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Abstract 
The studies on autonomous learning based on the theories of constructivism and the advantages of technology 
propose valuable ideas for modern teaching theories and practices. In this paper, we put forward ways and 
methods in developing learner awareness, learning strategies and habits of autonomous learning in Henan 
College of Finance and Taxation (HCFT), taking English reading course as an example. The most significant 
findings are that in the model the guided experimentation promoted students’ English language competence to a 
larger degree than that of traditional ways of learning, and that most of the experimental students became more 
active and positive in English language learning and eventually enjoyed the process.  
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1. Introduction 
When the question of foreign language teaching is discussed, some specific things come into focus. However, 
the primary issue should be the aim of foreign language teaching, which leads to other important issues such as 
what is taught and how it is to be taught. Holec (in Wan Li, 2006) claimed that the final aim of foreign language 
teaching is to awaken in students how to learn the language.  
With the development of science and technology, there are some promises to foreign language learners. In 
current times, among them is the wide spread of computer science and Internet services, which could be used to 
facilitate foreign language teaching because they can expand course offerings in the campus.  
In this paper, a model of computer-aided autonomous English language learning is proposed. The model is aimed 
at developing the joint-program college students’ English language learning competence in HCFT. 
1.1 Research background 
In 1981, Holec Henry introduced the concept of “autonomous learning” in his book named Autonomy and 
Foreign language learning. After that, many scholars such as Lee (1998), Littlewood (2000), Gardner and Miller 
(2002) studied the issue and made greater contribution to the field. 
In China, studies on autonomous English learning began in 1990s. From 2004, scholars who studied the issue 
from different perspectives have been making heated discussions on this topic:  
(1) Studies on the strategies in autonomous English learning: O’Malley and Chamot (1990) studied the foreign 
language learning strategies; Wen (1995) studied the great importance of meta-cognitive learning strategies in 
learning a foreign language; Wan (2004) and Zhou (2005) studied the teaching and learning strategies in calling 
for and conducting autonomous English learning.  
(2) Studies on the application of computers and Internet learning sources: Li (2005) discussed the possibilities 
and roles of the computer and multi-media in autonomous English learning; As a matter of fact, computer-aided 
autonomous English language learning was widely considered as a worthy model for Chinese college English 
teaching and learning since there are so many college students, who traditionally learn English in a big class with 
low learning efficiency level.  
1.2 The significance of the study 
The joint program referred to here is that between Henan College of Finance and Taxation (HCFT) and Victoria 
University. The problem with these first-year students was that the joint program students’ English scores and 
English competence were under the average standard for college students when they were admitted into this 
college in 2008, with their total scores in the college entrance examination were 40-50 lower than other college 
students.  
Another challenge was that these students had only one year to have English language courses due to the joint 
program curriculum, while the requirement of their college learning was much higher than that of other college 



www.ccsenet.org/elt                   English Language Teaching                 Vol. 3, No. 3; September 2010 

                                                          ISSN 1916-4742   E-ISSN 1916-4750 222

students in China since two years later they would go abroad to Australia to study for their bachelor’ degree.  
In order to narrow the gap between the college curriculum aims and the challenges posed by the college students’ 
English levels, experiments in developing autonomous learning style were conducted, taking into account the 
advantages offered by information technology.  
1.3 The research purposes and questions 
It is hoped that the teaching experiments can offer more exposure time and opportunities to communicate, 
diversity of materials and varied approaches to providing better conditions for learners to reach higher language 
achievement.  
In our teaching and learning experiments during the year, the research questions were:  
(1) With the same teaching and learning time but different teaching and learning models used by the 
experimental group and the parallel group, which group would achieve more in English language learning and 
using?  
(2) What were the future benefits the experimental students would get from the new learning model? 
1.4 The research methodology and the theoretical framework 
1.4.1 The research methodology 
This paper is going to adopt the documentation and experiment methodology. By case study as well as by way of 
description and the statistical analysis the focused points and questions were to be discussed and answered. 
1.4.2 The theoretical framework 
1.4.2.1 Constructivist Teaching 
Constructivism is a philosophical orientation in teaching theories. Henson (2004) and David et al. (2009) 
suggested that learning does not occur simply by the brain taking a “picture” of something and filing it away 
somewhere in the brain to be retrieved later. Rather, learning is constructed by the brain as it seeks to relate new 
knowledge to prior knowledge. Therefore, each student will have a unique construction.  
1.4.2.2 Autonomous-learning 
Autonomous-learning is a modern learning theory based on the theory of constructivism. It is also a 
student-focused learning model which emphasizes the learning environment and cooperative learning. 
Autonomous learning was first developed by Holec (1981), which means that students take charge of their own 
learning by carrying out their own learning plans according to their own needs. 
1.4.2.3 Cooperative learning theory 
Cooperative learning theory was developed in America in the 1970s as a teaching theory and strategy system. It 
is a learning process based on groups and peer help to achieve learning goals. Studies (Deutsch, 1962; Johnson 
& Johnson, 1989) showed that in cooperative learning situations there is a positive interdependence among 
students’ goal attainments; students perceive that they can reach their learning goals if and only if the other 
students in the learning group also reach their goals.  
1.4.2.4 Information technology applied in education 
Online education is now an established phenomenon and a growing industry. According to Duval (2000), at least 
1.5 million Internet courses were available through 3,000 different institutions in 1999. Clark (1999) reports that, 
by 1999, two-thirds of accredited 4-year and graduate universities in the U.S. offered courses via the Internet.  
2. Developing students’ computer-aided autonomous English language learning skills 
2.1 The design of the experiments 
2.1.1 The concept of “Autonomous learning” in this case 
By computer-aided autonomous English language learning, we mean students learn and practice English 
language not only in classrooms but also in computer-rooms using materials on Internet, learning discs and other 
electronic learning tools.  
In order to facilitate and motivate students in the process, experiments on the students especially in improving 
students’ learning competence such as making weekly learning plan, cooperative learning were conducted in the 
teaching and learning process. At the same time, by means of statistical analysis, students’ English language 
scores in examinations were analyzed to find out the advancement of the students’ English language competence 
during the process and the relationship between the students’ autonomous learning effect. 



www.ccsenet.org/elt                   English Language Teaching                 Vol. 3, No. 3; September 2010 

Published by Canadian Center of Science and Education 223

2.1.2 The subjects 
The students were from four teaching classes: two classes (Group A, 64 students) were involved in the 
experiments while the other two classes (Group B, 62 students) were taught in a traditional way. The teaching 
material was those already designated by the faculty to teach these students. 
2.1.3 Data analysis 
Statistically, an independent sample t-test compares the difference between two means of two independent 
groups of participants to determine whether that difference is statistically significant. 
In our research, the two groups were compared on the outcome of the first semester’s study. The students’ 
English scores of Group A and B in the examinations during the process were compared twice by statistical 
method using t-tests. The second comparison was based on the fact that the two groups were at the same level 
statistically in their English competence when they were admitted to the college as joint-program students.  
The effectiveness of the students’ autonomous learning such as the English scores and the effect on the students’ 
perception about learning and using English in autonomous learning was analyzed statistically within the 
experimental group, by interviews and the answers to the two questionnaires.  
2.2 Conducting the autonomous English learning experiments 
2.2.1 Teacher training 
In order to prepare for the autonomous English learning model, teacher training in the joint program of HCFT 
was carried out. As Shechtman et al. (2005) claim there are some important beliefs that influence the teacher 
perceptions and behavior, which includes:  
“(1) All teachers must be lifelong learners;” 
“(2) All students are worthy individuals;”  
“(3) All students are able to succeed, and teachers can ensure that they do”;  
“(4) Lessons should encourage learners to become actively involved in creating their own knowledge.”  
Gardner and Miller (2002) also argued that in autonomous learning “teachers need to relinquish some of their 
control over learners” and “teachers need to learn new skills to take on their new roles”. All the teachers came to 
understood that students are individuals who need to be treated with dignity and respect and teachers must 
understand and respond to students’ differences in helping everyone grow in autonomous English learning skills 
and habits.  
Shu (2006) argued that teacher’s role can be described as “source of expertise, managing roles, source of advice, 
and facilitator of learning sharing roles, classroom atmosphere creator, evaluator, and example of behavior”. 
Therefore, what our teachers did in the experiments was “active teaching”, which was quite different from 
traditional teaching attitudes and strategies.  
2.2.2 Getting to know the students and the design of the teaching experiments 
For HCFT college students who study in the Sino-Australia Cooperative College Program, understanding their 
English language level and their learning styles was very important with the development of online teaching 
methodologies and the requirements of the transnational curriculum because these students were different from 
most of the other college students in China. 2.2.2.1 Pre-test 
Before conducting the experiments, the two groups (A and B) were tested in English listening, reading and 
writing, using the same papers. The analysis of the students’ scores was as follows in Table 1, taking English 
reading marks as an example.  
The decision rule of the t-test is as follows: If the significance value (Sig. 2-tailed) is less than alpha=0.05, it is 
reported that there is a significant difference between results of the two groups; if it's greater than alpha=0.05, 
then there is no significant difference between the two groups. By analyzing the marks of the students in l 
reading using SPSS Statistics software, it was found that, statistically, the two groups were at the same English 
reading level.  
The above data identified the scientific basis for the following experiments. Due to the homogeneity of the two 
groups, we designed the following experiments. We chose Group A (64 students divided into two teaching 
classes) as the experimental group to develop their autonomous learning habits, while Group B (62 students 
divided into two classes) was taught in a traditional way in the first year. It was anticipated that by the end of the 
first year English learning, students in Group A would be used to the autonomous learning approach and 
demonstrate benefits from the process. 
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2.2.2.2 Pre-interview 
Experimental students were interviewed to determine their existing learning style and attitude. The interview was 
considered helpful to the future teaching and learning strategies. The questions asked are as follows: 
(1)What do you feel and think about your middle school English learning?  
(2) Are you interested and active in learning English?  
(3) Do you plan your English learning activities in your college?  
(4) Do you reflect and evaluate your English learning?  
(5)How do you motivate yourself to study English hard?  
(6)What are your important English learning strategies? 
(7) Are your English learning strategies now the same as that in your middle school?  
(8)What are your expectations in college English learning?  
It was noticed that most students stated that they were inactive in their English learning activities, mainly 
focusing on the exams and memorizing the language materials. Besides, most of the students still adopted the 
learning strategy used in middle school and had little idea of how to plan their English learning, and even less of 
how to reflect on their own learning process. Also, many students were not satisfied with their English language 
competence especially with their communicating ability and all of the students were looking forward to a better 
mode of learning English language in the college.  
2.2.3 Organizing teaching content 
2.2.3.1 About classroom learning materials 
First, the text books used in classroom teaching was New Horizon College English (2nd ed.), the famous college 
text-books in China for its very good content in English knowledge and skill practicing.  
However, according to Cai (2001), 91% of students think that it is not necessary for college teachers to deal with 
the vocabulary, language points and text analysis since the learning-assistant discs can offer all of the details for 
them. Therefore, in our experiments, teachers’ job was mainly to introduce the topic of each unit and direct 
students to explore the background knowledge and to design appropriate learning tasks. For example, the reading 
texts in the first unit in the reading text-book are Learning a Foreign Language and Keys to Successful Online 
Learning.  
2.2.3.2 About computer-room learning materials 
Joint-program teachers spend more time planning lessons than they had done in traditional teaching activities. 
They carefully reviewed Websites and previewed software they want learners to use to ensure an appropriate fit 
with their lesson objectives.  
The web-sites teacher chose for students were: 
(1) About computer knowledge and skills: www.ask.com/, www.ajkids.com/, www.encarta.msn.com/, 
www.google.com, www.about.com/,and www.demoz.org/.  
(2) About English language:  
http://languagetrade.com, http://how-tolearn-any-language.com/e/index.html,www.yeword.net/, 
http://www.mylanguageeexchange.com/,www.learningenglish.org.uk/,www.chompchomp.com/, 
www.hua.umf.maine.edu/,www.chinatoday.com/, www.index-china.com/,www.chaos.umd.edu/, and 
www.art-bin.com/, www.chinavista.com/ 
(3) About culture:  http://69.93.14.237/index.cfm, http://spankmag.com/(Worldwide site focusing on youth 
issues). 
(4) About dictionary: www.dictionaries.com/, www.rootsweb.com/.  
2.2.3.3 About after-class learning materials 
Teachers offered students learning materials for the experimental students to use in case they could not get 
access to the most suitable ones on their own. These materials included short stories, newspaper and magazine 
articles, letters, Internet articles and English test materials for them to read and test their comprehension in their 
autonomous learning. The principle in selecting the learning materials should be interesting, readable, 
informative, and major-relative. 
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2.2.4 Motivating students 
Learner’s motivation is one of the internal factors which affect the learner’s performance. Studies (Spratt et al., 
2003) suggest that autonomous learning is closely related to learner’s motivation. In order to motivate students, 
measures were taken to build students awareness about autonomous learning and to develop students’ 
autonomous learning habits. The theories of autonomous learning are introduced in class by the teachers 
explaining its significance and advantages to college English learning. The students’ interests in the new way of 
learning were stimulated by being shown that they can adjust their learning speed according to their English 
level and can enjoy more freedom in the learning process. Teachers also answered students’ questions and 
received feedback via Internet services, such as e-mail, groove and BBS. Teachers gave different advice to 
individual students according to different needs and hopes, which helped to build a good relationship between 
teachers and students. 
Dynamic assessment also plays an important role in strengthening students’ motivation when students’ cognitive 
ability got developed and their autonomous learning ability was fostered. It will be described in details in part 
2.2.9 about assessing students. 
2.2.5 Developing students’ autonomous learning skills in their learning process 
2.2.5.1 About computer-using skills and computer-rooms learning opportunity 
Students’ were trained on computer using skills both in English and Chinese to facilitate their language skills by 
using Internet or other learning tools.  
In the first semester, the teaching time of all the Group A students was 8 periods every week in classrooms with 
another 2 hours for autonomous English learning in computer rooms, while Group B enjoyed the same time of 
learning but learned in traditional way. During this semester, students were expected to get used to the 
autonomous learning process. 
2.2.5.2 Teaching of autonomous learning strategies 
According to O’Malley and Chamot (1990), autonomous learning strategies can be divided into “Meta-cognitive 
strategies”, “Cognitive strategies” and “Social Mediation”. These strategies are closely related to the motivation 
and learning efficiency of the learners. It has also been found that the more skillful students are at using learning 
strategies, the more successful their learning process is (Wen, 1995). Therefore, experimental students were 
taught these three kinds of learning strategies as follows. 
(A) Cognitive strategies: analyses reading, association memorizing, note-taking and question-raising.  
(B) Meta-cognitive strategies: study-planning, data-collecting, as well as self-supervising, self-evaluating, 
learning-reflecting, and personal file-making. 
(C) Social Mediation: becoming relaxed in activities, making group rules, cooperating with partners, 
communicating effectively and evaluating peers’ work. 
Students were also required to apply their knowledge to their daily English learning activities, such as making 
learning plan, learning log, carrying out cooperative learning, etc. 
2.2.6 Helping students in weekly learning plan and learning log 
Every week, students were asked and helped to make a weekly plan and a weekly learning log of their English 
study including listening, speaking, reading and writing. Learning plans were made to guide their everyday 
learning activities. For example, students might put aside 30-50 minutes for listening and another 30-50 minutes 
for speaking. They might read a 500-700 word article and write anything they like about it in 50-100 words. At 
the same time, 2-4 hours of supervised computer-aided learning were offered to the students to support their 
plan.  
The learning plan of each student was checked by her/his learning partners and teachers. The advancement of the 
student could be found by comparing the plans in the following weeks and then was considered as one of the 
aspects for the assessment outcome at the end of the semester. 
The differences between each student’s weekly learning logs and her/his learning plans in the same week could 
suggest whether the student’s learning performance was satisfactory and whether the next week’s learning plan 
should be changed. For example, about learning duration, learning materials and learning style, etc. Also, 
student’s learning log can help every student learn to reflect on her/his study in the past week, which is an 
important aspect in autonomous English learning. 
2.2.7 Cooperative learning. 
Ellis (1994) argued that everything that occurs in the classroom goes through a process of live person-to-person 
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interaction. A cooperative learning model was introduced into the classroom activities. In cooperative learning, 
learning processes were highlighted more than the outcome of the activity itself. Teachers organized the 
activities by giving certain tasks, encouraging students to explore the relevant information, cooperate with each 
other to fulfill the learning tasks and providing positive evaluation of the students’ performances. Specifically, 
students in Group A were divided into several study teams, which consisted of 3-5 students with different 
English language levels and different learning habits. They worked together to help each other and learn from 
each other in the learning activities. 
In English reading course, most of the tasks were reading comprehension and explanation. Students in groups 
were given questions and required to give their own answers and then the group answer. Students could also be 
asked to cooperate to write a summary of an article or give a presentation on a certain topic. Each of the team 
members would act as team leader, Master of ceremonies, secretary or recorder in different occasions to 
experience different roles in the activities. 
In cooperative learning, teachers and students worked in an equal and friendly atmosphere, being a participant or 
a helper during the learning process. According to the feedback from all the students of Group A, most students 
enjoyed cooperative learning, reporting that they feel more relaxed and active in the job.  
3. Outcomes and findings of the teaching experiments 
3.1 Scores Comparing between Group A and B and analysis of them.  
At the end of the first semester and the second semester, all the first-year joint-program students took the final 
examination in English reading course using the same papers. Score compared were conducted in reading scores, 
which was the most objective comparison among scores, between Group A and B were showed in table 2. 
3.2 post-questionnaire and the analysis of them.  
At the end of the first semester, we examined the development of the students’ autonomous learning by means of 
a multiple choice questionnaire to be answered by all the experimental students. These questions were:  
(1) Are there differences between your learning style in college and that in middle school?  
(2) Are you trying to find some new methods and effective ways for learning English?  
(3) Are you trying to learn English by all means in your spare time?  
(4) Do you know a lot about independent learning?  
(5) Are you interested in the idea of a computer-aided independent English learning program, which is offered in 
our campus?  
(6) Do you like to learn English on a computer?  
(7) In your opinion, does computer-aided English learning help with your creativity, communication ability, etc?  
(8) Do you need partners to work with in computer-aided learning autonomous activities?  
The possible answers to the questions were “Yes, I quite agree” (A), “may be I agree” (B), and “No, I don’t 
agree” (C). Table 5 summarizes the student responses. 
It was found that the majority of the students in Group A experienced the changes in the new college English 
learning model after three months training. Specifically, 94% of the students were trying the new strategies in 
their autonomous English learning; 38% of the students kept learning English by all means in their spare time; 
19% of the students had a lot of positive experiences in autonomous English learning, while 58% of the students 
could accept autonomous English learning anyway. Sixty-seven percent of the students were becoming quite 
interested in computer-aided autonomous learning style, while 42% of them could get used to it. Fifty-nine 
percent of the students enjoyed learning English using the internet, while 41% of them accepted that to some 
degree. In particular, 48% of the students thought the autonomous learning model could be quite helpful to their 
creativity power and social communicative ability, while 44% of them agreed with that. As to the needs of 
cooperative partners, 73% of the students felt they needed partners very often, while 22% of them agreed to have 
partners and became involved in cooperative learning activities, which suggested that they were getting used to 
the new learning style, generally speaking.  
Other answers to the questions also suggested that the majority of the students thought computer-aided learning 
was helpful to their classroom learning and they believed that their listening and reading competence were 
greatly improved during the process. For example, in the aspect of making their learning plan, 40% (25 students) 
learned to make their learning plan according to their learning level and special needs, with 36% (23 students) of 
the students could do that to a certain degree. See table 3.  
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3.3 Answers to the research questions in this paper 
According to above mentioned data, the answers to the research question (1), (2) and (3) are: 
(1) According examination scores comparisons, it was found that with the same teaching and learning time but 
different teaching and models used by the experimental group and the parallel group, the experimental group 
achieved more in English language learning.  
(2) The experimental students (in Group A) felt quite positive about computer-aided autonomous English 
language learning and got more motivated during the first year. After the students found that they had learned a 
lot they eventually became proactive not only during the process but also in the future English learning. 
4. Conclusion 
The computer-aided autonomous English learning model benefited the experimental students (Group A) since 
they had improved more greatly than other students, who had been taught in traditional way. Besides, the 
teaching experiments promoted the students English learning attitudes and competence, which would help in 
future English learning and studying abroad.  
It is expected that the students’ positive attitudes towards language learning and their autonomy in learning 
would lead students to bigger success in the long run and even to their future career. It is strongly hoped that the 
experiments of autonomous learning in HCFT can be of broad significance to the Chinese college English 
education system and Sino-foreign joint-program teaching model in improving the teaching effectiveness and 
fulfilling the final aim of world-wide higher education. 
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Table 1. Marks comparison between Group A and B in the first test given in October, 2008 

Course 
Scores 

Group Cases Mean 
Standard 
Deviation 

Standard Error Mean Variances 
t-test for Equality of Means 

T 
Sig. 
(2-tailed) 

Reading 
Score 

A 64 20.33 6.999 .875 Equal 
variances 
assumed 

.663 .509  
B 62 19.53 6.457 .820 

 
Table 2. Marks comparing between Group A and B in December, 2008 

2008.12 

Course Group Cases Mean Standard 
Deviation 

Standard 
Error 
Mean 

Variances 
t-test for Equality of Means 

T Sig. 
(2-tailed) 

Reading 
A 64 70.41 9.742 1.218 Equal 

variances 
assumed

3.951 .000  B 62 63.71 9.360 1.179 
 
Table 3. Results of the questionnaire in the first semester 

Questions 
Results (students number and percentage)
A B C 

Question 1 26(41%) 37(58%) 1(1%) 
Question 2 60(94%) 4(6%) 0 
Question 3 24(38%) 40(63%) 0 
Question 4 12(19%) 47(73%) 5(8%) 
Question 5 37(58%) 27(42%) 0 
Question 6 38(59%) 26(41%) 0 
Question 7 31(48%) 28(44%) 5(8%) 
Question 8 47(73%) 14(22%) 3(5%) 


