had 2 Americans teachers in my English class. They were extremely nice 

and full of knowledge. They had great methods in learning. They used to form us in 

circles and make a discussion hour every day. It was very beneficial because I get so 

excited and read about the subjects they discussed in class. My teachers have played a 

heavy role in my journey, basically they define me, helped me seeing a bright future. 

(Azzah, learning autobiography, August 28, 2017) 

This meaningful excerpt from Azzah’s writing points out her positive attitude about using active 

learning approaches. She states in her learning autobiography that discussing a subject within a 

group and contributing her interpretation of given tasks has played an essential role in her 

vocabulary language development. 

Using Translation Techniques 

Dema, who dreams of completing her higher education in English, conveys what made 

her an autonomous learner by saying, “Thinking in different ways than your mother tongue 

language and seeing movies or TV show without looking to the translation subtitle” (Dema, 

interview session 2, August 3, 2017). She also mentions that translating each new word vastly 

helps in scaffolding from Arabic to English. She uses English- Arabic translation to aid her in 

exploring meanings of one word in different contexts and in applying it in real-life settings. She 

stresses that thinking and talking in English is a better way to develop her English vocabulary 

knowledge. In her learning autobiography, she writes: 

When I was in elementary school we study a lot of courses, such as math, history and 

geography...etc. and they were all in Arabic language so it was not so different for me the 

only different subject was English language, for me it was completely different that it got 

my attention. So, I started looking more into it and reading and translating everything that 

was written in English like shampoos or the labels behind laptops. My favorite thing 

about learning English was and still watching movies and TV shows. I am not a reader 
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and I hate writing in English. I still think that grammar is one of my problem that is why I 

try to take every chance to develop it. (Dema, learning autobiography, August 28, 2017) 

From this written statement, it is noted that Dema views the English language as a “different” 

language, which attracts her curiosity. She mentions how she started the English learning journey 

by reading and translating labels written on everyday products, and she continues investing in the 

English language by watching movies in English. She states that she dislikes English reading and 

writing because it requires more effort from her. Still, she attempts to develop her English 

vocabulary knowledge by engaging in real events, such as translating her products’ labels, that 

involve learning the English language. 

Maha also claims that using Arabic, which is her first language, benefits her linguistic 

development in her second language, English. From her writing sample, it is evident that she is 

autonomous in learning the English language. Maha made a move toward a student-centered 

approach because she feels very strongly about the value of English in the world. She mentions 

in her learning autobiography that English learning necessitates a self-exploration and 

investigation to understanding the knowledge gap in Arabic and English. 

Practicing in a Real-Life Context 

Sara who has multiple career plans diagnoses herself as a self-directed learner. Sara 

stresses that she practices learning new English words in context, linking them to her personal 

experiences in order to recall them later. She also mentions that learning the pronunciation and 

spelling of English words is a core goal of her English learning, as she aims to develop her 

lexical knowledge. To access the correct pronunciation and spelling of words, she usually uses 

iPhone apps to help with translation, pronunciation, and placing words in context. In her learning 

autobiography, she writes: 
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I was Lucy [lucky] to have a teacher who was ready to help and she treated me a little bit 

differently since she believed in me and my dream to complete my studies in English 

language. Therefore, I started to develop my English level, and at that time I believed 

vocabulary is the most important thing to learn any language. I stated to memories the 

most 500 common words which had a huge impact on my English level. Starting my 

English preparatory year (PY), so many challenges have increased. The biggest challenge 

was communicating my British teachers who could speak no word in Arabic. I was 

disappointed since I was embarrassed of making some mistakes. I decided to challenge 

myself and start my own learning. I used to spend five hour a day after school to learn 

English. I used so many books, websites, and application to improve my knowledge and 

whenever I had a question a I would go to my British teachers and ask them and they was 

always willing to answer. (Sara, learning autobiography, August 26, 2017) 

Similar to other students, it is notable from such a written artifact that Sara’s decision to pursue 

an English language major was mainly influenced by her teachers. It was also clear how Sara 

invested in her English vocabulary by learning the most common English words, translating 

them, and devoting hours outside the classroom to enhance her English knowledge. Also, it is 

evident that Sara is a shy person who is hesitant to speak because of her fear of making mistakes. 

It is apparent from her learning autobiography that she was not given many opportunities to 

practice the English language within a risk-free community when she said, “The biggest 

challenge was communicating with my British teachers who could speak no word in Arabic.” 

However, she found her own way to develop by exploring internet learning resources and 

reading materials. She was also willing to explore and examine teachers’ English learning 

resources when possible. These activities are evidence of Sara’s learning agency. 

In her interview session, Lena, who wants to be a linguistics teacher, positions herself as 

an autonomous learner, as she uses the technique of highlighting English terms to learn new 

vocabulary and search for their interpretations and translations. In her learning autobiography, 

she writes: 

My family supported and encouraged me to study the English language but with a 

different method which is a teacher based. My father began to teach me but he thought 

that was not enough, so I go to the British Council for only one month. At that time, I 
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discovered my strength and weakness language skills. My strength was in listening and 

writing. On the other hand, my weakness was in speaking because I was suffering from 

public speaking. After that suffering, I decided to speak more with English native 

speakers and involve myself with them to improve my speaking skill. As a result, I got a 

satisfied outcome. In addition, besides that, I did a daily basis studying new vocabularies, 

knowing how to write and pronounce them also using them in different style of 

sentences. (Lena, learning autobiography, August 20, 2017) 

Lena states that she was motivated to learn the English language by following the traditional way 

of teaching, which her family promoted. She also explains that she started learning English when 

her father began teaching her English rules and structure. While she describes her language 

learning as a challenging experience, she continues her efforts by attending a formal institution 

where she discovered her weaknesses and strengths. She also utilizes an autonomous learning 

approach to enhance her motivation and language awareness, which involves English vocabulary 

knowledge. She clarifies her learning method by saying, “[I am] studying new vocabularies, 

knowing how to write and pronounce them also using them in different style of sentences.” Lena 

confirms that she is a self-evaluator of her language level and progress. She engages native 

English speakers in conversation and uses these occasions to identify underdeveloped areas of 

her language proficiency. As such, she believes that she achieves most of her learning goals and 

she is content with her English learning results. 

Ragad also perceives herself as a self-directed learner. During the interview, she 

mentions, “I’m productive more when I work on a task by myself, I get benefit more when I do 

tasks by myself than sharing with the others because I will know my own mistakes.” In this 

explanation, Ragad affirms that she prefers to direct her own English learning and to evaluate her 

own progress rather than being led by her teacher. She explains that she uses English 

occasionally outside the classroom in cafes and restaurants, with her housemaid (who only 

speaks in English), and when she is traveling; these attempts are indicators of a self-directed 
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learner. She also says during her interview session that she puts much time and effort into 

learning English outside the classrooms. However, currently, she puts in less time and effort into 

studying English because she has several different English classes, which she believes 

overburdens her. She also mentions that she spends half an hour daily studying the English 

language, which represents a decision to monitor her own English knowledge growth. (Ragad, 

student interview session 2, August 2, 2017). In her learning autobiography, she writes: 

I started learning English during my primary school level. In this level, I found that 

English is hard but interesting. It was hard because there are a lots of grammar and rules 

that I have to follow while writing. However, it is interesting as in English, there are 

words with the same spelling but different meaning and pronunciation, words with the 

same pronunciation but different spelling too. I decided to learn English, beacause it is a 

second language in the world and it is important. I have basics in English languages 

which it help me to developed my English language, for examples the vocabulary and 

grammar. I make my effort to improve my English language. I bought a lots of English 

books to improve my grammar and vocabulary. I prefer an active style to learn, for 

examples when I have a word I try to get a synonym of it and try to get a picture of the 

same word. I used many strategies which are so important. It is note and memorize. This 

strategy help me a lot during learning this language. I used to translate it from Arabic 

which is my mother language to English. I chose the English collage to learn a lot and 

memorizing this language. When I across the collage I might many difficult skills. The 

ways of teaching and the new subjects. It was so difficult for me at the beginning , but I 

practice a lot. When I was at the beginning I had many unforgettable moments . Which is 

when I pronounciate some words wrong. (Ragad, learning autobiography, August 25, 

2017) 

Ragad’s willingness to be a self-directed learner was apparent, as she independently sought to 

develop her English vocabulary knowledge. She also mentioned in her learning autobiography 

that, even though she considers learning the English language a challenging mission, she is 

interested and dedicated to learning English, as she perceives it to be a compulsory language 

worldwide. Her devotion to English vocabulary learning was mainly developed by reading 

books, translating words, and finding synonyms of those new words. In the last line of her 

autobiography, she states that mispronouncing the English words has a negative effect on her. 

From the way she writes in her learning autobiography, it is clear that her spelling, grammar, and 
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language expression are still under development. Ragad’s investment in learning the English 

language is apparent when she describes the number of textbooks she reads and the time she 

devotes to them. Table 12 summarizes the results of students’ investment in learning English. 

Table 12 

Students’ Application of Autonomous Learning Approaches for English Vocabulary 

Development. 

Student 

Name 

Students’ investments in English language learning 

a) Utilizing movies, TV shows, YouTube and blogs, songs, shopping websites, 

iPhone games, and PlayStation4 

Atheer 
b) Teachers’ and classmates’ English conversation sessions 

c) Reading books 

d) Exploring English learning apps, assessing her learning development and 

learning from internet resources 

a) Writing notebooks that she made especially for building up her own 

vocabulary lists 

Azzah 
b) Note-taking method 

c) Planning, acting on and assessing her own learning progress 

d) Discussing a subject within a group and contributing her interpretation of 

given tasks 

a) Thinking in the English language and seeing movies or TV show without 

looking to the subtitles 

b) Translating each new word in order to scaffold from one language to the 

other 

Dema c) Talking aloud in English is a better way to develop her English vocabulary 

knowledge 

d) Reading every written label of her daily products, and she continues 

investing 

e) Physically engaging in real events that involve the English language 

a) Reading the news every day and spending time with written narratives. 

Sara 

b) Practicing learning new English words in context, and linking them to 

personal experiences 

c) Using iPhone apps to help with translation, pronunciation, and placing 

words in contexts 
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d) Learning the most common English words, translating them, and devoting 

five hours outside the classroom to enhance English knowledge 

e) Exploring internet learning resources and reading materials 

Lena 
a) Using the highlighting technique to learn new vocabulary and searching for 

different ways to translate terms 

a) Directing own English learning and evaluating her progress, rather than 

being led by her teacher 

b) Using English occasionally outside the classroom, in cafes and restaurants, 
Ragad with English speakers, and when traveling 

c) Spending half an hour daily studying the English language 

d) Reading books, translating words, and finding synonyms of the new words 

a) Reading recipes online or listening to chefs on YouTube, as well as 

listening to and viewing English bloggers or makeup tutorials 

Fatimah b) Translating the new English word to recall it 

c) Learning from signs, advertisements, social media networks, and other 

useful apps like TED 

a) Watching movies to learn the language and the culture of the world at the 

same time 
Maha 

b) Corresponding on social media, and applying the English language in real 

life situations 

In sum, students’ voices are captured in many instances and stories that reveal their 

success in learning English. Their clear preference for the learner-centered classroom is 

confirmed in their own voices in the interview sessions and through their reflections in their 

written artifacts. Their interactions inside the classroom also indicate a high level of motivation 

to study the English language. The EFL learners respond positively to autonomy-fostering 

activities, especially with regard to their motivational value and practicality for developing 

English learning. Moreover, many learners describe the need for English language proficiency as 

an international connection to the outside world. More importantly, students’ reflections across 

all collected data confirm the significance of the instructor’s attitudes and teaching methods on 
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the EFL learners’ English learning development. My findings show that their motivation is partly 

demonstrated via autonomous learning and the strategies that they use to pursue their English 

learning, with a particular focus on vocabulary enhancement. 

The EFL learners’ written statements imply that they are all aware of the significance of 

autonomous learning approaches to English vocabulary. Their English investments are made 

through digital writing notebooks and practicing English inside and outside of school. The 

adaptive strategies used by EFL learners include building and planning their own vocabulary 

lists, acting on and assessing their learning progress, group discussion and interpretation of given 

tasks, thinking in the English language and watching movies or TV shows, and translating new 

words from one language to the other. It is apparent from such adaptive approaches that EFL 

students are independent learners who are continuously seeking engagement while learning 

English vocabulary and exploring options to develop their vocabulary learning. 

CHAPTER 6: DISCUSSION 

The present study will interpret six teachers’ attitudes and efforts in promoting 

autonomous vocabulary learning among college EFL students, as well as the eight students’ 

perceptions and applications of autonomy regarding vocabulary development. Specifically, this 

chapter aims to compare and contrast the two teachers’ case studies and examine their 

significance in the context of the previous empirical studies and the theoretical framework 

selected in this dissertation as well as the students’ perceptions and applications of autonomous 

learning approaches. While the study was carried out under the combination of two 

frameworks—constructivism theory and transformative learning theory—only one classroom 

(the student-centered classroom) adhere the principals of these theoretical aspects. The study’s 
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findings have emerged from the in-depth thematic analysis of the teachers’ and students’ 

interviews, students writing samples, and classroom observation notes. 

Summary of the Main Findings 

Teachers’ Perceptions and Teaching Performances 

There were several main findings about teacher perceptions and teaching performances. 

The most salient one was that the result of teachers’ interview sessions shows that all six teachers 

are aware of the conceptual meaning of learner autonomy regarding vocabulary development, 

but only two (Dr. Khlood and Dr. Alaa) understand its effectiveness and promoted such an 

approach. Conversely, the results from teachers’ interview sessions reveal that Dr. Faten, Dr. 

Tala, Dr. Nujood, and Dr. Lama are not fully aware of learner autonomy’s benefits and 

applicability to EFL students’ language development due to two main factors: 

a) Dr. Faten and Dr. Tala believe that the school’s policy of fixed instruction limited 

their autonomy in choosing the textbook. As a result, the teacher-centered classroom 

works best for classroom management and lesson delivery. The other four teachers 

confirmed that the policy constraints had no effect or control in choosing their 

teaching approaches. 

b) Because Dr. Faten, Dr. Tala, Dr. Nujood, and Dr. Lama felt that the students were 

reluctant to learn, they did not feel they were prepared for a student-centered class. 

Another finding from teachers’ interviews sessions and classroom observation shows that 

the teacher’s professional expertise inside the classroom plays a critical role in promoting learner 

autonomy in learning vocabulary. The interview sessions with Dr. Alaa and Dr. Khlood confirm 

that autonomous learning approaches, which they variably apply in their classrooms, are tied to 

students’ intrinsic motivation, which affects their vocabulary development. The study finding of 
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classroom observation reveals autonomous learning is an effective remedy for many concerns in 

traditional teaching because it increases engagement and stimulates constructive learning 

outcomes. 

Finally, the teachers’ interviews show that teachers who are not familiar with the local 

context (e.g., students’ social, political, cultural, and economic backgrounds) create a challenge 

in learning. Teachers’ interviews also confirm that encouragement of autonomous learning 

strategies created a positive student-teacher relationship that served the learners’ academic and 

social development. 

Students’ Perceptions and Learning Practices 

As the research on teachers provided key findings, so too did that on students. The 

findings from all eight EFL students’ interviews and learning autobiographies showed that 

students believed that promoting learner autonomy could productively increase their vocabulary 

learning development and language learning. The results also showed that EFL learners are 

willing and capable of taking responsibility for their learning, but they are not necessarily 

encouraged by the teachers to do so. In addition, the autobiographies confirmed the students’ 

appreciation towards the English language, their various attempts of autonomous learning 

methods, which developed their personal autonomy, and that self-exploring, comparing and 

contrasting using their native language assisted their vocabulary development. 

The findings from students’ reflective statements suggested that students who were 

enrolled in the student-centered approach gave positive feedback regarding the teacher’s style of 

teaching and their English learning development. On the contrary, students who were enrolled in 

the teacher-centered approach gave negative feedback regarding the teacher’s style and adapted 

methods. Interestingly, the COPUS results suggest that in the student-centered classroom, where 
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students are posing the questions, answering them, taking notes, and working individually and in 

groups, there exists a higher level of interaction. In contrast, in the teacher-centered classroom, 

where students are merely listening and taking notes, there is a lower level of engagement. The 

findings of classroom observation also revealed that students’ prior knowledge and real-life 

experiences in language learning have a significant impact on language development. Lastly, the 

findings of students’ interview sessions, reflective statements, and learning autobiographies show 

affirmatively that student preparedness for English learning is lacking in their school. 

Teachers’ Perception of Autonomous Learning 

The findings from the interview sessions demonstrate how the six EFL instructors’ 

beliefs are diverse in their instructional teaching strategies in English vocabulary development. 

Their viewpoints on the most effective method of teaching English vocabulary are divided as 

follows: two EFL teachers perceive autonomous learning strategies for English vocabulary 

learning as a valuable strategy and four EFL teachers are certain that traditional teaching is a 

convenient method. 

As for the advocators of autonomous learning strategies, Dr. Alaa and Dr. Khlood believe 

that students should be actively involved in their learning and they should grasp the English 

content knowledge. Both EFL instructors explain in their interviews students’ various use of 

autonomous learning strategies. They promote such approach through self-exploration in their 

classroom, use of technology to develop their academic vocabulary, inquiry-based learning, task-

based learning, training of self-review, guidance in the literature analysis process, and 

engagement of students in critical thinking and exploring. They also engage their students in 

practicing new words in a real-life setting, translating and using words in context, ongoing 

monitoring, self-evaluation, self-reflection, peer assessment, self-assessment, and portfolio 
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assessment. These active practices are aligned with some of the theoretical constructs of 

constructivism theory in which students construct their knowledge by unconsciously and 

indirectly communicating with students and share their views and experiences. These active 

practices also agree with transformative learning theory’s tenets. Dirkx (1998) explains that 

transformational learning in adult education is about “a meaning-making process,” which aids in 

raising an individual character who is responsible for his or her learning development (p. 3). 

When EFL instructors encourage learners to practice multiple exposures to English words in 

meaningful context, they will gradually nurture their English lexical knowledge. 

The four EFL instructors who claim in their interview sessions that the teacher-led 

classroom is helpful in English vocabulary learning argue that students are neither prepared nor 

trained to guide their own English learning. They believe that when students write every word 

they say, they will eventually develop their English lexical knowledge. They stress the 

importance of providing the students with basic knowledge through a series of long lectures. 

Their assumptions are not inconsistent with Du’s (2013) Shams’s (2013), and Stockwell’s (2011) 

arguments that a significant motive of inadequate vocabulary learning is related to a teacher-

dominant classroom, in which student-as-passive listener and an absence of students’ self-

exportation and self-decision making exists regarding vocabulary learning. These authors 

promote the significance of learner's autonomy in vocabulary learning and learning approaches, 

which entail active engagement in learning tasks. The result of the study confirms the idea that, 

while Dr. Faten, Dr. Tala, Dr. Nujood, and Dr. Lama understand the general concept of 

autonomous learning, they have little awareness of its effectiveness and applicability in EFL 

settings. These EFL teachers believe that autonomous learning does not require the teachers’ 

support. Little (1991) argues the significance of the teacher’s role in learner autonomy in which 
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he or she helps students develop the needed skills for content knowledge. The results show that 

despite the their understanding of the notion of learner autonomy, some EFL instructors are not 

necessarily trained and provided with adequate information on the benefits and strategies of 

learner autonomy to improve their practical approach. Without such training, learners may 

struggle to learn vocabulary autonomously. As such, a significant result worth mentioning is that 

the teacher’s professional expertise inside the classroom plays a critical role in promoting learner 

autonomy in learning vocabulary. In this study, it seems that the teachers’ educational 

background, learning-teaching experience, and the range of teacher professional development 

strategies might have some effect on their rationale and views about this learning approach. Al-

Hazmi (2003) suggests that “EFL teacher preparation programs in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 

can be described as nonsystematic and inadequate” (p. 341) as the workshops provided are not 

planned to have tools for each content or model authentic teaching and learning. It is also evident 

that Dr. Faten, Dr. Tala, Dr. Nujood, and Dr. Lama are inclined to prevent learner autonomy in 

their EFL classes due to various factors. The following section presents a discussion about 

instructions justification of using the teacher-centered approach in teaching English vocabulary. 

Teachers’ Perceived Barriers to Promoting Autonomous Strategies 

Traditionally, as stated in Alrashidi and Phan (2015), the educational system in Saudi 

Arabia is controlled by the MOE, and the syllabus of the content subjects of the English teaching 

college is required to be evaluated and examined by the dean and the committee of the 

department. Therefore, as Al-Seghayer (2014) states, “EFL teachers at state schools are tied by 

the MOE to a relatively fixed syllabus that provides guidelines in the form of learning 

objectives” (p. 23). In the study, one barrier, according to Dr. Faten’s and Dr. Tala’s interview 

sessions, promoting learner autonomy in the classroom was the extent of teachers’ autonomy 
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regarding curriculum development. The EFL instructors explained that the school requires a 

dense curriculum to be taught within a short period of time during the summer term. Therefore, 

they claim that the best teaching method is the lecture-based approach. Due to their concerns 

about the lecture time-limit, it is clear that they lack expertise in promoting learner autonomy. 

Alrabai (2016) states the “teachers are not required to have teaching certification to join the 

teaching profession; they only need an undergraduate degree” (p. 26). As such, Saudi instructors’ 

inadequate training for the needs of their EFL students and active learning methods are barriers 

to students’ autonomy in language developments. Secondly, some EFL instructors (e.g., Dr. 

Faten and Dr. Nujood) claim that the lack of students’ motivation in class makes it necessary to 

use the direct method—the teacher-centered approach. They state that students are reluctant 

learners who want the teacher to feed them information and give them good grades at the end of 

the term. However, with the KSA’s education policy constraints in syllabus review using the 

same period of class time and subject, some EFL instructors (e.g., Dr. Alaa and Dr. Khlood) have 

demonstrate their ability to turn the classroom environment into active learning opportunities. 

These active learning strategies include games, role-playing, and engagement in authentic 

interactive activities. Alrabai (2016) claims that the teacher-centered learning environment, in 

which “students are merely listeners and receivers of knowledge, tends to prevent students from 

developing acceptable language competence” (p. 25). Also, as stated by the EFL instructors, 

students learn English vocabulary best by practicing it in a real-life context and translating it 

using their mother language, Arabic, to scaffold English communication and learning. As such, 

the result from the two EFL promoters of autonomous learning strategies follows the 

constructivist mode of teaching, which suggests that students’ questioning, investigating, 

exploring, and engaging in their own learning process plays a central role in developing their 
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English lexical knowledge and communicative competence. Language learning has been known 

to be a cognitive process where the involvement of the learner is essential. 

In Dr. Khlood’s class, it can be noticed that providing such a stimulus enables the student 

to hold on to the linguistic concept and start to expand on the different ways in which a particular 

message can be conveyed in the foreign language after the complete establishment of 

independence from their native language. Autonomy-supportive teachers’ beliefs, in their 

interview sessions, also align with Dickinson’s (1993) claim that academic learning achievement 

requires students’ self-regulation of their own learning. In other words, students need to work 

individually in developing their vocabulary learning by following some effective learning 

strategies, such as reading the academic text and listening to the news. Based on research 

findings, when educators step down from the authoritative chair to allow the students to be self-

reflective, self-directed, and independent learners, learners develop vocabulary knowledge along 

with other English skills. Therefore, from the research undertaken, it is evident that learner 

autonomy can play a significant role in enhancing EFL lexical knowledge. Tuan (2011) also 

claims that learning vocabulary independently is “effective for memorization and resulted in 

better learning of vocabulary items” (p. 1694). The result of the two teachers’ interviews, who 

confirm the effectiveness of autonomous learning approaches in vocabulary learning, is in line 

with many scholars who study learner autonomy in English vocabulary learning and demonstrate 

its efficiency (e.g., Abadi & Baradaran, 2013; Agustín-Llach & Alonso, 2017; Faramarzi et al., 

2016; Haddad, 2016; Kaur, 2013; McCrostie, 2007; Scott-Monkhouse, 2012; Shams, 2013; 

Stockwell, 2011; Sullivan, 2011; Tuan, 2011; Vela & Rushidi, 2016; Walters & Bozkurt, 2009). 

These scholars theorize that vocabulary learning necessitates autonomous learning to self-apply 

and self-select vocabulary knowledge in various real-life contexts. Autonomy learning can also 
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be used in enhancing a student’s ability to solve the learning problem because the student will 

develop a self-regulation capability and motivation to learn even more. 

The Current Extent of Learner Autonomy in the EFL Classroom 

Based on teachers’ extent of applications of autonomous learning strategies inside the 

English language classrooms, one class supported autonomous learning and the other aim to 

eliminate such an approach. The COPUS result of the two observed classrooms illustrates that 

teachers’ instructional methods have an influential impact on students’ level of engagement 

inside the classroom. Study findings from classroom observations reveal that autonomous 

learning is an effective remedy for many concerns happening in traditional teaching, because it 

increases engagement and stimulates constructive learning outcomes. Based on classroom data, 

in the autonomous learning classroom, students have achieved a high level of engagement inside 

the classroom. The instructor gives students ownership over their learning, assists them in 

making required decisions, and values their opinions on the relevance of the content. The 

findings of Dr. Khlood’s autonomous learning classroom indicates that learner autonomy opens 

up great opportunities for students’ engagement in learning, because it is a developmental 

process that requires the effort of both the students and the teacher. It is also evident from Dr. 

Khlood’s classroom observation that she creates a student-centered atmosphere, where she 

encourages students’ inventiveness, contribution, and self-evaluation, which increases student 

engagement in learning. This finding aligns with various approaches shown to be most effective 

in language development. Researchers (e.g., Hargreaves, 2014; Kristmanson et al., 2013; Li, 

2015; Yeung, 2016) claim that student autonomy in learning shows a positive result on students 

learning engagement. Findings also suggest that when teachers allow student self-assessment, 

they improve students’ learning outcomes. Dr. Khlood more closely aligns herself with some of 
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the tenets of constructivism theory by using feedback strategies that seemed to be useful to 

encourage self-independent and self-constructive learners. Although the data of classroom 

observation showed Dr. Khlood’s encouragement of autonomous learning strategies, her support 

to foster learner autonomy step-by-step using various strategies and resources were needed. Dr. 

Khlood foster autonomy approaches that prepared her students to do a critical reflection of given 

texts and independent learning choices, which assist them in “transferring what they have learnt 

to other contexts of learning” (Pichugova et al., 2016, p. 2). These active practices concur with of 

transformative learning theory’s tenets in which learners are challenged to monitor their 

language learning, reflecting on their own intellectual process, elaborating on meaning 

structures, modifying personal understanding and transforming knowledge, then assessing their 

performance and making significant choices regarding their English learning development. The 

findings also show that by allowing the students to build on their own educational and social 

goals with respect to vocabulary improvement, students will not only be engaged in a learning 

process but also be involved in a meaningful mission as it relates to their real-life events 

On the other hand, in the teacher-centered classroom the classroom interactions are only 

driven by the teacher rather than developed by the students. The primary focus of the classroom 

is knowledge transmission in which students passively receive information. As a result, students 

scored low engagement levels as they have limited allowance of interactions and involvement in 

the learning process. The findings are thus consistent with Al-Seghayer’s (2014) argument that if 

most EFL teachers play the role of knowledge givers, they lessen students’ enthusiasm and 

motivation in their English learning. These inactive practices conflict with the transformative 

learning theory’s tenets in which learners are encouraged to be actively involved in their 

language learning, to reflect and to make changes that nurture their own intellectual process. As 
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a result, this teacher-led classroom necessitates more interactive, creative, and reflective planning 

and teaching including the implementation of new teaching strategies that advocate for self-

learning and exploratory methods. As an emic observer, I personally believe that the primary 

factor behind the absence of a high engagement level is related to the teacher’s method of 

instruction. Not only was it primarily based on lecturing, but it was also far from authentic and 

experiential teaching. Benson (2007) claims that teachers should guide students into various 

practical methods for learning vocabulary and ask them to self-govern their vocabulary 

development by selecting their appropriate method in learning and continually practice in 

authentic situations. In this current research, it is observed that the classroom that caters to 

students’ interests leads to better comprehension in their classroom interactions and a higher 

level of engagement while learning the new language. In contrast, in the traditional classroom, it 

is noticed that where there are limited student-teacher conversations, the level of engagement 

among students is considered low. 

Al-Seghayer (2011) argues that Saudi EFL teachers should use their given autonomy to 

modify textbooks to meet students’ culture and needs. In this study, it is also worth mentioning 

that teachers who are not familiar with the local context, create a challenge in learning. In both 

observed novel classrooms, the instructors discuss Charles Dickens’s Great Expectations. In Dr. 

Khlood’s classes, she connects some aspects and events in the novel with the students’ real-life 

examples. Dr. Khlood clearly allows the use of the first language for second language linguistic 

support to encourage students to be self-reflective and comparative while they learn about 

different era and culture. The use of these teaching practices is consistent with Dirkx (1998), 

who describes transformative learning theory as “consciousness raising,” which refers to “a 

process in which learners develop the ability to analyze, pose questions, and take action on the 
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social, political, cultural, and economic contexts that influence and shape their lives” (p. 3). Dr. 

Khlood proved her ability to facilitate the transformation of one culture and language to another 

by allowing students’ self-reflection and open dialogue. However, in Dr. Faten’s teacher-

centered class there was limited involvement of students’ interactions in the classroom, which 

hindered their linguistic, social, cultural, and cognitive development. Therefore, investigating the 

impact of the transition from Saudi culture and language to the Western one has the potential to 

ease the EFL learning process. 

Students’ Perceptions and Applications of Autonomous Learning 

From students’ perception and application of autonomous learning strategies in 

vocabulary development, the data from student interviews and learning autobiographies reveal 

that all participating eight EFL students are highly positive about the effectiveness of such an 

approach. Although some students are naturally autonomous in their social life activity, the study 

shows that students’ autonomy in vocabulary learning can only be developed if the learner has 

extrinsic and intrinsic motivation to self-select, explore, translate, apply, and practice in authentic 

learning settings. This finding agrees with Sanacore (2008) who claims that learners’ freedom of 

learning choice in the English language learning classroom setting develops intrinsic 

motivational factors that aid in vocabulary knowledge and communication skills. Therefore, in 

this study, it can be argued that autonomous learning leads to higher motivation to learn the 

English language. 

The findings reveal autonomous learning attempts from EFL learners, which are a clear 

evidence of their readiness to be fully autonomous in their learning. The study findings 

contradict Al-Seghayer’s (2014) claim that EFL students “perceive English as a dry and boring 

subject learned for instrumental purposes, chiefly to pass an examination” (p. 19). The study 
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significantly confirms Al-Seghayer’s findings that students in knowledge-giver situations 

“passively assimilate the teachers’ explanations, work through the textbook, and read the text 

verbatim” (p. 19). As such, this kind of learning environment limits students from being engaged 

in their own English learning. However, the students in this study are willing and competent of 

being active participants if they have been or are given the opportunity to be active. They shared 

in their learning autobiographies and their interview sessions that different autonomous 

approaches helped them improve their English vocabulary knowledge. This includes utilizing 

English movies, TV shows, YouTube channels, blogs, songs, shopping websites, games, reading 

books, exploring learning apps, assessing learning development, and learning about other 

internet resources. They also recommended writing notebooks for building up their own 

vocabulary, reading the news online every day, writing narratives, translating important new 

words to scaffold their understanding from one language to another, sharing content through 

social networks, and applying the English language in real-life situations. The significance of 

these active practices accords with Little’s (2007) views of constructivism in language learning. 

He states: “Each of us constructs his or her own knowledge through the (unconscious, implicit) 

interaction between what we already know and the new ideas, information and experiences we 

encounter” (p. 20). The data collected from interview sessions and learning autobiographies 

confirm that students follow the underpinnings of constructivism learning theory by 

demonstrating their commitment to their own language development. 

Furthermore, the study’s findings from students’ learning autobiographies reveal that 

EFL learners appreciate English because it allows them to accelerate opportunities for their 

learning development. The students show a clear investment in the English language because 

they perceive it as a necessary language to communicate with other parts of the world. They 
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place the English language in an international context as a key to understand Western cultures, 

socialize with English speakers, and plan for better career options. As such, the students’ 

valuation of the English language is linked to their future employment, social opportunities, and 

cultural events. Benson (2011) claims that the development of students’ autonomy is a necessity 

for the kind of involvement in society, in which the learner is respected and self-determined. In 

other words, learner autonomy is the foundation of basic human rights. Also, the EFL students’ 

perception of the global spread of English leads them to understand its significance in the 

development of English language teaching as a professional future path in management, 

education, and communication. Because the EFL students have a global perspective that English 

will allow them to accomplish their goals, they tend to have a higher proficiency through 

continued practice. This conversational belief in the global power of English is an indicator of 

the learners’ agency to learn English for their own benefit (Brutt-Griffler, 2002). Such learners 

are cognizant of English needs worldwide as they are users and agents in its spread. Also, 

students who have the opportunity to study abroad have the advantage of not only developing 

their English language but also understanding other cultures and norms. The clear evidence of 

students’ appreciation and investment in English learning corroborates the tenets of 

transformative learning theory. Mezirow (1991) describes how learners improve and employ 

critical self-reflection to change or confirm their perceptions and knowledge. The students who 

participated in the study show their development and change in opinion of English as a foreign 

language from a difficult language to learn to an interesting and mandatory language. They have 

associated English with understanding other people in social media, securing a future job, and 

communicating with the English-speaking community. 
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From such behaviors and perspectives, the findings of the study confirm Alrashidi and 

Phan’s (2015) claim that technology allows EFL Saudi learners to interconnect with individuals 

across geographical borders using various types of social media contents for the purpose of 

learning English. For example, EFL learners show their commitment to using technology to 

enhance their English lexical development and socialize with English-speaking people around 

the world. These indicators of autonomous learning approaches are consistent with the 

constructivist approaches that support self-directed learning as an essential condition for 

language development. Duffy and Jonassen (1992) stress that the individual contribution in 

learning plays a vital role in developing essential skills of learner autonomy. These researchers 

further explain some characteristics of the autonomous learner, which include learners’ 

construction of knowledge and application of learning in real-life situations as a format for 

questioning, analyzing, exploring, and examining their own learning development. 

The data from the two EFL classroom observations, students’ interviews, and their 

learning autobiographies confirm the significance the existence or absence of Dickinson’s (1993) 

five autonomous learner characteristics of learner autonomy. Firstly, the participating students 

understand the purpose of educational choices because they have an adequate understanding of 

language learning. However, only some of them, the four who were enrolled in Dr. Khlood’s 

classroom, have been given chances to contribute to classroom decisions, such as modifications 

in the syllabus. Secondly, in this study, only four students, who were enrolled in the autonomous 

learning classroom, are allowed to plan their own learning development using time management 

techniques and learning tools for current learning aims and future ones. Thirdly, markers of 

learner autonomy can be seen in all student participants. Oxford (1990) describes using learning 

strategies, such as metacognitive, social, and affective strategies, to stimulate the learning 
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environment. In the autonomous learning classroom, learners are given the opportunity to use 

metacognitive strategies, such as previewing the task, evaluating, confirming, and self-assessing 

their own learning process. In social strategies, learners are encouraged to ask questions for 

explanation or evaluation and communicate with the other students and the instructor for self-

reflection. In the effective strategies, instructors pay attention to the learners’ emotional state. 

For example, they use tools to help to lower the learner's level of anxiety and to encourage them 

to self-assess to promote self-confidence. Fourthly, some EFL learners, the four enrolled in Dr. 

Khlood’s classroom, are given the time to try learning strategies to help them become more 

independent and take more control over their learning status. Lastly, some EFL learners are 

encouraged to reflect on their own learning progress and teaching methods, because they are 

given opportunities to self-direct their learning goals. 

Moreover, the study findings indicate that learner autonomy develops personal autonomy 

in various ways. The narratives from EFL learners are consistent with the constructivism 

learning tenets in which they are equipped to be fully autonomous and take agency over their 

own learning. Benson and Voller (1997) argue that when learners are given the opportunities to 

explore their own learning and monitor their learning development, they raise their sense of 

responsibility and accountability over their own learning. For example, EFL students are seeking 

materials for themselves and creating a curriculum for vocabulary development. Also, examples 

are shown when they choose their own method of English vocabulary learning, such as using 

internet resources or other sources. In these cases, they are developing not only academic 

language skills but also social and personal skills (e.g., engaging in social media), which can 

prepare them for life’s obligations. 
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It is also worth mentioning that the majority of EFL learners admitted that school took a 

relatively limited role in providing strong support for second language acquisition and 

autonomous learning. As such, the learning environment should be designed to challenge EFL 

learners and enhance their agency to be actively involved in the learning process. The literature 

class, in this case, should include active learning strategies, as Pichugova et al. (2016) claim that 

raising students’ cognitive abilities can transfer to what they have learned to broader contexts. 

Norton (2010) addresses the difficulties of English literature classes: 

The challenge for literacy educators is to reconceptualize classrooms as semiotic spaces 

where children have the opportunity to construct meaning with a wide variety of 

multimodal texts, including visual, written, spoken, auditory, and performative texts. 

Scaffolding such a curriculum is a theory of meaning-making in which children are not 

only the users, but also the makers of systems of communication. (p. 5) 

While teachers play a crucial role in educating students regardless of their age, the notion that 

teachers know everything makes students somewhat reluctant to do their own research and 

studies. Furthermore, students may rely solely on the knowledge passed down by their teachers 

and disregard the thought that their teachers may also be wrong or provide false information. 

Norton’s claim suggests the vital need to encourage teachers to foster autonomy in literacy 

classes to enable EFL students to have a better understanding of English concepts and knowledge 

in the learning environment. Benson (2001) also affirms that students usually feel confident and 

productive if they are asked, individually and collectively, to explore and negotiate their learning 

processes. Thus, this study stresses the significance of fostering autonomous learning to explore 

different methods that can aid teachers in enhancing student autonomy in vocabulary 

development for university-level English language learners. 

The findings also illuminate the areas that can be used to develop new teaching 

methodologies that cater specifically to student needs. I have observed that the use of the 
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students’ native language in the traditional classroom is neither encouraged nor allowed. In 

consequence, instructional knowledge transformation was ineffective due to the lack of 

understanding of the students’ requirements; the teacher also failed to help them develop an 

interest in learning. The use of the native language, Arabic, and the encouragement from the 

instructor to use the native language, plays a vital role in establishing significant links with the 

structure and parts of speech of the two languages, which helps the student to construct and 

develop a mind map of the English language (Pichugova et al., 2016). The students can then use 

permutations of the grammar and the vocabulary base formulated through class learning to create 

their own literary work. The composition can be further enhanced with the help of a teacher, 

thereby raising the level of language learning and ensuring that the transfer of instructions takes 

place when the mind of the student is open for learning. Alrashidi and Phan (2015) also confirm 

the importance of using the mother language, Arabic, to assist the understanding of the foreign 

language, English, and help students discover the best way of learning English vocabulary. In 

this study, the findings reveal that the students use Arabic as a useful tool in their EFL 

classrooms to bridge the differences between the languages. They use Arabic to translate new 

words, to describe thoughts, to clarify meanings, and to help each other in their groups. 

Consequently, it is recommended that the teacher encourage the use of the native language in the 

classroom and create lingual comparisons between the native language and the foreign language 

to enhance the learning outcomes in all the interactions. In the study, Dr. Khlood’s classroom 

promotes the use of Arabic for support in understanding the wider context for specific literary 

works. Ryan (1991) argues that one of the characteristics of autonomous learning is that the 

learner is given the opportunity to make decisions in the learning process. Learners’ responses in 

their interviews and learning autobiographies align with the tenets of constructivist learning 
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theory, in that they question, analyze, explore, translate, and play a central role in facilitating and 

controlling their own learning. More specifically, they frequently mention using Arabic as a 

scaffold for learning English terms in a self-direction fashion. 

In general, this study reveals that there are certain aspects of teaching and learning that 

are particularly effective for EFL student learning development. The student-centered approach 

is valuable in increasing students’ interest in language development. More importantly, the 

findings reveal the main factor that plays a role in the learners’ English language development— 

their previous English learning experience. Public, as opposed to private education, is a cause of 

the various English levels among these undergraduate students. In the context of this study, 

students who were enrolled in private schools are more advanced than learners who studied in 

public classrooms. Public schools in Saudi Arabia are not as sufficiently equipped in English 

language learning as private schools, where English is a core subject (Al-Seghayer, 2014). 

Previous studies (e.g., Abad & Baradaran, 2013; Agustín-Llach & Alonso, 2017; Du, 2013; 

Haddad, 2016) have shown that considering students’ prior knowledge and real-life experiences 

in language learning has a significant impact on language development. My study’s findings 

parallel those of previous studies, which showed positive experiences in language learning when 

EFL learners’ prior knowledge and experience are accessed and activated. When students are 

given choice and independence in real-life settings and allowed to ask questions and negotiate 

their learning development, they formalize in their minds their own unique style of learning, 

which enables them to cross existing boundaries of knowledge that they possess. 

Learner autonomy and vocabulary development are inextricably connected, as is evident 

in the rise of students’ engagement in learning when they are given the opportunity to use 

English vocabulary inside and outside the classroom for the purposes of everyday activities 
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(Scott-Monkhouse, 2012 ; Sullivan, 2011; Vela & Rushidi, 2016; Walters & Bozkurt, 2009). 

This study confirms that the instructor's practices and behavior significantly influence the 

classroom’s learning environment. As such, teachers should continuously support student-

initiated knowledge to nurture the dynamic nature of active and lifelong learning. Finally, this 

study argues that there are two significant pillars to EFL English development: a natural learning 

setting that supports student autonomy and a learner's motivation and willingness to take charge 

of their learning development. 

CHAPTER 7: CONCLUSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study of the interaction between teachers and their EFL students explores the use 

and understanding of autonomous learning strategies in vocabulary development. This chapter 

will summarize the general findings of this study as well as its possible contributions to the field 

of foreign language education. The findings of EFL classroom observations, students’ and 

teachers’ interview sessions, and students’ reflective statements and learning autobiographies 

have shed light on some of the significant issues surrounding EFL undergraduate students. It has 

shown that the attitudes of the instructors and the students, along with their interactions, 

provided a starting point to determine whether any further investigations can be carried out to 

fill in the gaps and to strengthen the education system in the English undergraduate department. 

This chapter concludes with implications, limitations, and recommendations for further studies. 

The main findings of this study can be grouped into areas related to teachers and students. 

For the teachers, the majority of them were not aware of the benefits of learner autonomy and 

applicability in EFL students’ language development. Coupled with that is a lack of teachers’ 

professional expertise inside the EFL classroom, which played a critical role in hindering 

learner autonomy in learning vocabulary. There is a variability in the implementation of 
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autonomous learning, which is found to be a significant factor in students’ intrinsic motivation 

and engagement to develop vocabulary knowledge. Most teachers are not acquainted with the 

local context of culturally appropriate materials. Lastly, on the institutional level, there is 

substantial evidence of deficiency in preparing students for readiness in language teaching and 

learning. 

All eight participating EFL learners believed that promoting learner autonomy could 

productively increase students’ vocabulary learning development and language learning. The 

research also found all EFL learners were willing and capable of taking responsibility for their 

learning when encouraged by their teachers to do so. Not surprisingly, all students evinced 

qualities of being bilingual. Not only did they show their appreciation of the English language, 

but the use of students’ native language, Arabic, in self-exploring, comparing, and contrasting, 

assisted in their vocabulary development. The students’ attempts at autonomous learning 

approaches led to their sense of personal autonomy and the student-centered classroom resulted 

in a higher level of engagement than the teacher-centered classroom. The last finding about the 

students pointed to their prior knowledge and real-life experiences in language learning having 

had a remarkable influence on language development. 

The study breaks significant ground in our understanding of the EFL classroom dynamic 

that impacts students in their learning development. The current research shows that the teachers’ 

education practices were mainly traditional, teacher-fronted teaching, as only two out of six had 

followed autonomous learning approaches. This finding suggests that teachers should plan 

carefully for professional development related to fostering autonomous learning in the local and 

contextual environment of the classroom. These preparations should include adhering to the 

educational administration policies in guiding learner autonomy to be part of teaching-learning 
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development. The main issue in the KSA's higher education system is that most teachers simply 

come to the class, lecture, give assignments and then leave. The repetitive teaching practice, as 

stated by the student participants in the study, left negative consequences regarding their 

comprehension of course material and academic development. Therefore, this study calls for 

teacher development workshops to guide teachers through a careful implementation of 

independent practices and collaborative works so that students can be prepared for the skills 

needed in the future workplace. Professional training workshops can aid in providing access to 

innovations in educational teaching and learning methods. 

Research has shown that learners should take accountability for their learning. The 

learner autonomy approach has been revealed to lead to success in learning and development 

within and across multiple subject areas in education, especially in a context where English is not 

the first language (e.g., Abadi & Baradaran, 2013; Agustín-Llach & Alonso, 2017; Faramarzi et 

al., 2016; Haddad, 2016; Kaur, 2013; McCrostie, 2007; Naraghi & Seyyedrezaei, 2015; 

Nosratinia & Zaker, 2015, Razavi & Amirian, 2016; Scott-Monkhouse, 2012; Shams, 2013; 

Stockwell, 2011; Sullivan, 2011; Tuan, 2011; Vela & Rushidi, 2016; Walters & Bozkurt, 2009). 

The general approach among many education researchers draws attention to the significance of 

autonomous learning approaches in vocabulary development. Most studies that have examined 

autonomous learning strategies argue that giving students the freedom to engage in vocabulary 

learning and use in informal and anxiety-free contexts will help to develop their vocabulary 

acquisition and to foster meaning-making of new vocabulary, leading to higher levels of literacy. 

However, we have to keep in mind that students might be autonomous in one aspect of 

learning and nonautonomous in another aspect. Benson (2001) states that autonomy is available 

in different degrees according to students’ characteristics and the learning in which they are 
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involved. This means that learners who lack autonomy can develop these skills when provided 

with appropriate conditions. Generally speaking, the development of autonomy indicates better 

language learning. Moreover, several scholars agree that the term “capacity” is a central term 

when trying to evaluate a student’s level of autonomy. Mynard (2006) states that the premise 

behind “capacity” is that even autonomous learners are not autonomous all of the time. Some 

factors might play a role in the students’ level of autonomy. Mynard indicates that: 

Affective factors such as mood, psychological factors such as tiredness or hunger, 

motivational variables such as their attitude towards the subject matter and environmental 

factors such as noise, temperature or time of day all affect students’ levels of autonomy in 

any given time. (p. 3) 

For those reasons, establishing a friendly environment that promotes learner autonomy 

requires strategic approaches to fully and efficiently implement learner autonomy and support 

learners’ vocabulary development. It is mainly the role of the instructor to engage EFL learners 

in developing cognitive skills through teaching content and guiding them in the learning process 

(Pichugova et al., 2016). It is also a vital role of the instructor to strategically design a classroom 

environment that minimizes the affective filter to develop interactive communications 

efficiently. 

Pedagogical Implications 

This study raises some implications for language teachers and researchers who advocate 

for learner autonomy theory and practice. One implication for teachers in promoting autonomous 

learning offers specific guidance, models, and specially adapted learning strategies of how to 

promote autonomy in and outside of the classroom. Teachers should gradually implement the 

development of learner autonomy. Autonomous learning is the outcome of a long process and 

training. As such, teachers should be aware of the benefits of promoting learner autonomy and 

should know how to deal with any challenges. Benson (2001) asserts that it is essential to 
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discover the tools that aim to prepare learners to be self-diagnostic of their strengths and 

weaknesses in language learning. In this study, the participants students were in an intermediate 

or an advanced English level who demonstrate their autonomous in learning. Emergent EFL 

learners might need more directive approach and teachers’ support while they are in the early 

stages in English learning (Oxford, 1990). Teachers should prepare the learners to become aware 

of what helps them to learn the target language most proficiently. Teachers could support 

students’ autonomy by encouraging the students to self-report their progress, self-direct their 

learning process, self-stimulate themselves, self-reflect on their strengths and weaknesses, and 

finally self-evaluate their learning achievements. Educators should also allow the students to 

participate, investigate, and generate while they are in the stages of learning development. 

Benson stresses that how we arrange the practice of teaching and learning has a significant 

impact on the improvement of autonomy among learners. Therefore, educators should verify 

teaching methods to meet all students’ different demands in learning. Educators also should be 

cognizant of regulating the degree of autonomy that would be suitable for their specific learning 

and teaching context. 

Another significant implication is that the teacher’s role should be situated as a facilitator 

who can assist learners in overcoming their difficulties, a manager who can organize different 

activities and games that meet learners’ requirements and anticipations, and a counselor who can 

guide the individual learner down a successful path of learning (Yan, 2012). Thus, educators 

should allow the students to participate, investigate, and generate while they are in the stages of 

learning development. Also, teachers could support students’ autonomy by encouraging the 

students to use alternative assessment tools such as self-reporting, self-directing, self-stimulating, 

self-reflecting on their strengths and weaknesses, and self-evaluating their learning 
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achievements. For instance, to develop self-regulation, learners should be able to set personal 

goals, adopt appropriate strategies to achieve their goals, devise a scheme to implement and 

monitor strategies for themselves, and evaluate their performance. 

It is recommended that such learning can be further enhanced by the teacher by promptly 

answering the queries of the students and using visual aids as one of the tools to get the concept 

clear in the students’ minds. Another important recommendation is to use students’ interactions 

in the form of individual or group contributions to lead the classroom discussions. Debates are a 

useful tool for engaging students and enlivening up classroom curriculum. As such it is 

recommended to encourage students to think critically in the English language to build their 

thoughts, present them in class, and have a chance to refine after receiving collaborative or one-

to-one feedback. 

Also, it is worth mentioning that the reality of Saudi Arabia’s educational system, 

including their use of textbooks and their methods of assessment, should be carefully evaluated 

to meet the students’ interests. Al-Seghayer (2014) explains the most hindering issues that 

destructively impact the development of teaching and learning English in Saudi Arabia: 

[I]n order to make English teaching more effective and efficient, and to create a more 

meaningful learning environment with more opportunities for participation, greater 

individual attention, and improved instruction, the class size and contact hours need to be 

reconsidered so that the development of students’ communicative skills in particular and 

learning English, in general, is achieved. (p. 20) 

Al-Seghayer (2014) explains that EFL classes textbooks, along with other factors, play a 

significant role in the students’ learning process. The assigned materials should be carefully 

designed to be appropriate to the Saudi cultural context. Taking this adaptation into consideration 

can more efficiently enable EFL students to gain knowledge and become more autonomous in 

their learning. This research finding confirms that the novel used in the two EFL classes was 
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only written in English with no translation given, and was thus irrelevant to the students’ culture. 

It is recommended to create or adapt more authentic textbook that is more relevant to Saudi EFL 

students. 

These general factors are significantly observed in the KSA’s university context that calls 

for change in the practice of teaching and learning. Students’ use of technology, especially 

browsing websites on the internet, which have video content, can be shown to the students to 

enhance their vocabulary development and facilitate the progress of learner autonomy (Muchlis, 

2015). The learning outcomes of this analysis show some of the general improvements that can 

be made in the English language teaching system, which can lead to learning autonomy for a 

foreign language. 

Theoretical Implications 

This study has endeavored to contribute to the literature in the areas of students’ 

autonomy and the benefits of autonomous learning approaches in empowering vocabulary 

learning. This research draws on the premises of a social constructivist framework and 

transformative learning theory, both of which place the learner as an agent in the sociocultural 

context of language learning. Because these theories complement the key element framing my 

study that focuses on fostering autonomy in vocabulary learning, the study examined the 

learner’s accountability to be actively involved in the learning process and being motivated to 

learn. Grounding the research findings on these two theories’ underpinnings also assisted in 

exploring the various teaching methodologies that support autonomous learning and identifying 

the gaps in teaching practices, which result in a lack of transmission of knowledge and students’ 

engagement in learning. The classroom data also confirm the benefits of applying transformative 

learning theory inside EFL classrooms. The degrees to which EFL teachers encourage or limit 
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student interactions, answer their questions, and help them in creating character mapping 

techniques have a significant influence on student engagement in the classroom. As such, 

teachers need to provide stimuli that help students develop their confidence and come up with 

innovative ideas. 

Limitations of the Study 

While the present study presented significant data related to the teachers’ and students’ 

perceptions and applications of autonomous learning strategies, some limitations must be 

acknowledged. One of the study’s limitations is time allocated for research, as it took place in the 

summer term of 2017 for only 2 months, while students were fully occupied with schoolwork 

and social duties. Also, the number of the participants is limited in this study. I would like to do 

some tests, on a larger scale of participants, to carefully measure learners’ vocabulary 

development in a given period and to increase the generalizability of the findings of this study. 

The other limitation is that by paying attention to the learners’ perceptions who were willing to 

participate in the study, it would be interesting to gain insight into EFL who did not show interest 

in classroom participation. Because this study was limited to one school in Riyadh, a more 

diverse context is needed to examine teachers’ and learners’ views from both public and private 

universities in the KSA. 

For my research design and methodologies, the absence of male subjects is not a 

limitation from getting the overall perceptions, attitudes, and implications of autonomous 

learning in Saudi Arabia. Research on gender segregation at the KSA schools reveals that female 

educational growth has a significant influence on women's social and professional opportunities 

but has no significant effect on gender and power relations (Alrashidi & Phan, 2015). However, 

in a future study, it would be fruitful to use a questionnaire to explore males’ and females’ 
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individual differences regarding understanding autonomy as a multidimensional concept 

(Benson, 2011). I would include men’s voices to have a broad view of the social and cultural 

construct related to such an instructional approach. 

Even though this paper agrees with the idea that autonomous learning is more efficient 

than nonautonomous learning, some gaps have not been given their due care. One of these gaps, 

to my knowledge, is related to students with disabilities. As an illustration, fostering students’ 

autonomy in writing is a challenging task for both teachers and students. Helman (2015) 

indicates that students with learning disabilities usually spell less than half of their words in their 

vocabulary knowledge correctly. Additional characteristics of students with learning disabilities 

include a lack of phonological and linguistic cognizance, a struggle in visualizing how a word 

looks, and poor visual memory skills (Helman, 2015). These aspects related to the writing 

process, for the students with special needs, are challenges that might disturb their learning 

development. If there are equipped settings that are designed to meet special needs students’ 

needs, they might still become autonomous learners. This issue is very significant as classroom 

teaching practices should be based on the equity and inclusion of all students. 

For future inquiry, I would like to examine some useful assessments such as pretest, 

intervention, and posttest to measure the effectiveness of learning vocabulary autonomously. I 

am also interested in finding further essential motivational tools and autonomy that play critical 

roles in learning for my future EFL students. Additionally, I am interested in learning more about 

the effect of teachers' autonomy on students' autonomy in learning development. 

In conclusion, the significance of learner autonomy has been explored worldwide by 

various educators and practitioners. While this research focuses on its benefits in foreign 

language education in adult learning, research has shown its effectiveness among other 
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disciplines as well. The current study brings to light the necessity for further reviewing the role 

of EFL learners in developing the required skills for the English language. Because this study 

primarily explored the participants’ insights of autonomous learning strategies in vocabulary 

development, future scholars are recommended to examine how to adapt and implement 

autonomous learning strategies inside the EFL classrooms. Further emphasis on studies offer 

specific guidance and learning strategies on learner autonomy in English education in the KSA 

classroom and outside where language learning takes place. Teachers can support students 

learning needs to appropriately promote students’ decision making in learning, and guide them in 

developing learner autonomy regardless of their current English proficiency levels. It is 

recommended to continually research and observe students on a regular basis to keep up with 

current research that serves the development of English learning in EFL settings. 
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Appendix A 

Teacher Interview Questions 

1. Demographical Information: name, age, place of birth, marriage status, language spoken. 

2. Educational Information: degree(s), reason(s) for teaching the English language, and years of 

teaching experiences. 

3. Career Information: job requirements & expectation. 

Research related questions: 

1. How long have you been teaching as an English as a Foreign Language teacher? 

2. Did you ever attend teacher-development workshops? If yes, how many? What were 

the workshops about? 

3. How do you work on student difficulties, situations, and past experiences? 

4. What are your main instructional teaching strategies? What is your rationale behind it? 

5. Each student has her or his way of learning English. Could you tell me some of the 

things you did to verify your teaching method? Describe instructional strategies you 

found effective? 

6. Explain how you usually start your lesson? Are there clear objectives for the students? 

Lesson guide/map? 

7. What is your understanding of learner autonomy? 

8. Do you promote learner autonomy in class? If yes, how? 

9. Explain how you give directions or instructions to the students in the classroom? 

10. How do you teach vocabulary within the context? 

11. What teaching approaches are used to improve their vocabulary learning? 

12. What is the students’ role inside the classroom? 
13. How do you usually assess the students’ understanding of English vocabulary? 
14. What are your main assessment tools of students’ learning? 
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Appendix B 

Student Interview Questions 

Initial Interview Questions 1 

1. Demographical Information: name, age, place of birth, marriage status, language spoken. 

2. Educational Information: academic major and concentration, reason(s) for choosing English 

academic major, and plans after graduation. 

3. English Learning Background: place you started learning English and ways of English 

learning (teacher-based or self-learning), frequency of English language learning, expectation 

to the English program, and EFL learning goals. 

4. Career Information: job planning, current usage of English language. 

5. Research related questions: 

▪ Why are you learning the English language? Who motivates you to learn the language? 

▪ What is the most challenging part in your learning experience? And what do you think is 

the reason(s) behind this challenge/s? 

▪ How do you usually learn English vocabulary? To what extent is this method effective? 

▪ What do you do on a daily basis (inside and outside the classroom) to improve your 

English vocabulary and knowledge? 

▪ What kinds of assessments do you have to take? What kinds do you prefer to be assessed 

with? Why? 

▪ Each student has her or his particular way of learning English (Gardner’s Eight 

Intelligences were: Verbal-Linguistic, Musical, Logical-Mathematical, Visual-Spatial, 

Naturalistic, Bodily-Kinesthetic, Interpersonal, and Intrapersonal). Could you describe 

the method by which you learn best? 

▪ What is more productive to you, working with other people to complete a task or working 

on a task by yourself then sharing with others? Why? 

Follow up Interview Questions 2 

1. What is your opinion/understanding of self-directed learning or learner autonomy? 

2. Have you experienced being a self-directed learner in your English language learning. 

If so, explain its outcomes? 

3. What are the differences between a self-directed learner or learner directed by the 

teacher? Which of these two learning environments do you prefer to be involved in? 

4. What are the effects of self-exploring English vocabulary learning and applying it to 

real-life context on long-term memory? 

5. To what extent, if any, do you prefer to be more included in the learning process 

(creating learning goals, designing syllabi, self-assessing, choose your preferred 

method of learning)? 
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6. How often do you use English outside the classroom environment? What are the cases? 

7. In your opinion, what are the main methods that help in developing academic 

vocabulary? 

8. What do you believe teachers should do to help improve your English learning? 

9. What methods are your current teachers employing/employed that works for you? How 

do you measure its effectiveness? 

10. How do you want to learn about your mistakes in English? (implicitly, explicitly) and 

explain why? 

11. Which is more important for the language learning development? Your teachers’ role? 
Your own efforts of practice in using the English language or the curriculum provided? 

Could you arrange them in the order of importance? And explain why? 

Interview Questions 3 

1. Does your teacher allow room for students’ input and imagination while teaching? 

Would that work for you? Why? 

2. What kinds of activities do you do in the English classes? Which ones do you prefer? 

3. What skills do you have that allow you to be an autonomous learner? What skills do 

you need to improve to be an autonomous learner? 

4. What are your strong and weak skills in English? Justify each strength and weakness. 

5. How much of your time and effort do you dedicate to studying the English language? 

6. What makes learning the English language memorable and pleasurable? (e.g., outside 

activities, seeing movies, playing games, etc..)? 

7. Have you made progress in English vocabulary? If yes, what helped you improve? If 

no, why? 

8. When you make a mistake in your English, how significant is it, in your opinion, to be 

corrected? In what ways do you prefer to be corrected? 

9. Do you have personal learning goals that you designed for your initial stage of English 

learning? Have you achieved them? 

10. If you were asked to set five English learning objectives. What would they be? 

11. Do you agree that self-assessing and self-reflecting will help with the learning 

development? If yes, how so? If no, why not? 

12. What advice can you give to new students admitted into the English department 

regarding vocabulary learning development? 
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Appendix C 

Classroom Observation Form 

(Adapted and edited from Wajnryb, 1992) 

Instructor: ______________________________________ 

Course _________________ 

Peer/Observer: ________________________  Date and Time____________________ 

Use criteria that apply to format of course observed. 

Strengths observed, suggestions for improvement, and overall impression of teaching 

effectiveness: 

Review Section Description/Comments 

1. SUBJECT MATTER CONTENT 

(shows good command and knowledge of subject 

matter; demonstrates breadth and depth of 

mastery) 

2. ORGANIZATION 

(organizes subject matter; evidences preparation; 

is thorough; states clear objectives; emphasizes 

and summarizes main points, meets class at 

scheduled time, regularly monitors online course) 

3. RAPPORT 

(holds interest of students; is respectful, fair, and 

impartial; provides feedback, encourages 

participation; interacts with students, shows 

enthusiasm) 

4. TEACHING METHODS 

(uses relevant teaching methods, aids, materials, 

techniques, and technology; includes variety, 

balance, imagination, group involvement; uses 

examples that are simple, clear, precise, and 

appropriate; stays focused on and meets stated 

objectives) 

5. PRESENTATION 

(establishes online course or classroom 

environment conducive to learning; maintains eye 

contact; uses a clear voice, strong projection, 

proper enunciation, and standard English) 
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6. MANAGEMENT 

(uses time wisely; attends to course interaction; 

demonstrates leadership ability; maintains 

discipline and control; maintains effective e-

platform management) 

7. SENSITIVITY 

(exhibits sensitivity to students’ personal culture, 

gender differences and disabilities, responds 

appropriately in a nonthreatening , proactive 

learning environment) 

8. ASSISTANCE TO STUDENTS 

(assists students with academic problems) 

9. PERSONAL 

(evidences self-confidence; maintains 

professional comportment and appearance) 

10. PHYSICAL ASPECTS OF CLASSROOM 

(optional) 

(state location and physical attributes of 

classroom, number of students in attendance, 

layout of room, distractions if any; list any 

observations of how physical aspects affected 

content delivery) 
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Appendix D 

Classroom Observation Protocol for Undergraduate STEM (COPUS) 

Developed by Smith et al. (2013) 

1. Descriptions of the COPUS student and instructor observational codes. 



Classroom Observation Protocol for Undergraduate STEM - COPUS 

Smith MK, Jones FHM, Gilbert SL, and Wieman CE. 2013. The Classroom Observation Protocol for Undergraduate STEM 
(COPUS): a New Instrument to Characterize University STEM Classroom Practices. CBE-Life Sciences Education 

Date and time of Observation: 

1) Background Information 

a) Observer Name: 

b) Class No./name/section: ____________________________________ _ 

c) Observer's location in the class: ----------------------------------

2) Classroom and background 
a) Room location and layout (e.g., type of student seating, instructor on podium, etc.). 

b) Note if there is anything unusual about this particular class/lecture (e .g., quiz day, first day of semester, etc) {try to avoid 
observing classes that are particularly anomalous) 

c) (Optional, if known) What goes on out of class? □Homework? □ Pre-readings? □Labs? □Projects? □Other? 

Explain briefly. 

d) (Optional, if know) How varied are classes for this course? Circle one each, to show balance of Active Students I Instructor 

Delivery ... 

i) for the Whole Course, balance approximates: 0%/100% 20/80 40/60 50/50 60/40 80/20 100%/0% 

ii) in Today's Class Only, balance approximates: 0%/100% 20/80 40/60 50/50 60/40 80/20 100%/0% 

3) Narrative Description of Class {also known as field notes I (optional) 

Information could include ... 
• The structure of the lesson (e.g., how the instructor sequenced material, the narrative arc of the class) 
• The range and nature of activities that occurred. 
• Dialog/behaviors that illustrate codes you gave, especially for teaching techniques and student engagement. 
• Instructor's actions that appear to have affected students' engagement. 
• Evidence of variability among students (e.g., if small groups, to what extent did groups behave and engage similarly?) 
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Appendix D 

2. Demographical information 
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Appendix D 

3. Observation protocol 
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Appendix E (Reflective Statement) 

Instructions for Reflective Statement 

Write a 1–3 page essay in which you describe your opinion of the material worked on in the 

course as well as your evaluation of your own learning process. Use the following questions as a 

guideline for your essay: 

1. What aspect of teaching did you like/dislike. Explain why? 

2. What is your view of the topics and tools used in class? (textbook, activities, worksheets, 

articles, media, etc.)? 

3. What strategies are used in class? What is your personal view of its effectiveness? 

4. In what aspect of English learning have you developed during the course of the semester? 

In which areas (vocabulary, writing, speaking, reading, listening, ability to express 

opinions, etc.). 

5. What would you have liked to work on more (topics, grammar, vocabulary, etc.)? 

6. To what extent you used your own decisions about materials and strategies to help you to 

learn the English material? Did you find the format of the course helpful/not helpful? 

Explain why? 

7. What recommendations would you make for the future classes? 
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Appendix F 

Description of Language Learning Autobiography 

For this first writing task, please write a reflective narrative paper based on your personal 

experiences with “English language” learning. Your own English learning story should be at 

least 2 pages, double spaced. 

Guidance Questions 

(Do not try and answer all questions; these are solely suggestions to help you get started on your 

personal English learning autobiography; you may address some or none of them, or your own 

questions) 

• Why did you decide to learn the English language? 

• How has your prior experience and knowledge affected your English language 

development? 

• What efforts do you put into learning English inside and outside the classroom? 

• What is (are) your preferred style(s) of learning? 

• What strategies do you use to encourage yourself, understand and retain information and 

concepts? 

• How do you monitor your own English learning? 

• What are your strengths and weakness is in c to English language skills? Explain the 

rationale behind your self-evaluation? 

• What are the most unforgettable memories and/or impressions of yourself as a 

“language” learner? 
• What have you gained from your “language” learning experience? 
• Have you found unexpected benefits beyond your initial English learning motivation? 
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