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Abstract 
This paper explores Chinese university EFL students’ perceptions of learner autonomy in 
language learning through a digital storytelling intervention. The survey aims to investigate 
whether students’ learner autonomy was developed through the intervention and compared 
the perceptions of students of two different language performance levels. The principal 
measuring instruments were a questionnaire, a pretest, a posttest and student diaries. The 
results of the survey indicated that students’ learner autonomy was developed to some extent 
through the intervention and that there were significant differences between successful and 
less successful learners, as regards their opinions of learner autonomy. It is worth noting that 
after the intervention, a large proportion of students were in favor of autonomous approaches 
than before. A significant number of students expressed the desire, in their diaries, to work 
autonomously rather than study passively. The survey reflects that success is related to 
autonomy. Autonomy therefore means success. Success is created by autonomy and vice 
versa. 

Keywords: Chinese university EFL learners; learner autonomy; learners’ perceptions; 
digital storytelling 

 
Introduction 

The traditional teacher-centered 
approach to Chinese EFL learning has 
caused the “deaf and dumb” English 
phenomenon that is prevalent in China. 

Although the Chinese Ministry of Education 
(MOE) has invested heavily in integrating 
computers and technology with all areas of 
learning, the researchers have noticed that 
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teachers and students, in general, struggle to 
incorporate computer applications into 
regular classroom instructional practices to 
enhance learning because of ineffective and 
inappropriate training as well as a lack of 
vision as to how technology can improve 
learning. It thus often happens in authentic 
situations that technology-based approaches 
would give some sort of challenge to the 
teachers and students because they have 
never been introduced to these activities 
(Pritchard, 2004). In addition, in the less 
developed provinces, few previous studies 
have examined the potential of 
computer-supported project-based learning 
as a specific autonomous activity. The 
impact of new technologies in educational 
contexts has been mostly positive as new 
technologies have given educators the 
opportunity to enhance their knowledge, 
skills, and therefore enhance the standard of 
education. However, great things come from 
people – not machines (Lian, 2004). 
People’s perceptions guide their actions and 
their actions in return affect their 
perceptions. Therefore, it is necessary to 

explore whether students’ learner autonomy 
can be developed through an intervention of 
technology–enhanced learning activities. 
Moreover, it is also of great importance to 
investigate whether students of different 
language performance levels have different 
perceptions of learner autonomy. The 
present study hereby aims to investigate 
students’ perceptions of learner autonomy in 
language learning in the context of a 
Chinese university. 
Research questions 

The purpose of this study is to 
investigate Chinese university EFL students’ 
perceptions of learner autonomy in language 
learning and whether students of different 
language performance levels apply learner 
autonomy differently. In accordance with 
the purpose of the study, the following 
research questions were proposed: Can 
students’ learner autonomy be developed 
through a digital storytelling intervention? 
Are there any differences between 
successful and less successful learners, as 
regards their perceptions of learner 
autonomy?  
 

Literature review 
There exists some disagreement on the 

definition of learner autonomy, especially 
on its details. However, there exists a 
general agreement on a definition first 
introduced in a project report to the council 
of Europe: autonomy is the ability to take 
charge of one’s own learning (Holec, 1981). 
Dryden (2010) defines autonomy as an 
individual’s capacity for self-determination 
or self-governance. According to Benson 
(2013), autonomy can be defined as the 
capacity to take charge of one’s own 
learning and the ability of learners to control 
their own learning. Littlewood (1996) 
emphasized that students’ willingness to act 
independently depends on the level of their 

motivation and confidence. Students’ ability 
to act independently depends on the level of 
their knowledge and skills. The key 
principle of learner autonomy is the 
emphasis on the role of the learner rather 
than the role of the teacher. In an 
autonomous language classroom teachers do 
not play the role of transmitters of 
information but manage the activities in the 
classroom and maintain learning 
environment that encourage learners to view 
learning as a lifelong process (Lowes & 
Target, 1998; Jacobs & Farrell, 2001). 
Nevertheless, it does not mean the 
disappearance of the teacher but a role for 
the teacher as advisor and resource person 
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and as a counselor for developing the 
necessary autonomy (Lian, 2014). So, the 
purpose of learner autonomy research is to 
help students to take control over their 
learning (Holec, 1981; Little, 1991; 
Pemberson et al.1996; Benson, 2013). 
Educational researcher Dr. Sugata Mitra’s 
“Hole in the Wall” experiments have shown 
that, in the absence of supervision or formal 
teaching, children can teach themselves and 
each other, if they’re motivated by curiosity 
and peer interest (Mitra, 2013). Thus it can 
be said that the fostering of learner 
independence beginning in a class room 
environment can very well be extended 
beyond it (Najeeb, 2013). Different 
perspectives seem to be supported by 
different theoretical assumptions. The 
technical perspective focuses on the 
physical settings of learning; the 
psychological orientation cares more about 
the mental attributes that permit autonomy; 
the political or critical perspective 
concentrates on issues of power and control, 
while the socio-cultural perspective has a 
main interest in the roles of interaction and 
social participation in the development of 
learner autonomy. Palfreyman (2003) claims 
that in real educational settings such 
perspectives are not black-and-white 
alternatives. In short, what learner autonomy 
means to teachers and students remains 
largely unstudied, especially in the context 
of the Chinese university. 

Learner autonomy in language learning 
can be investigated through different models 
of technology-enhanced learning. 
Traditionally, the teacher has always been 
the center of the language teaching class. 
However, nowadays, teaching style in 
classroom has changed from being 
lecture-based to being project-based 
(Thomas, 2000), where students become the 
center of learning. Güven (2014) states that 

project-based learning could be used as a 
means to guide learners to advance towards 
autonomous learning through experiencing 
and solving real world problems. Shih et al. 
(2010) further reveals that project-based 
learning could be a student-centered 
learning model to promote the learning 
achievement of students because students 
learned by doing it themselves. Moreover, 
Pedersen and Liu (2002) point out that 
technology can play an important role in 
facilitating project-based learning by 
enhancing students’ interest and supporting 
information-gathering and presentation. 
Rattanathavorn (2014) also showed that 
project-based learning helped motivate 
learner autonomy successfully. Moreover, 
from the interviews, it was found that the 
students in the experimental group enjoyed 
the project-based learning activity and 
thought it helpful because of the 
digital-storytelling aspect (Hung et al., 
2012). It is therefore reasonable to attribute 
the success of the project-based learning 
approach implemented here to 
digital-storytelling activity since it provides 
not only an interesting way for the students 
to present their findings, but also an 
opportunity for them to conduct active 
learning and organize their knowledge. 
However, learner autonomy is a broad area. 
It not only encompasses the classroom 
situations but also the out-of-class situations. 
Regarding the contexts in which it is applied. 
As a particular activity of learner autonomy, 
a digital storytelling intervention used as a 
project-based learning was thus applied in 
this study to investigate students’ 
perceptions of learner autonomy. It is 
important to explore the different 
perceptions of learners in language learning 
because no two learners are alike and 
individualization needs individualized 
support to maximize learning outcomes 
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(Lian & Sangarun 2017). To explore the 
different perceptions of EFL leaners is thus 
to investigate their essential characteristic of 
precision (language) education which is the 
desire to access information that is as 

detailed and accurate as possible about 
learner characteristics and performances in 
order to initiate the most effective 
intervention in support of the students’ 
learning efforts (Lian & Sangarun 2017). 
 

Methods
Participants 

The main focus of the present study 
was a survey conducted to explore Chinese 
university EFL students’ perceptions of 
learner autonomy in language learning 
through a digital storytelling intervention in 
Qiannan Normal University for 
Nationalities. The survey aims to investigate 
whether students’ learner autonomy was 
developed through the intervention and 
compared the perceptions of students of two 
different language performance levels. The 
survey was done on the basis of a 12-week 
digital storytelling intervention in an 
English speaking course. The intervention 
was necessary because as a project-based 
learning activity digital storytelling would 
help to detect students’ perceptions of 
learner autonomy. The entire population for 
this study consisted of 100 English major 
undergraduates from two intact classes of 
EFL students that were taught by the same 
teacher. Both classes were in their second 
year of study in the School of Foreign 
Languages in Qiannan Normal University 
for Nationalities. As the number of students 
was manageable, the entire population 
participated in this study and selecting a 
representative sample was not necessary. All 
participants had studied English for a 
minimum of 11 years. They were 
homogeneous in terms of their levels of 
speaking skills. The reason that the 
researchers chose second-year 
undergraduate students to be participants in 
this study was that they had been in 
university for one year and had become used 

to the teacher’s teaching method and had 
learned to be independent somehow in study 
and might have looked for some 
autonomous learning methods to improve 
their English speaking skills, which was 
suitable for the present study.  
Instruments 

Firstly, the two intact groups of 
students were randomly assigned as the 
control group and the experimental group. 
In order to determine whether there were 
significant differences between the groups 
before the experiment, the two groups of 
participants were pretested with the 
speaking test randomly selected from 
previous TEM4-Oral. The two speaking 
tests were of about the same difficulty level. 
The researcher randomly chose one as a 
pretest and the other as a posttest. Secondly, 
in order to investigate whether students’ 
learner autonomy was developed through 
intervention of digital storytelling and 
whether there were any differences between 
two groups and two levels of learners as 
regards their perceptions of learner 
autonomy, a questionnaire of students’ 
perceptions of learner autonomy was 
administered among the students of both 
control group and experimental group 
before and after the experiment. 

In order to examine the population’s 
perceptions of learner autonomy to check 
whether there were any differences found 
between successful and less successful 
learners and whether there were any 
differences found before and after the 
experiment, the questionnaire was adopted 
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with a slight change from Joshi (2011) who 
prepared the tools being based on the ideas 
of the researchers like Zhang and Li (2004), 
Lamb and Reinders (2008). Before the 
experiment, the population was given a 
questionnaire about learner autonomy with 
responses on a 5-point Likert scale ranging 
from ‘Strongly Agree’ (5) to ‘Strongly 
Disagree’ (1) for each of 31 statements. 
Based on students’ speaking scores from a 
speaking pretest, they were divided into two 
groups labelled as “successful” and “less 
successful” in order to get two different 
types of learner samples. After the 
experiment, the participants were then again 
divided into two “successful” and “less 
successful” groups on the basis of their 
scores in a posttest in order to check 
whether there were any changes after the 
digital storytelling intervention. 

In order to get in-depth data about 
students’ perceptions of autonomous 
activities, a qualitative method was 
employed. Each participant in both control 
group and experimental group was asked to 
keep a diary to record their learning time 
and other aspects about their learning to 
speak English in and out of class including 
their feelings of daily learning. It was hoped 
that data from the student diaries would 
provide the researchers with an overview 
and in-depth information about the students’ 
opinions and reflections on the present study. 
Content analysis was used when qualitative 
data had been collected through the student 
diaries. Content analysis is a procedure for 
the categorization of verbal or behavioral 
data, for purposes of classification, 
summarization and tabulation (Taylor et al., 

2015). The qualitative data is analyzed 
thematically and describes a “live” picture 
of the situation since anthropological and 
ethnographic methods are used to study the 
participants rather than designing an 
experiment which artificially controls 
variables (Lowhorn, 2007). 
Data Analysis 

In order to analyze the data for the 
research questions relating to the 
autonomous activities that students engage 
in when learning English, whether students’ 
learner autonomy was developed through a 
digital storytelling intervention and whether 
there were any differences found between 
successful and less successful learners, as 
regards their perceptions of learner 
autonomy, two groups of learners 
(successful, less successful) were identified 
based on their speaking test in pretest and 
the posttest scores respectively before and 
after the experiment in order to get two 
different types of learner samples. 
Descriptive statistics were used for 
summarizing data frequency. A Chi-square 
test was utilized to identify the tendency of 
the distribution of the questionnaire 
responses. 

In order to strengthen the above 
quantitative data, qualitative data were 
collected and analyzed. All 100 students in 
both the experimental group and control 
group submitted their diaries. Information 
from the diaries were grouped, coded, and 
categorized to be reported as results. The 
aim of context analysis was to make sense 
of the data collected and to highlight the 
important messages, features or findings.

 
Results 

Quantitative findings 
Based on the pretest scores and posttest 

scores, two groups of learners (successful 
and less successful) were identified in order 
to get two different types of learner samples. 
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The mean scores of pretest and posttest were 
85.63 and 88.12 respectively as seen in the 
Table below. 

As for the pretest, students getting a 
score above the mean score 85.63 were 
grouped as less successful level (N=52).

Table1.  And for the posttest, students getting a score 
above the mean score 88.12 were grouped 
as successful level (N=53) and students 
getting a score below the mean score 88.12 
were grouped as less successful level 
(N=47) as seen in Table 2. 

Mean Scores of Pretest and Posttest  

 

 

Table 2. 
Distribution of Successful and Less Successful Learners 

 
It was obvious that the experimental 

group improved much more than the control 
group as seen in Table 3. In the 
experimental group, the mean changed from 
84.96 to 89.60, an increase of 4.6 (5.5%). In 
the control group, the mean changed from 
86.30 to 86.70, an increase of 0.4 (0.5%). It 
was found in pretest that there was not a 
significant difference between the pretest 
means of the control group and the 
experimental group (p = 0.084) but there 
was a significant difference between the 

posttest means of the experimental group 
and the control group (p = 0.001). Initially, 
the control group was a bit ahead of the 
experimental group with means of 86.30 and 
84.96 respectively. After the treatment, the 
experimental group had made up the 
difference with the control group and had 
overtaken it by a certain amount of margin. 
Specifically, the experimental group 
performed significantly better than the 
control group after the digital storytelling 
intervention. 

Table 3. 
Descriptive Statistics of Pre-post Tests 

 
 
This result indicates that two groups 

were at different level after the intervention 
in terms of English speaking performance. 
In other words, in the case of speaking 
performance, students in the experimental 
group performed better than those in the 

control group in the posttest. 
Before the experiment, the number of 

successful students and less successful 
students in control group was 27 and 23, in 
the experimental group 21 and 29. After the 
experiment, the  number  of  successful 
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students and less successful students in 
control group was 19 and 31, in the 
experimental group 34 and 16 (Table 2). 
There were no significant differences in 
distributions of students’ level between 
control group and experimental group (p 
= .230, as seen in Table 4) before the 

experiment. This indicates that the number 
of successful learners and less successful 
learners was not very much different since 
they were from intact classes and had been 
under the same instruction in the course for 
English speaking

 
Table 4. 
Differences in Speaking Level before Experiment 

 
 
However, after the experiment, there 

were significant differences in distributions 
of students’ level between control group 
and experimental group (p = .003, Table 5). 
The total number of successful students in 
the posttest was 53 among which 34 were 
from the experimental group only 19 were 
from the control group. This indicates that 

after the digital storytelling intervention 
experiment, there were more successful 
learners than less successful learners, 
especially in the experimental group, which 
again proved the effectiveness of 
application of digital storytelling 
intervention in the instruction of English 
speaking.

Table 5. 
Differences in Speaking Level after Experiment 

 

Table 6 below shows the different level 
learners’ perceptions of learner autonomy 
before the experiment. 9 out of 31 items 

were found to be significantly different in 
the perceptions between successful and less 
successful learners. 
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Table 6. 
Different Level Learners’ Perceptions of LA before Experiment 

 
Legend: SL = Successful learners, LSL = Less successful learners, N = Number of responses, % = 

Responses in percentage 
Specifically, Table 7 below shows the 

results of Chi-square test for different level 
learners’ perceptions of learner autonomy 
before experiment. There was a significant 
difference between successful learners and 
less successful learners in terms of their 
opinions for 9 items among which 7 items 
(1, 2, 7, 15, 21, 22, and 23) show that there 
were more successful learners than less 
successful learners in their agreements of 
applying learner autonomy in learning 
English. Successful learners tended to 
believe that they had the ability to learn 
English well. They also tended to make 
decisions and set goals of their learning. 
They made notes and summaries of their 
lessons. They noted their strengths and 
weaknesses in learning English and improve 
them. They revised lessons and sought the 
reference books. Successful learners also 
tended to agree that they should build clear 

vision of their learning before learning 
English, but less successful students tended 
to agree that they should mostly study what 
has been mentioned under the course 
because studying English in undergraduate 
course is actually for exam purpose. It is 
worth noting that there were 2 items among 
the 9 items which show significance in their 
perceptions of learner autonomy in an 
opposite way. In other words, there were 
fewer less successful learners than 
successful learners in their agreements of 
item 9 and item 14, i.e., fewer less 
successful learners agreed that they 
practiced English outside the class also such 
as: record their own voice; speak to other 
people in English. There were also fewer 
less successful learners agreeing that they 
noted their strengths and weaknesses in 
learning English and improved them. 



34         EFL STUDENTS’ PERCEPTIONS OF LEARNER AUTONOMY                     

 
 

Table 7. 
Results of X 2 

 

Test for Participants’ Perceptions of LA before Experiment 

P+ <.1, P *<.05, P**

After the 12-week-intervention, the 
questionnaire was administered again to 
discover the extent of learner autonomy 
development. After collecting the answers 
from the questionnaire, a Chi-square test 
was used to analyze in order to identify the 
tendency of the distribution of the 
questionnaire responses as seen in Table 9. 
To compare with the statistics of those 
before the experiment, the percentage of 
agreements in learner autonomy 
development was higher. More items 
showed significant differences between 
successful learners and less successful 
learners. Furthermore, the successful 
learners tended to agree that they applied 
more learner autonomy activities in English 
learning. Totally, there were 17 items that 
indicated a significant difference between 
successful learners and less successful 
learners in their perceptions of learner 
autonomy. The 17 items are as follows: 1, 2, 
4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 18, 19, 20, 

and 31 as seen Table 8 and Table 9. 
Comparing two significantly different 
learner groups’ behavior and perception is 
the researcher’s original point. As found in 
the survey prior to the experiment, there 
were only 7 items of learner autonomy that 
were applied significantly different between 
successful learners and less successful 
learners, while after the experiment, 
however, there were more than twice as 
many items that show significant difference 
between successful learners and less 
successful learners. It is worth noting that 
the percentage of agreement of applying 
learner autonomy has raised to a higher 
number than that of prior to experiment. 

<.01 

Findings from participants’ perceptions 
of learner autonomy indicate that students 
have developed learner autonomy to some 
extent. Successful learners have proved to 
apply more learner autonomy activities in 
learning, especially those in the 
experimental group
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Table 8. 
Different Level Learners’ Perceptions of LA after Experiment 

 
Legend: SL = Successful learners, LSL = Less successful learners, N = Number of responses, % = 

Responses in percentage 
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Table 9. 
Results of X 2 

 

Test for Participants’ Perceptions of LA after Experiment 

P+ <.1,  P *<.05,  P * *

The data collected from the students’ diaries 
strengthen the above quantitative data. As 
reported in the students’ diaries, the length of 
time spent on practicing English speaking 
reported both in class and outside class in the 
control group, was also about 8.8 hours per 
week, which was a bit more than the time 
length (8.5 hours) reported by the students in 
the experimental group. That is, both the 
experimental group and the control group 
spent almost the same number of hours to 
learn to speak English. As in the case of the 
students in the control group, their study time 
varied from early morning to late at night. 

However, their study places seemed to be 
limited to the classroom, the dormitory and 
the English corners on the campus while the 
students in the experimental group could 
choose to practice their speaking anywhere 
anytime anyhow and they depended more on 
the computers. Moreover, the content of the 
speaking exercises in the control group were 
limited to what they found in their speaking 
textbook and the training exercises prepared 
by their teacher. In a nutshell students in the 
experimental group were more autonomous 
and flexible than those in the controlled 
group. 

<.01 
Qualitative findings 
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The feelings of the students in the 
control group could, in general, be 
summarized, in their own words as “boring”, 
“cliché-ridden”, “stereotyped”, and 
“drowsy”. Thus, while time on task was not 
an issue as both groups gave the same 
amount of time to their English learning, 
students in the digital storytelling group 
accessed and produced more variety in their 
texts. Regarding their feelings for the digital 

storytelling intervention, 95% of students 
used the words “new”, “challenging”, 
“amazing”, “different”, and “happy” to 
describe their feelings while preparing, 
creating and presenting their digital 
storytelling for practicing English speaking. 
Not a few number of students wanted to learn 
autonomously rather than to study passively 
as is found in their diaries.

 
Discussion 

The results of the study implied that 
learner autonomy is the fundamental theory 
for guiding successful EFL learners. Learner 
autonomy is one of the most important 
issues that determine whether individuals 
reach their potential or fall short of that 
potential. In other words, autonomous 
learning is more effective than 
non-autonomous learning. The finding of 
this study shows that the application of 
autonomous activities helped to improve 
learners’ languages skills and successful 
learners tended to be more autonomous. The 
findings were consistent with Kim (2014). 
He found that learning through autonomous 
learning activities can be learner-centered to 
increase autonomy in oral proficiency. 
Kumaravadivelu (2006) also found that 
digital storytelling as an authentic means of 
expression promotes learner autonomy, as 
students reflect on their developing 
identities and their sense of who they are 
and how they relate to the world. Miller and 
Kim (2015) further explored that digital 
storytelling as a student-centered approach 
that validates learner autonomy can develop 
within learners the ability and desire to take 
initiative both in the classroom and outside. 

 The results also reflected that there 
was a misconception of learner autonomy in 

language learning. Learner autonomy should 
not be misunderstood as self-instruction. It 
may be true that learners can follow a path 
of self-instruction and successfully may 
have acquired a high degree of learner 
autonomy. Some even assume that learner 
autonomy in the classroom means that the 
teacher transfers all control to the learners 
and thus becomes a redundant part of the 
learning process. Consequently, learner 
autonomy is often described as a new 
methodology. Learner autonomy as a new 
methodology, can enable students become 
readers and writers through applying digital 
storytelling into practice, which is consistent 
with Park (2014). He found that digital 
storytelling has a unique characteristic in 
that it has an interactive narrative structure 
made by the writer but produces another 
story, by changing the conclusion through 
making the narrative him/herself. This is 
also parallel with what Joshi (2011) states 
that learning can happen only if learners are 
willing to contribute, and only if they do. In 
a word, only when the students enrich 
themselves, encourage themselves, realize 
themselves and adjust themselves step by 
step during the teaching evaluation, can they 
reach the high efficiency of autonomous 
learning (Yan, 2012). 
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Conclusion 

The survey revealed that students’ 
learner autonomy was developed through 
the intervention of digital storytelling to 
some extent. Students could plan and 
manage their study time and places better 
and more freely after the intervention. Data 
from the students’ diaries revealed that 
students of experimental group had more 
freedom to choose their learning materials 
and they were happier to practice speaking 
English than those of control group. 
Students in both groups made progress in 
English speaking to a certain extent. 
However, the students in the experimental 
made more progress and they tended to 
enjoy utilizing more autonomous activities 
in learning English after the experiment. 
And there was significant differences found 
between successful and less successful 
learners, as regards their opinions of learner 

autonomy. We can conclude that success is 
related to autonomy. Autonomy therefore 
means success. Success is created by 
autonomy or vice versa. If you are more 
autonomous then you become more 
successful, and when you are more 
successful, you become more autonomous. 
What came first? Success or autonomy? It’s 
a chicken and egg situation.    

In order to facilitate such further 
research, the researchers should be exposed 
to a variety of other contexts. For the 
purpose of refining the research findings, 
the researchers need to further investigate 
Chinese EFL learners’ language 
competencies, perceptions of autonomy, and 
their relationships, and eventually discuss 
the results and implications in broader 
contexts.
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