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A Study into Out-of-Class Autonomy : Does Extracurricular Homework
Lead to the Development of Taking Control of One’s Learning?

Graham ROBSON™ - Darrell HARDY **

There are many goals that educators try to achieve in the classroom. One of those goals should be to foster
learner autonomy (Benson, 2011). In fact, criticism in Japan has been leveled at the education system because
the way that languages are learned does not foster autonomy in learners because of the prevailing teacher-centric
model of English education (Hughes, Krug & Vye, 2011). Subsequently, scholars have stated developing
autonomous learning could be one of the most important goals in the educational field (Sakai & Takagi, 2009).

Becoming proficient in a second or third language can take a long time and requires a consistent degree of
motivation, but due to time and curriculum constraints there may not be enough actual time in the classroom to
help students become competent users of the target language (Nunan, 1989). That only leaves outside the class-
room. However, it was found Japanese students on average did only four hours of total homework per week in
2013, ranking 30" out of 38 countries (OECD, 2014, p. 2). Therefore, work students do outside of class may not
be ultimately leading to developing autonomous behaviour.

According to Gardner & Miller (1999) and Serra Salvia (2000), Self-access centres (SACs) help to meet
the needs of learners and develop learner autonomy. These spaces offer students a place to engage in the target
language in ways that meet the needs of many individual learners, and may often include a free conversation
space or other materials. The number of these centres has seen an increase as more educators realise their bene-
fits. In Japan, too, SACs have now become popular in many universities. Researchers in Japan have found that
SACs can lead to language gains (Krug, Wurzinger, Hughes & Vye, 2011 ; Vye, Krug, Wurzinger & Hughes,
2011) and build a sense of a second language community among the users (Bibby, Jolley & Shiobara, 2016).

The mere physical presence of students in SACs, however, may not result in learning that could be con-
strued as meaningful (Fukuda, Sakata & Takeuchi (2011). It is, therefore, important that educators and the estab-

lishments they work in strive to educate students about the benefits of becoming autonomous. There should also

* A professor in the Faculty of International Tourism Management, and a research fellow of the Institute of Human Sci-
ences at Toyo University
* % A lecturer in the Faculty of International Tourism Management, and a research fellow of the Institute of Human Sci-
ences at Toyo University



20 RN AR G E %820 % (2018)

be a clear link between what happens in the classroom and the curriculum in general and what happens outside
(Gardner & Miller, 1999 ; Thompson & Atkinson, 2010). However, what is not readily available in the literature
is the degree to which SACs develop autonomous habits in learning. Considering that to build and run an SAC

takes time and money, its justification should be a prerequisite.

2.0 Literature review
This section describes self-access centres, the construct of learner autonomy and how learner autonomy is

linked to curricular design.

2.1 Self-Access Centres

Self-access is an approach to language learning, rather than language teaching (Gardner & Miller, 1999). It
is a vehicle through which learner autonomy in learners can be fostered. Through self-access, students learn to
move from teacher-directed study and dependency towards learner autonomy. SACs have appeared in language
learning research and shown to positively promote learner autonomy and self-directed learning (Malcolm,
2004 ; Rose & Elliott, 2010) and have employed online resources (Castellano, Mynard & Rubesch, 2011).

Many universities in Japan now have these facilities, which may include a mix of learners and teachers
with an emphasis on a target language-only environment (Corker & Torpey, 2004). SACs can provide structure
for the development of autonomous learning by offering a space where students can address their needs in a per-

sonal manner (Gardner & Miller, 1999).

2.2 Learner Autonomy

Learner autonomy was initially defined as an “ability to take charge of one’s own learning”, and to have
“the responsibility for all the decisions concerning all aspects of this learning”, (Holec, 1981, p.3). Inherent in
this responsibility is the capacity for applying metacognitive abilities like reflecting, monitoring, and planning,
(Holec, 1981 ; Little, 2006) and also an affective dimension (Little, 2006), as well as attitudes towards taking re-
sponsibility for learning (Dickinson, 1993.)

Later models of learner autonomy describe it as an “independent capacity to make and carry out the choices
which govern his or her actions” (Littlewood, 1996, p. 428). Identified in this model are core components of
ability and willingness (sometimes referred to as will and skill). This implies that a person may have ability, but
will not choose willingly to carry out a choice ; and on the contrary, a person may wish to make choices, but
lacks the ability to do so. Ability is further broken into knowledge of alternatives and skills for execution of
those alternatives. Willingness is dependent on confidence (general or domain specific self-esteem) and motiva-
tion to make choices.

The above concepts work on the assumption of learner autonomy having perceived importance in the con-
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text of second language setting, but in the context of foreign language settings the view of learner autonomy
may be different. Littlewood (2000) makes the point that different pedagogies should be established for different
learning contexts. In Asian countries like China and Japan, often education demands obedience, and deference
to authority (p.31). On top of this, Herriman (2007) cites problems of learning English through the medium of
Japanese, and because of the concentration on grammar study within learning English, English becomes some-
thing to be studied, and not used. Herriman adds that the “... teacher is the expert and students perceive the situ-
ation in this way and expect it to be that way” (p. 144). On the face of it, these situations appear to provide little
leeway for learner autonomy.

Rather than reject outright the notion of learner autonomy in Asia, some researchers such as Littlewood
(1999) have begun to rethink the concept. Along with the traditional concept of autonomous learner, he adds the
concept of “relatedness”, being part of a social network, to help explain autonomy in Eastern contexts (p.74).
Littlewood believes that Japanese have the same capacity for learner autonomy as their western counterparts, but
he makes a distinction between proactive learner autonomy, which is espoused in the West and consists of learn-
ers setting goals, selecting methods and making personal agendas, and reactive autonomy that does not mean
learners set their own directions. Instead, once direction is initiated, learners can organize resources to reach
learning goals (p. 75). This can include such activities as learning new vocabulary without being requested to do
so by the teacher or students making groups and working together to complete difficult assignments.

Studies of out-of-class autonomy in other South East Asian countries have found learners have a tendency
to avoid face-to-face interaction (Hyland, 2004), but there is a realization that English is more than just a subject
for passing exams (Wing, 2001). However, studies in Japan related to learner autonomy outside the classroom
are limited. One qualitative study by Inomata (2008) focused on three high school students and found that they
engaged in activities such as comprehension exercises for short readings and sentence translation from Japanese
to English mostly sanctioned by the school. Participants did not use the Internet at all for out-of-class learning,
despite using it for many other personal activities. Lastly, they engaged in no speaking activities of any kind out
of class. A final survey study by Fukuda (2014) found that in a sample of 173 Japanese university students,
many were graduating with low levels of autonomy and high degrees of anxiety about using English. It was fur-
ther found that low instances of student out-of-class study were highly correlated with students’ low autonomy
levels (r = .60, p < .05).

These Japanese studies show student attitude towards autonomous learning lies somewhere between reac-
tive autonomy and no autonomy. However, it is important to increase and vary the number of studies that meas-
ure learner autonomy in out-of-class learning in Japan. This may provide a more complete picture of the situ-

ation.
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2.3 Linking Learner Autonomy to the Language Curriculum

In order to promote learner autonomy among learners, an accumulation of positive experiences inside the
classroom may lead some students to seek out similar opportunities outside the classroom. Therefore, clearly,
there should be a link between inside and outside the classroom. Some researchers advocate the use of a guided
autonomy syllabus (Clifford, 1999 ; Fukuda, Sakata & Takeuchi, 2011). Through this process, students focus
specifically on their goals and needs of learning, followed by teachers raising the awareness of “how to” learn.
These actions are interspersed with continual self-assessment and opportunities for students to ask questions
about their learning. Fukuda et. al. proposed that one of the possible reasons for increases in students’motivation
after the learning process was due to a teacher who specifically provided feedback and advice in student jour-
nals. This study suffered from a small sample size, so results may be difficult to generalize, but, more impor-
tantly, the authors did not explain how what was learned in the class was used outside of the class.

In another study in Japan, teachers were present to provide input for students about sociolinguistic compe-
tence in an SAC as part of a university’s overall goal of promoting self-directed learning (Cooker & Torpey,
2004). First year students in that study were required to spend thirty hours in self-directed learning for 20% of
their class grade, with the SAC being one of the places where they could undertake autonomous activities, sup-
plemented by student reflection on their learning experiences and a final interview with the teacher. Although
the authors state that this was a preliminary study and fail to provide data such as sample size and classification
of student comments, anecdotal accounts indicated that students felt more motivated to self-study.

At the same SAC site, separate researchers carried out more in-depth research about students’use and moti-
vation at this SAC (Rose & Elliott, 2010). From a survey of 550 students, 35% stated that they wanted to go, but
just under half (48%) stated that they went to the SAC to only complete the task and get credit. Further analysis
showed that 67% of the students went less than five times during the semester, but it is unclear if these students
did any other self-directed activities outside of class. Interviews with English teachers in the curriculum revealed
that both students and teachers saw a positive benefit and teachers saw a link between early use of the SAC and
continued use. However, it is unclear over what period this refers to. Teachers further felt that if students did not
use the SAC in their first year, it would be very unlikely they would use it in proceeding academic years.

One final study by Rose (2007) looked at the effect of visits to a conversation lounge after the introduction
of a compulsory homework diary. First years in that study were asked to attend the lounge, speak for 15 minutes
and record their thoughts. This action dramatically increased student visits to the lounge, but in follow-up inter-
views students still attested to high anxiety when visiting there. Rose reports that the high incidence of anxiety
appeared to far outweigh many of the perceived positive benefits of attendance, but the use of a diary encour-
aged extrinsically-motivated students more at the pre-intermediate level.

All the above studies deal with what happened to first years as they use the SAC. What is not reported is

what happens to those students when they become second and third years. Had any beneficial habits discovered
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in their first year been carried through by students into the second year and beyond? Thompson and Atkinson
(2010) carried out qualitative longitudinal research at a Japanese university site. Through ethnographic inter-
views of seven student participants and a teacher, the findings revealed that the SAC was becoming a “home-
work centre,” and there was a “push” to visit the SAC, rather than something within the SAC acting as a “pull”
to bring students in. Although part of the curriculum, due to the SAC use being too teacher-directed, a number
of students did not visit the SAC in the second year when they had no reason to. In other words, when the push
was removed, students’motivation for using such facilities decreased. However, this study interviewed only
seven people, and; therefore, it is impossible to ascertain how many students, other than those in this small sam-
ple, actually continued their use of the SAC without being instructed to.

The above studies attest to positive benefits of students visiting SACs as part of the curriculum, but little
follow-up research has addressed how many students actually use SACs when not instructed to. If one of the de-
sired outcomes of language learning is to lead to learner autonomy, there is value in investigating what students
do in the SAC, and what attitudes they have associated with this kind of autonomous language learning. Indeed,
Benson (2011) asks the question—how does a self-study practice help learners to achieve control over their learn-
ing? (p. 111) Continued use of an SAC, even when not tied to the curriculum, could indicate that some students
perceive a benefit.

After briefly reviewing the literature on autonomy and SACs, the authors set the following research ques-
tions for this study :

1. What kind of out-of-class activities do students in this sample engage in?

2. How many times have students in the sample visited the ECZ when it was required compared to when it was
not?

3. What general impressions do students in this sample have about the ECZ?

4. What attitudes do students in this sample hold about autonomous learning?

5. How do students in this sample perceive changes in their English levels?

3.0 Methods
3.1 Site for this study

The site for this study is an SAC in a mid-level private university in Japan. The lounge is referred to from
now on by its name, the English Community Zone (ECZ). Administration of that ECZ is handled by an office
that reports to the university as a whole. The space is mostly staffed by approximately ten foreign study abroad
students visiting the university for periods of up to a year, predominantly from the U.S. and Europe.

The ECZ has been prone to having both insufficient and too many students in the facility at one time. Usu-
ally at the start and finish of the semester, students tend to visit the ECZ more often. However, if ECZ visits are

incentivised in terms of grading towards the end of the semester students who do not want to fail or have not
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visited there until that point crowd into the facility.

3.2 Participants in this study

Students (n = 83) in this study were drawn from the second year in one faculty at a mid-ranking university
with this ECZ. This consisted of four classes that could be roughly described as lower intermediate and upper
intermediate. The lower intermediate group consisted of two mandatory English classes titled English for Tour-
ism Projects and in these classes students worked in groups to create projects related to job application in the
tourism industry. A total number of 45 students (11 male and 34 female) in two classes participated in the sur-
vey and the TOEIC scores for this group ranged from 350 to 415. The upper intermediate group also consisted
of two mandatory English classes titled English for Tourism. This course followed a topic-based syllabus focus-
ing on tourism topics. A total of 38 students (5 male and 33 female) in the two classes answered the question-
naire and the TOEIC scores of these students ranged from 500 to 650. Students from both groups were all Japa-
nese nationals, and second year students were between the ages of 19 to 20.

During the first year, these students took English classes twice a week, comprising of a reading and com-
munication class. As part of the communication class, use was made of the ECZ, and students recorded visits on
a stamp card (Talandis, Taylor, Beck, Hardy, Murray, Omura & Stout, 2011) and in a diary once they had spent
30 minutes there for 10 times during the semester. Once these students became sophomores, they were still en-

couraged to find their own ways of learning out of class, and a stamp card system was not used.

3.3 Instrumentation

Items used in the survey for this study were either created, borrowed from other studies (Ming & Alias,
2007 ; Robson, 2016 ; Rose & Elliott, 2010) or revised to fit the situation in this paper. After creating a list of
items, the authors and one Japanese teacher of English working at the same university translated the items from
English to Japanese. A second Japanese teacher of English was shown the first draft and a check was made of
the back translation. Where necessary, a few changes to the original were made.

There were five sections of the questionnaire with items and one section at the end inviting any opinions on
how to improve the ECZ, for a total of 40 items. The first section contained fourteen items and dealt with how
often students participated in a number of activities outside of class related to using English.

The next two sections dealt specifically with the ECZ. The first of these was three questions asking how
many times students had attended the ECZ at specific times of last spring semester, last autumn semester and so
far this semester. The other ECZ section had 11 items and asked for levels of agreement (disagree a lot, disagree
a little, agree a little and agree a lot) covering students’ general impression of the ECZ.

The next section had six items, again with a similar agreement structure seeking agreement of statements

related to autonomous learning. In this section, the authors wanted to determine the students’ feelings towards
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out-of-class learning and how much personal responsibility they accept in creating their own learning opportuni-
ties.

The final section included five items developed by the authors seeking agreement on items related to stu-
dents’ perceived changes in their learning, motivation, and skills of English compared to the previous year.
More specifically, agreement or disagreement to these statements set out to determine the students’ attitudes to-

wards changes in usage, awareness, follow-up, and general motivation to study English.

3.4 Procedure

The Japanese version of the questionnaire in Appendix A was presented to students during week seven of
the spring 2016 semester, one of the co-authors asked for co-operation of the second year students in his English
classes in filling out the questionnaire. The purposes were explained and it was further stated that the data were
for research purposes and that students’ decision to take the questionnaire was voluntary and would in no way
affect students’ grades. It took approximately ten minutes for the participating students to fill out the question-

naire at the end of their classes, at which point analysis began.

4.0 Results and Discussion

The data was analysed in two ways. First percentages were calculated in Excel, and data was analysed us-
ing Mann-Whitney U tests through PASW, Ver. 18.0 (SPSS Inc., 2009). The Man-Whitney U tests are similar in
the fact that they both measure differences between two independent groups on one target variable, but whereas
the independent t-tests assume normal distribution, the Mann-Whitney tests are preferable when the variables
are ordinal (as seen in the four agreement choices for most of the items). Employing Mann-Whitney u tests as-
sumes that the data is not normal distributed, i.e. skewed or showing some degree of kurtosis. This analysis is
reported with both an assigned p-value as well as a U value, indicating the strength of the differences in obser-
vation values between the two groups.

Table 1 shows that generally students did not engage in many ways to use or improve their English outside
of the regular class or related homework time. Specific activities that are carried out at a level of “0 times” or “1-
2 times” to the largest degree are, for instance, reading activities, in particular reading newspapers or books out-
side of class. The reading skill, at least on the TOEIC Test, has been consistently lower on average than the lis-
tening test. This may be as a result of the emphasis placed on generic communication skills. These skills could
be viewed as more fun and sociable than reading, which most students, it could be argued, view as a solitary ac-
tion. Another reason is also the mindset that reading is still an action associated with learning and taking tests,
despite a growing body of evidence that has shown the benefits of graded reading for pleasure on both affect
(Yamashita, 2013) and skills (Bell, 2001).

It appears that participation in activities that fall outside the traditional sphere of learning English such as
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keeping an English diary and using English through social media were low. Diaries have been effectively used
as a tool to raise students’ awareness of finding preferences for effective and ineffective ways to learn out of
class (Doyle & Parrish, 2012), but with the majority of these students this important process of self-evaluation
was seemingly not taking place. Further, social media has really taken off in Japan, with many students having a
Facebook account and when travelling abroad they tend to make new friends through social media. However,
generally the students in this sample apparently either have limited awareness of or are simply inactive in using
such social media for communicating in English or as an opportunity to use English for a purpose (as indicated

by the low endorsement of the third item in this table).

Table 1. Student Self-Reported Engagement in Out-of-class Activities

1-2 times 3-4 times 5+ times

Out-of-class activity 0 times a month a month a month
Read newspapers or magazines in English 80% 13% 6% 1%
Look for opportunities to use English in 26% 39% 28% 7%
my everyday life
Keep in contact with friends in English 56% 19% 18% 7%
through social media
Watch TV / movies in English 18% 27% 36% 19%
Listen to music in English 6% 9% 44% 41%
Keep an English diary 77% 17% 5% 1%
Talk to foreign tourists in Japan 28% 39% 28% 5%
Practice using English with friends 52% 37% 6% 5%
Meet English teachers and chat in English 42% 31% 21% 6%
Read books in English 43% 37% 17% 3%
Visit the ECZ 51% 41% 7% 1%
Study textbooks (not from school) 52% 22% 22% 4%
Prepare for proficiency tests like TOEIC 12% 29% 45% 14%
or Eiken
Visit a conversation school outside uni- 88% 7% 4% 1%
versity

As well as reading and writing, many students are shying away from opportunities to communicate outside
of class. Students are making little effort to talk to tourists, practice English with friends, seek out classes at a
conversation school, meet and talk to their teachers in English, and use the resources on campus as a speaking
opportunity, namely the ECZ. Further analysis of the students that had claimed to have visited the ECZ was dif-
ficult because of the small subset these students represented (n = 6). However, in comparing the two groups in
this study, it was found that the higher level group (n = 48) agreed to a significantly statistically higher level to
speaking to tourists and their teacher than the lower level (n = 35) group (U= 130, p = .041). Being willing to
communicate in situations outside of school is considered a very important factor for second language develop-

ment (Yashima, Zenuk-Nishide, & Shimizu, 2004), and it could be contingent on the student competence level.
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Many students consider improved speaking skills as very important, but when it comes to seeking opportunities
and taking them, these students could not be considered proactive, regardless of proficiency level.

Lastly, of the activities that students tend to engage in more, there are some promising results. A large per-
centage of students showed some agreement to both listening to music in English (82%) and watching movies or
TV in English (55%). Some researchers have found that some Japanese students have an interest in listening to
music and watching movies or TV in English, the last of which has been shown to improve listening skill (Hay-
ati & Mohmedi, 2011). These activities are easily available through smart phone technology on the Internet.
Having these interests and coming into contact with English through these activities can be intrinsically reward-
ing. There is no specific need to study per se and the content can be regularly changed if students watch dramas,
or artist release new songs. Watching video has been found to improve retention of incidental vocabulary (Yuk-
sel & Tanriverdi, 2009), so these activities and their benefits should be nurtured and shared with other students.
Further, not such of a surprise, but activities like preparing to take proficiency tests like Eiken and TOEIC were
cited as being undertaken by the students, especially the higher level group for TOEIC study (although not sta-
tistically significant, reached p=.09). It is certainly possible for students to strive for both intrinsically pleasing
activities like listening to music and more extrinsically-based activities such as getting a qualification at the
same time. These students, at least, have a realization that they need English for passing tests for activities like
job-hunting or applying for scholarships to study abroad.

Table 2 makes it clear that the use of the ECZ has declined since students’ first semester. In the spring se-
mester of the previous year (as first years), students were using the ECZ to a high degree, with 93% reporting
visiting there at least four times during that semester. In the autumn semester of the first year, visitations to the
ECZ dropped by approximately 33%. Students were still graded for this at the time, so some students clearly felt
a need to attend. However, as students became sophomores their use of the ECZ dropped to almost nothing. As
seen, 92% have not visited at all by week 10 in the semester this year. These results are disappointing if we con-
sider that the point of the ECZ was to help students improve their communication skills, something they them-

selves profess a desire to do.

Table 2.  Number of Times Students Reported Visiting the ECZ over a 3-semester Period

Semester 0 1-3 times 4-6 times 7+ times
Last year Spring 1% 6% 18% 75%
Last year Autumn 4% 27% 24% 45%
This year Spring 92% 5% 1% 2%

In the next section in Table 3, respondents were asked about their general thoughts and impression of their
time spent in the ECZ. Table 3 shows a variety of different degrees of agreement to the various responses. Look-

ing first at items related to the system of using the ECZ. It was found that 70% of students understood the com-
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municative purpose for visiting the ECZ, which was backed up by a large number of students who disagreed that
they only read books there (94%). Further, just over half of the respondents disagreed with the statement relating
to ECZ visits in the first year being enough. This possibly indicates they see the necessity of continuing to visit
the ECZ in higher academic years. However, these results do not translate into actual visits in the second year as
the section above indicates. This result mirrors the testimony given by Rose and Elliott (2010) who found some
students will only visit an SAC if they are required to. It appears that use of extrinsically-motivating activities
like the stamp card in this study or the diary used in the Rose (2007) study are sufficient to get students through
the door, but there is no guarantee that those students will be intrinsically motivated to be there, or that the activ-

ity is likely to continue when the reward is removed.

Table 3. General Impressions of the ECZ by the Student Informants (n = 83)

Statement disagree a lot disagree a little agree a little agree a lot
It was always crowded there 5% 35% 53% 7%
I spoke a lot of English there 5% 30% 54% 11%
It had a fun atmosphere 7% 29% 53% 11%
I often heard Japanese language spoken 7% 48% 40% 5%
It was a good place to experience “real” 3% 22% 52% 23%
English
Visiting in the first year is enough 5% 49% 37% 9%
I spoke to a lot native English speakers 5% 41% 41% 13%
there
I understood the purpose for visiting the 2% 28% 59% 11%
ECZ
I mainly just read books while there 63% 31% 3% 3%
I was satisfied with the overall ECZ expe- 8% 30% 58% 4%
rience
I did a wide range of activities there 16% 47% 31% 6%

It was recorded that 62% of respondents expressed some form of agreement with being satisfied with the
attending the ECZ, but this seems little low. Looking at some reasons for a possible lower evaluation, scores be-
low 50% agreement were seen for doing a wide range of activities, speaking to foreign students, hearing Japa-
nese there, and the ECZ being crowded. Many students visit the ECZ during lunchtime and this creates a certain
amount of crowding, which also has an impact on how much supervision is provided by staff for visiting stu-
dents. For those who go to the ECZ during a busy period expecting to speak to a foreign student, there will be
some disappointment as there are simply not enough foreign students and staff there at such times. The higher
group in the study had a much higher level of agreement that the ECZ was busy than the lower level group,
(however, in Mann-Whitney U test it was non-significant, p = .08) so may have tended to go more at these bus-
ier times. Oftentimes when students can not have access to a foreign student, they are very much in the mindset

of giving up and speaking in Japanese, instead of communicating with other people in the ECZ in English.
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Therefore, understanding the purpose of going there might be related to an expectation they will only engage
with foreign students if they go there. If students can readjust their schedules to go at quieter, less crowded
times, many of the above objections might be weakened.

Lastly, when addressing the positive appraisals of visiting the ECZ, there are some promising results. A
high percentage agree that the ECZ is fun, a good place to listen to English and that they speak a lot of English
there. The first of these related to being fun, was agreed by a significantly larger number of the higher level (n =
53) than lower level students (n = 30) (U= 163, p =.033). Clearly then for some students there is a positive per-
ception that the ECZ is a useful opportunity for students to communicate. These results mirror previous studies
that have shown that students perceive positive benefits from visiting conversation lounges (Hughes, Krug &
Vye, 2011 ; Rose & Elliott, 2010). However, again, the problem of having them come to the ECZ when it is not
required as part of their grade is problematic.

The next section of the questionnaire investigated student opinions on autonomous learning. As indicated
in Table 4, students claim to carry out actions and hold attitudes consistent with supporting autonomous learn-
ing. According to the survey, almost all students agree that learning is their responsibility with 60% choosing
‘agree a lot’. This has to be considered a positive result since for learner autonomy to take place, students must
view learning as their own responsibility. Scharle and Szab6 (2000) define responsibility in a language learning
context as ““...learners who accept the idea that their own efforts are crucial to progress in learning, and behave
accordingly.” (p. 3). This point is supported by the fact that students overwhelmingly disagree with the state-

ment that learning opportunities should be entirely up to the teacher.

Table 4.  Student Opinions on Autonomous Learning

Statement Disagree a lot Disagree a little Agree a little Agree a lot
I take responsibility for my learning expe- 0% 3% 37% 60%
rience
I wish we had more choices of how and 3% 27% 43% 27%
where I can learn
Teachers should encourage us to learn by 3% 41% 46% 10%
ourselves
I would like more opportunities to learn 5% 23% 42% 30%
on my own
I want to find learning situations that suit 0% 10% 44% 46%
me
It is the teacher’s job (not my own) to pro- 30% 64% 5% 1%

vide me with learning experiences

As mentioned earlier in the literature review, several researchers in the field believe that the passiveness of
Japanese (and other Asian) students can be attributed to social hierarchy, collectivism, and other cultural factors.

The results of this survey seem to debunk this idea as students have clearly indicated that learning is their own
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responsibility, though it is up to the teacher to provide more opportunities for self-study. Therefore, we could
say that the students are acting reactively, rather than proactively to autonomous opportunities (Littlewood,
1999).

Students’ desire for more learning opportunities, possibly at the SAC or the introduction of other out-of-
class activities has a number of important considerations. This could suggest that if a greater variety of tasks
were available, students would be more engaged in out-of-class activities. Therefore, there is a possibility to ex-
pand on such a program with the potential to obtain more student involvement. Also, a greater variety of tasks
could allow students to develop their own learning styles and cater to individual preferences. The development
of personal learning strategies is an important step to becoming an autonomous learner according to Dornyei
(2001).

The final section of the questionnaire, seen in Table 5, asked the respondents to compare their current feel-
ings towards studying and using English as compared to the previous year. Most students expressed being more
motivated to learn English this year. Moreover, more students in the upper intermediate group answered to a
more positive degree in response to perceived increases in motivation and having more a proactive attitude to
learning English than the lower intermediate level. The source of this difference is unclear, though generally stu-
dents who are further along the path of development tend to be more motivated. Also, the development of other
psychological constructs, especially ‘reflection’ as applied to language learning, may explain some of the differ-

ences between the two groups.

Table 5. Students’ Perceived Change in English Level

Statement Disagree a lot Disagree a little Agree a little Agree a lot
I feel more confident about studying Eng- 13 47 34 6
lish compared to last year
I feel less apprehensive about talking to 12 29 43 16
unknown foreigners compared to last year
I notice more English in my life compared 10 31 49 10
to last year
If I find words I don’t know out of class I 13 48 32 7

have become more likely to look them up
compared to last year
I feel more motivated to learn English 10 29 45 16

compared to last year

Reflection is the process of introspective analysis of past events and defined by Benson (2013) as a “cycle
of learning involving concrete experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization and active experi-
mentation leading to further reflection on experience” (p. 105). This is considered important in the development
of learner autonomy because it allows the learner to contemplate the learning process and develop strategies to

progress. Reflection raises learner awareness and contributes to ‘deconditioning” which Benson (2013) describes
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is the process in which learners reassess learning habits or preconceptions about language. This could provide a
link to the previous section of the survey where the students acknowledged the importance of personal responsi-
bility for one’s own learning as opposed to the dependency of teacher led classroom learning.

In contrast, the results also showed that the majority of students also do not feel more confident in using
English after more than one year of studying English twice a week at university. This is a curious result given
that the students indicated they are more motivated to study English. This could reflect the general insecurity
students have when using English as it is common knowledge that Japanese students tend to be shy and hesitate
to use English for fear of making mistakes. It could also indicate a desire to learn English and students are so far
discouraged with their progress. In other words, their expectations are higher than their current ability suggests
and this indicates that they are open to the idea of out-of-class learning and goal setting which are important for

enhancing motivation and developing autonomous learning.

5.0 Conclusion

This study had a number of limitations such as its small sample size and over-use of percentages for statis-
tics. A larger sample size may have revealed different and more valuable results. Moreover the questionnaire of
second year students revealed mixed results.

On one hand, with out-of-class activities, there was a significant drop in visits to the ECZ after the credit
obligation was completed. However, respondents attested to undertaking out-of-class activities such as listening
to music and watching movies in English. Therefore, it appears that forcing students to do one particular kind of
activity such as visiting the ECZ, may not be as preferable as having exercise autonomy in the kind of activities
they want to do out of class. Further, despite the ECZ not being visited much in the second year, students who
completed the questionnaire generally stated being more motivated to study English than the previous year.

Perhaps the best way to explain this paradox is by applying Littlewood’s (1999) concept of reactive auton-
omy in which the guidelines for out-of-class learning must be set before students take action. Although students
expressed a willingness to act independently, the results of the questionnaire seem to tell a different story. Paral-
lels can be drawn to a similar study in which Hardy (2017) surveyed two similar out-of-class study programs
with one major difference: in one program, students were encouraged to complete out-of-class activities; and in
the second program, students were more actively monitored and were required to meet a number of check
points. In both cases, the out-of-class study component accounted for 10% of the course grade. In the second
program, most students completed the required number of out-of-class activities as required by the check points,
yet few students completed any extra. The result of the survey indicated that students in the second program
were generally more motivated to study English and had a more positive view on the out-of-class learning. It
seems that even though students were forced to complete out-of-class activities, there was no adverse effect on

attitude. In fact, the opposite was true. Taylor, Beck, Hardy, Omura, Stout and Talandis (2012) came to similar
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result in that perhaps a gentle “push” is needed to set students down the path to become autonomous learners.
There have been studies that have looked at how changes in factors like operation or room layout have af-
fected student numbers of SACs (Bibby, Jolley & Shiobara, 2016 ; Cooker & Torpey, 2004). On the whole these
studies have found that as more care is given to the needs of students, they tend to come in higher numbers. Fur-
ther research should address more qualitative studies issues surrounding the individual factors that enhance or
impede participation in SACs. Such research currently exists (Hughes, Krug, & Vye, 2011), but more is needed

to add to the body of work.

Note

An English version of the questionnaire is available by request from the authors.
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English as a Foreign Language (J}EFEE L COIERE) OIELH I T L 2B E LT, HAORFETIESAC (H
OB OBMPEML Twb, ZUlE bR o T, FALBIE, IV Vo2 ELHBYOFEICHTE L RS
ZEERDOLENT VA, FHELZENL Do) HEFBRIHFT L L1242, #EFL -/ 3I—- (BE
) ICHEDLEZNL OB R RERERESEDL I ENEEINT VS, T, SAC KR, FAELLIFHEFSE
WCBWTEN Vo Z) HEMICREZ EMRET 2 HN AR oo a 2 70 77 AT 2. 8% ORISR
ENTVD, LPLEDSH, RICERTA2MLICLD L, 22 HCFHEOTHOMEIZEL WS L, L
WoTCEND PP BENHENILCLE ) WHEELDH 5. Z OWIZEGRICIE. BIFERIC, KO SACISE ) 2
EERIERE LIRENOFRTO 77 AN RFZAFELEEZHFEL, ZOHREMEL TVE, ZOMRED
HiE, 2070277 0B LU SACICHT 25 L7 L OREE, £ L CEMFE MBI T 505 o B H % 5#l
L, oINS 5 b SAC RMDIZHENOIHEIZE) 2 & 2T 20 L) 02D ETH o7z, MEDH
HRIZEEWNTH o725, W OPDERLZHEM A% S NF 5,

F—T— R EEIHT 5 B, EESNOIEEF TG, self-access centres (HUFH M%) FHERESEH
. HRORF A

With the increase in the number of self-access centres (SACs) in Japanese universities to supplement English as a Foreign
Language (EFL) classes, there has been a greater push for students to take on more responsibility for their own learning. It is
hoped that students will become more involved in self-directed learning and develop some of the psychological factors associ-
ated with learner autonomy. A number of studies have been reported in recent years about SACs and various programs with
the intention of encouraging students to become more independent in language learning. However, there seems to be very little
in terms of follow-up research addressing the continuation of such behaviour, which is important to add depth to this body of
research. This paper reports the results of a survey of second year university students (n = 83) who participated in an out-of-
class learning program the previous academic year based on visits to the university’s SAC. The purpose of the survey was to
assess student attitudes toward the SAC as well as language learning in general, and to inquire about continuing visits to the
SAC and other out-of-class activities. The results of the survey show that second year students generally did not follow up on
visits to the SAC that were required during first year classes. The survey also revealed that students were more motivated to
study English as second year students than in their first year. These actions suggest the possibility of further out-of-class ac-
tivities that could be used to foster autonomy in language learning in the second year.

Key words : learner autonomy, out-of-class English learning activities, self-access centres (SAC), foreign language learning
surveys, Japanese university students
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