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two questionnaires (Culture of Learning Questionnaire and Learner
Autonomy Readiness Questionnaires) and semi-structured interviews. The
questionnaires were completed by 110 fourth-year student teachers of
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Findings indicate that the participants did not come from a learning
environment in which autonomy was fostered. However, they indicate their
readiness to take some responsibility for their own language learning and
implementing more autonomous activities outside the classrooms. In terms of
their becoming teachers in the future, they are not fully ready for promoting
learner autonomy among their future students, but they consider learner
autonomy important and plan to take small steps to create an autonomy-
supportive environment.
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Learner autonomy has become an important aspect of language education with
the increasing attention given to learner-centred approaches since the use of the
term by Holec (1981). Fostering learner autonomy is crucial as “[learner
autonomy] is viewed as both a desirable goal of education and a constituent
element of good teaching and learning” (Benson & Huang, 2008, p. 422).
Baume (1994) asserts that one of the key goals of higher education should be to
foster learner autonomy. In a similar vein, the importance of learner autonomy
in language teaching and second language teacher education (SLTE) programs
cannot be underestimated. According to Tschirhart and Rigler (2009), fostering
learner autonomy should be an integral part of modern language teaching
because if students become responsible for their own learning process,
language learning will be more efficient (Benson, 2001; Chan, 2016; Dafei,
2007; Iles, 2012; Little, 2008; Myartawan, Latief, & Suharmanto, 2013; Ribbe
& Benazilla, 2013; Scharle & Szabo, 2000).

It is necessary to understand learner autonomy so that teachers can
promote it (Little, 2007). Learner autonomy is commonly defined as either the
ability to take charge of one’s own learning (Field, 2007; Holec, 1981) or the
capacity to take control over one’s own learning (Benson, 2001). As autonomy
is a complex term, some scholars have tried to conceptualise it by focusing on
what autonomy is not (Benson, 2001; Dam, 1995; Little, 1991). Little (1991),
for instance, asserts that learner autonomy does not just mean self-instruction
without any outside help from a teacher or a tutor. Moreover, it is not only
about out-of-class learning (Benson, 2001), but it is also exercised in the
classroom environment (Dam, 1995). Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude
from these studies that autonomy is not learning without a teacher but it
requires teachers and learners to work collaboratively. Moreover,
understanding autonomy has a lot to do with understanding learning
experiences. Investigating previous experiences is important because as
Cotterall (1995) asserts, “learner confidence goes hand in hand with a belief in
one's ability to influence the outcome of learning and derives from perceptions
of previous learning experiences” (p. 201). These perceptions affect the
understanding of the autonomy and have an effect on future behaviours.

Language teachers are one of the stakeholders who are responsible for
fostering EFL learners’ learner autonomy. In line with this, Holec (1981)
argues that the “ability to take charge of one’s own learning” (p. 3) is not
necessarily inborn; on the contrary, someone needs to acquire it by natural
means or by formal learning. Having a sense of autonomy can be one of the
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characteristics of effective teachers because an effective teacher should foster
autonomous behaviour (Balgikanli, 2009). In order to be successful in teaching,
including in facilitating the development of learners’ learner autonomy,
teachers need to be autonomous themselves. As Little (1995) points out:

“[STuccessful learners have always been autonomous. The same is true of teacher
autonomy. Genuinely successful teachers have always been autonomous in the
sense of having a strong sense of personal responsibility for their teaching,
exercising via continuous reflection and analysis the highest possible degree of
affective and cognitive control of the teaching process, and exploiting the freedom
that this confers” (p. 179).

The quality of pre-service teacher training is a decisive factor in the
development of teacher autonomy (Castle, 2004), which is studied with diverse
variables such as teachers’ perspectives (Garvin, 2007), the environments
regarding the work (Pearson & Moomaw, 2006), decision making processes
(Friedman, 1999), and curriculum development (Dymoke & Harrison, 2006).
Therefore, understanding the student teachers’ perspectives regarding the
environment they will work in and their decision-making processes are
important to observe their readiness for teacher autonomy. Teacher autonomy
is a prerequisite for the development of learner autonomy (Little, 1995). The
quality of teacher education program with regard to the practicing of learner
autonomy plays a role on teacher autonomy as well. Decision making process
as a variable is directly related to entailing the concept of choice and this can
be achieved by practicing autonomy in teacher education programs. In other
words, the earlier language teachers are introduced with the concept and
principles of autonomy in their initial teacher training, the more likely they are
strong enough to foster it in their future students.

In the context of fostering autonomy in English language classes,
preparing teachers to promote learner autonomy in SLTE programs is therefore
of paramount importance. Pre-service teacher education can be regarded as a
venue to teach student teachers to become autonomous and to learn how to
promote their students’ autonomy. Language teachers need to develop
autonomous skills in their pre-service teacher education so that they can
develop positive attitudes towards the development of learner autonomy in
their own teaching (Balgikanli, 2010). However, it is also suggested that it
would be difficult for language teachers to use the tools of autonomous
learning (e.g., responsibilities, skills, motivation, and involving students in the
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teaching process and choosing activities that increase interest and motivation)
effectively if they were trained within an education system that had not
fostered autonomy (Erdogan, 2003; Sert, 2006). In other words, “language
teachers without any autonomy-oriented training may experience difficulties in
creating such a classroom culture” (Balgikanli, 2010, p. 91). Hence, ELT
student teachers need to be engaged in autonomous learning in their education.
It is only after this can they develop positive attitudes towards the development
of the autonomy of their future students.

Numerous studies have investigated Turkish EFL learners’ readiness for
learner autonomy (Balgikanli, 2010; Karabiyik, 2008; Sert, 2006; Yildirim,
2005). However, there is a need to investigate the culture of learning in which
ELT student teachers are educated because learner autonomy does not develop
spontaneously within the learner, but rather, it develops out of the learner’s
interaction with the outside world (Cotteral, 1995), and it cannot be reached
overnight (Bertoldi, Kollar, &Ricard, 1988). Therefore, this study set out to
investigate the student teachers’ learning culture, their own readiness for
learner autonomy, and their readiness to foster their future students’ autonomy.
Investigating the culture of learning in the high school and the culture of
learning in the SLTE program is necessary because readiness for learner
autonomy could provide guidance to decide further actions for stakeholders
such as curriculum developers, material designers and adapters, classroom
practitioners and teacher trainers (Ho & Crookall, 1995; Little, 1995; Scharle &
Szabo, 2000). To this end, the specific research questions are as follows:

1.  What kind of autonomous learning activities did Turkish EFL student
teachers get engaged in during their high school education?

2. To what extent are Turkish EFL student teachers ready for autonomous
language learning?

a. How do student teachers perceive their own and their teachers’
responsibilities in the language learning process in their SLTE
program?

b. What do they think about their decision-making abilities in foreign
language learning in their SLTE program?

c. What kind of autonomous learning activities do they engage in inside
and outside of the classroom in their SLTE program? What is the
frequency of these activities?
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METHOD

This study followed a mixed method design in which quantitative data
were collected via two kinds of questionnaires and qualitative data through
semi-structured interviews with volunteer student teachers. The questionnaires
examined autonomous learning activities of the participants in their high
schools and in their SLTE program, their views on their own and their
teachers’ responsibilities, and their decision-making abilities in their SLTE
program. Interviews were used to elicit in-depth data about their ideas in the
questionnaires.

The participants were 110 fourth year pre-service students of an SLTE
program at a public university in central Anatolia, Turkey. There were 120
student teachers enrolled in the program. The researchers could not reach ten
student teachers as they were absent while the study was ongoing and they did
not volunteer to participate later. In this four-year language teacher education
program, the participants took language skills courses such as lexicology,
grammar, reading, listening and pronunciation, speaking and writing in their
first year of education. They also took courses on introduction to education,
and educational psychology. After the third semester, they took courses such as
language acquisition, teaching of language skills, teaching English to young
learners, language testing, and material development. Practicum courses
(School Experience and Teaching Experience) were taken in the last year of the
program. In School Experience, student teachers observe mentor teachers in
real schools and take observational notes for their supervisors at the university.
In Teaching Experience, on the other hand, they both observe and teach for at
least eight hours in a semester and receive feedback from their mentor teachers
and supervisors.

The data for the study came from two questionnaires and semi-structured
interviews. While the first questionnaire examines the high school experiences
of the participants regarding learner autonomy, the second questionnaire
explores the autonomy levels of the participants in their SLTE program. The
first questionnaire, Culture of Learning Questionnaire, was developed by
Karabiyik (2008). There were 13 questions in the questionnaire. The first
question aimed to investigate the participants’ views about the general role of
the language teachers in their high schools. They were asked to rate it on a
five-point Likert scale ranging from ‘1°, representing the sole authority, to ‘5°,
representing facilitator. The second question aimed to see participants’
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perceptions about their role as a learner in their high school also on a five-point
Likert scale, ranging from °‘1°, representing teacher dependent to °5°,
representing autonomous. In the rest of the questions, from no. 3 to 13, the
student teachers were asked to mention the frequency of autonomous learning
activities they were engaged in during their high school education on a four-
point Likert ranging from ‘never’ to ‘frequently.’

The second questionnaire, Learner Autonomy Readiness Questionnaire,
was originally developed by Chan, Spratt, and Humphreys (2002) in order to
investigate the readiness of tertiary Hong Kong students for learner autonomy.
The questionnaire was translated into different languages and adapted to
different contexts. In this study, the adapted version by Karabiyik (2008) was
used. In the original questionnaire, there were 42 items and three sections. In
the first section of this five-point Likert scale, the students were asked to assess
their own and their teachers’ responsibilities in the language learning process.
In section two, students’ perceptions of their abilities to act autonomously were
inquired, whereas section three focused on students’ actual practices of
autonomous learning activities outside the classroom. The quantitative data
obtained from the questionnaires were analyzed through descriptive statistics
(frequency, percentages, mean, and standard deviation).

In addition to the questionnaires, semi-structured interviews with 23 of the
participants were conducted. Semi-structured interviews, which can be
considered between structured and unstructured interviews, allow a greater
flexibility regarding the organization of questions and allow for substantial
follow-up responses (Dornyei, 2007). In the interviews done in this study,
besides some pre-determined questions, an open-ended format is followed and
the raised issues can be elaborated. The interviews were conducted to deeply
understand the views, beliefs, and actions of the participants. All of the
interviewees were volunteers and each interview lasted approximately 20
minutes.

The pre-determined questions in the interview were: 1) What are your
beliefs about good language learning?; 2) What does a good language learner
do or have?; 3) What should be the roles of teachers and learners in the
language classrooms?; 4) Did the teaching and learning environment in your
high school help or hinder the development of autonomy? In what ways?; 5)
Does the teaching and learning environment at your university (in the ELT
program) help or hinder the development of autonomy? In what ways?; 6) Did
you prepare any portfolios in your high school or university?; 7) What did you
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do for your English when you were in high school and at the university?; 8) In
what ways do you compare your high school and university education?; 9)
How do you perceive yourself as a teacher to promote your learners’
autonomy?; 10) Do you know how to help your learners foster their autonomy?

The qualitative data gathered through the semi-structured interviews were
subjected to content analysis. According to Cresswell (2012), early data
analysis requires information organization and the transfer of spoken and
written information to a typed file. Hence, the audio-recorded data were
transcribed, and content analysis was conducted. Following the data analyses
procedure suggested by Cresswell (2012) and Patton (2014), the data were
intensively read to find themes and patterns (pattern recognition) and analysed
inductively to find patterns, themes, and categories. Then data reduction was
conducted focusing on the research questions. Last, the data were interpreted to
reach generalizations and relate them to literature.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
Findings

The findings from the study are presented in three folds: a) the student
teachers’ culture of learning (student teachers’ perceptions of their teachers’
role in high school and autonomous learning activities that the student teachers
engaged in when they were in their high schools), b) their readiness as learners
in the SLTE program (perceptions of their own and their teachers’
responsibilities, decision-making abilities, and engagement in autonomous
activities outside and in the class), and c) their readiness as teacher candidates
in promoting their future students’ learning autonomy.

Questionnaire Results

The findings related to participants’ language learning culture, referring to
the earlier autonomous learning activities the student teachers got engaged in
during their high school education, provide details about the student teachers’
perceptions of their own roles and their language teachers’ role for the
development of learner autonomy. The first question of the questionnaire
investigates the perceived general teacher profile in high schools. The results
are shown in Table 1.
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Table 1. Student Teachers’ Perceptions of their Teachers’ Role in High School

Sole
Question Authority

f % £ % f % f % f %

Facilitator M SD

1. Considering the

general teacher profile in

the high school you 8 9.4 10 11.8 28 329 28 329 11 129 3.28 1.13

graduated from, how

would you define the

role of your teachers in

class?
Note: Out of 110 participants, there were 25 units of missing data for the first question (Valid N:
853)

The results in Table 1 indicate that the teachers were neither the sole
authority nor the fully facilitator. In other words, considering the general
language teacher profile in the high school the participants graduated from,
they do not see the teachers either as the sole authority or a full facilitator. The
findings about the roles of the participants are illustrated in Table 2.

Table 2. Student Teachers’ Perceptions of Their Own Roles in High School

Teacher- Autonomous
Dependent
ti M SD
Question £ % £ % f % f % f %
2. How would you define your 0 0 12 14 19 22.1 36 419 19 22.1 3.72 .966
role as a learner when you were in
the high school?

Note: Out of 110 participants, there were 24 units of missing data for the second question (Valid
N: 86)

Table 2 shows that the participants were not completely autonomous or
teacher-dependent. However, they believed their role was closer to autonomous
than to teacher-dependent.

In order to see the general picture of the frequency of autonomous learning
activities that the participants engaged in, mean score and standard deviations
were computed (Table 3).
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Table 3. Autonomous Learning Activities that the Student Teachers Engaged in
Their High Schools

Throughout your high school
education,

Never

Rarely

Sometimes Frequently

f

%

f

%

f

%

f

%

M

SD

3. How often were you asked
to participate in group/pair
work activities?

5

4.6

22

20.2

45

41.3

37

33.9

3.05

.854

4. How often were you asked
to evaluate your own work?

14

12.7

33

30

40

36.4

23

20.9

2.65

952

5. How often were you asked
to evaluate your peers’ work?

21

19.3

33

30.3

41

37.6

12.8

2.44

.947

6. How often were you asked
to choose your partners that
you wanted to work with?

7.3

14

12.7

37

33.6

51

46.4

3.19

924

7. How often were you asked
to participate in a project
work?

10

9.3

25

23.1

47

43.5

26

24.1

2.82

905

8. How often did your teachers
ask you to choose what
activities to use in your
lessons?

21

19.3

36

33

38

349

12.8

241

945

9. How often did your teachers
ask you to choose what
materials to use in your
lessons?

29

26.6

32

29.4

38

349

9.2

2.27

.959

10. How often were you asked
to set your own learning goals?

16

14.7

23

21.1

44

40.4

26

23.9

2.73

987

11. How often were you asked
to evaluate your course?

16

15

36

33.6

33

30.8

22

20.6

2.57

982

12. How often were you asked
to decide what you should
learn next?

23

213

43

39.8

34

315

7.4

2.25

.887

13. How often were you asked
to prepare portfolios?

45

413

27

24.8

20

18.3

2.08

1.107

N: 110
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The results in Table 3 show that participants rarely got engaged in
autonomous learning activities in their high schools, which means that the
average participants started to study at university without having been exposed
to autonomous learning activities. The items that were most commonly
mentioned were choosing partners to work with, being asked to participate in
group/pair work activities and being asked to participate in a project work.

The second questionnaire in the study, the Learner Autonomy Readiness
Questionnaire was used to explore the participants’ own autonomy levels
related to their experiences during the SLTE program which they enrolled in.
This section thus presents the findings related to the second research question
and its sub-questions. Firstly, student teachers’ perceptions of their and their
teachers’ responsibilities in the SLTE program have been investigated (see
Table 4).

Table 4. Perceptions of their Own and their Teachers’ Responsibilities

Completely Mostly Half Mostly Completely

the the mine, mine, mine
In English lessons, whose teacher’s teacher’s, half the partly M SD
responsibility should it be partly teacher’s the
to, mine teacher’s

f % f % f % f % f %

14. make sure you make 4 3.7 13 119 45 413 38 349 9 83 332 922
progress during lessons
15. make sure you make 3 27 2 1.8 13 11.8 30 273 62 564 433 .949

progress outside the class

16. stimulate your interest 4 3.7 14 128 24 22 30 27.5 37 339 3.75 1.164
in learning English

17. identify your 5 45 8 73 28 255 33 30 36 327 3.79 1.118
weaknesses in English

18. make you work harder 3 27 7 64 13 11.8 33 30 54 49.1 4.16 1.045

19. decide the objectives of 14 12.8 13 11.9 29 26.6 29 26.6 24 22 333 1.299
the English course

20. decide what you should 21 193 29 26.6 31 284 18 165 10 9.2 270 1.221
learn next
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Completely Mostly Half Mostly Completely

the the mine, mine, mine
In English lessons, whose teacher’s teacher’s, halfthe partly M SD
responsibility should it be partly teacher’s the
to, mine teacher’s

f % f % f % f % f %

21. choose what activities 18 164 29 264 40 364 17 155 6 5.5 2.67 1.093
to use in your English
lessons

22. decide how long to 32291 34 309 23 209 13 11.8 8 7.3 237 1.226
spend on each activity

23. choose what materials 17 155 35 31.8 33 30 15 13.6 10 9.1 2.69 1.163
to use in your English
lessons

24. evaluate your learning 24 21.8 23 209 35 31.8 17 155 11 10 271 1.251

25. evaluate your course 19 173 31 282 37 336 14 12.7 9 82 2.66 1.152

26. decide what you learn 5 45 6 55 14 127 25 227 60 545 4.17 1.132
outside the class

Table 4 shows that making progress outside the class, working harder,
and deciding what to learn outside the class are mostly the students’
responsibility as mentioned by the participants. On the other hand, deciding
how long to spend on each activity and evaluating the course are mostly the
teachers’ responsibility. Although participants are willing to take responsibility
for certain areas of their learning within the classroom, they give the
responsibility to the teacher, especially learning outside the class.

The activities that the participants rated themselves as close to ‘very good’
in terms of decision-making in the class, according to the mean scores, are
choosing learning activities outside the class, evaluating their courses,
identifying weaknesses in learning English, choosing learning materials
outside the class, and choosing learning objectives outside the class. This is
presented in more details in Table 5.
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Table 5. Decision-Making Abilities

Very Very

Poor Poor OK Good ood SD

How do you think you &
would be at: f % f % f % f % f %

27. choosing learning 3 27 5 45 38 345 44 40 20 182 3.66 911
activities in class?
28. choosing learning 3 27 3 27 28 255 42 382 34 309 392 .959
activities outside class?
29. choosing learning 1 09 5 45 41 373 49 445 14 127 3.64 .798
objectives in the class?
30. choosing learning 0 0 6 55 35 31.8 36 327 33 30 3.87 .910
objectives outside the
class?
31.choosing learning 1 9 6 55 43 39.1 40 364 20 182 3.65 .872
materials in the class?
32. choosing learning 0 0 5 45 33 30 41 373 31 282 389 .871
materials outside the
class?
33. evaluating your 0 0 3 27 38 345 49 445 20 182 3.78 .771
learning?
34. evaluating your 0 0 4 36 27 245 62 564 17 155 3.84 .723
course?
35.identifying your 0 0 3 27 26 236 51 464 30 273 398 .790
weaknesses in learning
English?

36. deciding what you 2 1.8 8 73 37 33.6 45 409 18 164 3.63 .907
should learn next in your
English lessons?

The third part of the “Readiness for Learner Autonomy Questionnaire” is
related to the autonomous language learning activities that participants carried
out outside the class during their SLTE program. The mean scores in Table 6
show that except for some activities (watching English movies, listening to
English songs, watching English TV programs), the participants did not
frequently get engaged in out-of-class autonomous activities.
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Table 6. Engagement in Autonomous Activities outside the Class

In your BA, outside of class, Never Rarely Sometimes  Often M SD
without having been

assigned to do so, how often f % f % f % £ %

did you:

38. read grammar books on 18 165 35 321 36 33 20 183 253 .977
your own?

39. note down new words and 9 82 21 19.1 47 427 33 30 295 .907
their meanings?

40. send letters to your pen- 50 455 27 245 21 19.1 12 109 195 1.044
friends?

41. read newspapers in 16 145 36 32.7 44 40 14 12.7 2.51 .896
English?

42. send e-mails in English? 23 209 26 236 35 31.8 26 23.6 2.58 1.070
43. read books or magazines 8 73 20 182 50 455 32 29.1 296 .877
in English?

44. watch English TV 5 45 12 109 37 336 56 509 331 .843
programs?

45. listen to English radio? 18 164 23 209 38 345 31 282 2.75 1.044
46. listen to English songs? 3 27 11 10 33 30 63 573 3.42 .783
47. speak English with native 10 9.5 28 255 41 373 31 282 2.85 .940
speakers?

48. practice using English 9 82 44 40 35 318 22 20 2.64 .896
with friends?

49. watch English movies? 7 64 11 10 31 282 61 555 3.33 .900
50. write a diary in English? 58 527 21 19.1 17 155 14 127 1.88 1.090
51. use the Internet in 15 138 19 174 34 312 41 37.6 293 1.052
English?

52. review your written work 24 22 28 257 36 33 21 193 250 1.042
on your own?

53. attend a self-study centre? 41  37.6 33 303 26 239 9 83 203 .976
54. talk to your teacher about 24 222 34 315 35 324 15 139 238 .983

your work?
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Table 7 shows the participants’ engagement in autonomous activities in
their classes at the SLTE program. The findings show that the percentages of
the participants’ involvement in autonomous activities in the class were
considerably low compared to the percentages in the out-of-class activities in
Table 6. In other words, the mean scores of in-class activities are lower than
some of the outside classroom activities. The out-of-class activities that are
most frequently done by the student teachers are /listening to English songs and
watching English movies or TV programs. This might relate to the fact that
they like to be involved in real-life activities while the classroom activities
might be seen as artificial and they can be boring for some student teachers.

Table 7. Engagement in Autonomous Activities in Class

In your BA, in class, how Never Rarely Sometimes Often M SD
often did you:

f % f % f % f %

55. ask the teacher 5 46 39 358 26 239 39 358 291 948
questions when you do not
understand?

56. make suggestions to 24 22 34 312 29 266 22 202 245 1.050
the teacher?

57. take opportunities to 5 46 32 296 45 417 26 241 285 841
speak English?

The student teachers’ readiness for promoting their future students’
learning autonomy was tracked in the interview data. The interview findings
provide insights into participants’ culture of learning, readiness as students, and
readiness as teacher candidates in promoting their future students’ learning
autonomy.

Interview Results

In order to provide a deeper analysis of the beliefs, opinions, and actions
of the participants, 23 semi-structured interviews were conducted with
volunteer student teachers. The findings are illustrated regarding the questions
in the interview. Concerning the questions, “What are your beliefs about good
language learning? What does a good language learner do or have?”, most of
the student teachers said that good language learners should be confident of
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their abilities to learn English well and should have a strong willingness and
motivation to learn. The following comments can be given as representative
answers:

“A good language learner is confident, searches everything, tries to find different
sources, and also writes down new words s/he learns.”

“A good language learner listens and speaks. S/he tries to understand English
wherever s/he may be and whatever the circumstances may be.”

In relation to the question “What should be the roles of teachers and
learners in the language classrooms?”, it can be said that student teachers view
teachers’ roles as they should be in an autonomous classroom environment.
The voiced opinions show that the student teachers believe in the importance of
teachers for learner autonomy. They understand that autonomy does not refer
to learning without a teacher. Moreover, they support the view that teacher and
learner roles should be shared. Teachers should be facilitators and learners
should be active in decision-making processes. Here are two sample opinions
of the student teachers:

“Students should not depend on teachers for everything. Of course, the role of the
teachers and their responsibility is important, but teachers need to take students’
needs into consideration.”

“Our teachers were the sole authority in our high school. I graduated from general

high school. The teachers just told us the names of the materials to study for the

university entrance exam. Language teachers should be a guide but not in this
way.”

As for the question “Did the teaching and learning environment in your
high school help or hinder the development of autonomy? In what ways?” the
participants’ responses in the interviews for this question yielded somewhat
conflicting results regarding being able to choose materials or not. While some
of the participants seem to experience freedom to choose among some options,
the options they were given were limited and not allowing them to be fully
autonomous.

“Teachers gave us the opportunity to choose. They allowed us to choose the
materials, but those materials were only related to preparation tests for the
university entrance exam.”

“Everything was pre-determined. The classroom design was unfit to allow the
teacher to do the job truly. I was in the USA in elementary and middle school.
There they had round tables to make group work easier. There was also a rug in
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the class for different activities. In the high school in Turkey, the classroom
environment was not suitable for autonomy.”

“The teachers allowed us to choose materials and activities, but they were only
about grammar and reading.”

In response to the question, “Does the teaching and learning environment
at your university (in the ELT program) help or hinder the development of
autonomy? In what ways?”, the participants believe that their experiences in
the SLTE program were better than the high school considering the
appropriateness of the learning environment to help develop autonomy.
However, the SLTE was also not satisfactorily contributing to learner
autonomy, such as, in terms of encouraging them to use the resources they have
to improve their learning. Here are the opinions:

“I do not think it helps the development of autonomy. However, it is better than
high school.”

“I use my cell-phone in English. I love English, but in this program, I did not
want to do anything. The program did not increase my motivation.”

The next questions in the interview were, “Did you prepare any portfolios
in your high school or university? What did you do for your English when you
were in the high school and at the university” The aim of asking a question
about portfolios was understanding whether the participants had a portfolio-
based autonomous organization of the class. This was important to understand
their autonomous learning experiences. The answers show that they were not
involved in a portfolio-based language learning both in the high school and in
the SLTE program. The answers also show that they had a simple
understanding of portfolios as they believed that having a collection of test
books can be considered as a portfolio. The following answers are a summary
of the student teachers’ views regarding this:

“We did not prepare portfolios in high school; we never talked in English, we
only worked with multiple-choice tests. At the university, we prepared portfolios
a few times.”

“In my high school, I did not prepare any portfolios during my education.
Teachers prepared us for the university entrance exam. We did lots of grammar
and reading in high school. At the university, we did not speak or write English.
My reading and grammar have worsened because of it.”

Another question in the interview: “In what ways do you compare your
high school and university education”, aimed at allowing the interviewees to
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add anything they wanted to express or found important. The extracts below
indicate the issue regarding the national test students have to take in Turkey,
which focuses on reading, vocabulary, and grammar, while excluding listening,
speaking and writing. This situation affected the contents of the English
teaching in high school as well as in the SLTE program. Here are the
representative excerpts from the interview:

“I was in Germany in the high school. We focused on listening, writing, and
speaking. However, at the university, the focus was on grammar, reading, and
metalanguage.”

“We used to choose materials and activities in the high school, but they were
directly related to the university entrance exam. The professors did not ask our
opinions in the ELT program.”

A final question was asked to the student teachers to track their readiness
to promote their future students’ learning autonomy. The question was: “How
do you perceive yourself as a teacher to promote your learners’ autonomy and
do you know how to help your learners foster their autonomy?” The answers
indicate that they are not fully ready to promote learner autonomy among their
future students, but they consider learner autonomy important and plan to take
small steps to create an autonomy-supportive environment. The first quote
below shows that the student teacher is planning to get help from his teachers
trainers when he faces a problem. This indicates that the learner attaches
significance to trainer support, which is good for his professional development.
However, it can also be considered an issue of theory-practice gap. The first
quotation shows that the student teacher is not planning to apply research
findings but simply ask someone else for help, while the second quotation
shows that the student teachers are not fully aware of the ways a teacher can
help foster their students’ learner autonomy.

“When I become a real teacher, I will ask some questions to my teacher trainers
and then I will act accordingly. However, I will try to launch a conversation club
in which my learners will practice the language. They need to be free and
courageous to speak and to use the language.”

“I am not sure about the things I can do for my learners to make them more
autonomous but I will try to focus on listening and speaking instead of only
grammar and reading. Also, I can try to design one of the classrooms as a
language class in which learners can find some books and posters.”



Kartal & Balgikanli, Tracking the Culture of Learning and Readiness for LA 39

Discussion

This study tracked student teachers’ previous engagement in autonomous
learning in their high schools, investigated the readiness for learner autonomy,
and examined their readiness to promote their future learners’ autonomy. The
findings supported the idea that the student teachers lack autonomy in language
learning both in the high schools and at their teacher education program at the
university. Although learner autonomy is one of the objectives of the current
English language program (Balgikanli, 2010, Cakici, 2017; Yumuk, 2002),
teacher-centered approaches are still dominant, which results in problems for
teachers to have the desirability and feasibility to foster their students’
autonomy (Chan, 2003; Keuk & Heng, 2016). When the participants’ learning
experiences during high school and university education are compared, the
participants experienced a more autonomous environment in the university than
in high school. This confirms previous studies on Turkish EFL students’
learner autonomy which show that Turkish students are lacking in autonomy
and it interferes with the development of their language skills (Karabryik,
2008; Kogak, 2003). Yumuk (2002) explains the situation in Turkey clearly.

“One of the main problems facing students entering university in Turkey is the
prevailing view that the teacher is the dominant authority who controls learning,
which contradicts the active role learners should take in academic contexts in
order to process the flow of new information.” (p. 152)

The findings revealed that learner autonomy is considered a vital part of
learning by almost all respondents in the study (95%) as also found in Chan,
Spratt, and Humphreys’ (2002) study, which investigated the readiness of
Hong Kong students for learner autonomy. The student teachers also seem to
have some definite ideas about the teacher and student roles inside and outside
the classroom. In line with this, Ho and Crookall (1995) argue that autonomy
requires not only independence from the teacher but also shared decision-
making between the teacher and the students.

When the out-of-class activities are considered, the findings revealed that
the student teachers mostly watched movies and listened to songs. Similar
results were found by Okumus-Ceylan (2014) for Turkish EFL learners. The
fact that they did not really do other activities to support their English learning
might be related to conditions they are in. For example, they may not simply
have the opportunity for ‘reading newspapers in English’ or ‘talking to
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foreigners in English.'" This was congruent with Yildirim’s (2005) assumption
that participants do not have access to these resources. Chan et al. (2002, p.
256) believe that “teachers seeking to promote autonomous behaviour in the
form of outside-class activities may have more immediate success if they build
on those that students already engage in, rather than on those activities which
would require students to change their attitudes or behaviour” (p. 256). The
student teachers then need to be encouraged to continue what they have been
doing to improve their language proficiency. Apart from that, teacher trainers
can further motivate and direct the student teachers to conduct some other
similar activities outside the class, such as listening to podcasts, reading
newspapers, and so on.

Another crucial issue is the finding related to the first research question
which showed that student teachers consider themselves neither completely
autonomous nor teacher dependent when they were in high school. They
believed that their role was closer to being less teacher-dependent. However, a
deeper analysis of the interviews revealed that student teachers’ autonomy
were pretty much limited to choosing test materials to study for their exam to
enter university. The interviews also showed that the frequency of preparing
portfolios in the high school was mainly about collecting exam-related
materials (grammar books and examination tests) for self-study. It is reasonable
to conclude that Turkish ELT student teachers are somewhat ready to be
autonomous but the learning environment hinders them to fully utilize their
autonomy for effective language learning.

In Turkey, teachers are reported to continue to use the grammar-
translation method (Akalin & Zengin, 2007; Biiyiikyavuz & Inal, 2008; Oktay,
2015). One of the reasons to insist on this method is that it is considered the
best route to success for the students in the university entrance exam in Turkey
as students need to take a national university entrance exam and a Foreign
Language Test (FLT). Reading, vocabulary, and grammar questions are tested
in the FLT. In contrast, there is no national assessment done for listening,
writing and speaking skills. The exam-oriented education policy in Turkey
results in an obstacle not only to success in foreign language learning,
especially success in productive skills but also to the development of learner
autonomy both in the high school and at the SLTE program.

It is inaccurate, however, to conclude that Turkish ELT student teachers
do not have the capacity for autonomy because they come from a teacher-
centred and exam-oriented culture of learning. Some of the student teachers
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involved in the study, for example, were found to be capable of working
independently and as long as they were allowed to be autonomous and guided
appropriately they could develop their autonomy further.

Curriculum design plays an important role to ensure students receive
appropriate support and guidance to foster learner autonomy. In line with that,
according to Benson (2001), learner involvement in a decision-making process
begins at the level of curriculum, and it shows the importance of curriculum in
an autonomous learning environment. In Turkey, the Council of Higher
Education (CoHE) regulates the teacher education programs including SLTE
programs. In 2018, CoHE published a new curriculum for teacher education
programs in Turkey. CoHE has regulated all the compulsory and selective
courses in the SLTE programs as well. On the other hand, one year prior to the
new program by the CoHE, The Turkish Ministry of National Education
(MoNE) reviewed its educational policy to redefine teacher competencies in
line with the 2l1st-century skills such as critical thinking, innovative
production, effective communication, respect for cultural differences, and
cooperation. MoNE has redefined general teacher competencies under three
main components: 1) teacher knowledge, 2) teacher skills, and 3) attitude and
values, which cannot be fulfilled without autonomous environments. Moreover,
these teacher competencies should be considered in each program with all the
stakeholders. If the CoHE and MoNE do not cooperate and provide the
necessary support for the student teachers to develop an autonomous and self-
directed approach to learning in the SLTE programs, it is not likely that these
teachers are able to promote the culture of learner autonomy among their future
students. The change should begin with the SLTE programs and from there, it
is strongly expected that the culture of learner autonomy would become
widespread at every level of education.

CONCLUSIONS

This study explored fourth-year ELT student teachers’ culture of learning,
their readiness for learner autonomy, and their readiness as teacher candidates
in promoting their students’ learning autonomy. Even though the participants in
this study had not started teaching English in real classes, it is important to
investigate their readiness because it is evident in the literature that teachers
can create a more suitable autonomous environment for their students only if
they know their readiness for their own learner autonomy.
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In terms of culture of learning, it was found that the participants
considered themselves to be less teacher-dependent during high school in a
way that they have some autonomy in choosing learning materials. However,
their freedom of choice seemed to be limited to exam-related materials. They
also did not really engage in autonomous learning activities during high school.
During the SLTE program, however, a lot of the participants are already
practising some kind of autonomous activities (watching English movies and
TV series, listening to English songs, using the Internet in English) outside the
classroom, albeit rarely. Findings also show that student teachers are ready to
take responsibility for their own language learning. Here, readiness means that
they have satisfactory degrees of responsibility and this is a sign of motivation
for future actions. Taking all these into consideration, since students do not
become automatically autonomous in the classroom (Little, 1995), foreign
language teachers in Turkey should try to foster their students’ autonomy not
only in universities but also in the high schools. Taken as a whole, it is revealed
that even though student teachers of English are not fully ready for promoting
learner autonomy of their future students, they consider learner autonomy
important and plan to take small steps to create an autonomy-supportive
environment.

The findings of the study imply the urgent need to foster learner autonomy
among student teachers in SLTE programs in hope that they would be able to
transfer the culture of learner autonomy that they have developed and
experienced, among their future students. The findings also provide several
further research directions. There is a need for more studies of learner
autonomy in primary and secondary schools in Turkey. Future studies may
consider observing the real classrooms and thus explore whether the autonomy
is fostered in these classrooms or not. It is clearly stated in the literature that
autonomy perceptions and practices are affected by contextual factors. Future
studies may consider exploring detailed contextual factors on teachers’
perceptions and in-class practices. Moreover, a case study can be conducted in
a further study with different levels of students to get more detailed
information about how learners perceive and practice autonomy in their
learning.
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