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Based on the three-aspect model of learner autonomy, this study examines
levels of English learning autonomy and potential correlation factors, such
as gender, admission sources, and field of majors, in a newly-built
vocational college in China. The study employs a random sampling survey
method and surveyed 280 students from a Chinese public vocational college.
After data analysis with quantitative methods, this study found that 48.6%
respondents presented high-level English learning autonomy, followed by
43.6% and 7.9% students with moderate-level and low-level English
learning autonomy respectively. Additionally, vocational college students
developed moderate self-management learning ability (mean=3.57) and
autonomous behaviors (mean=3.48) remained to be improved even though
vocational college developed high level of autonomous psychology
(mean=3.81). With regard to influential factors of English learning
autonomy among vocational college students, admission sources can be
considered as the most important factor to determine different levels of

English learning autonomy, but no significant correlation exists between
English learning autonomy and gender or field of majors. In response to
such situation, suggestions are put forward to enhance English learning
autonomy from the perspective of learning agenda, learning strategies, self-
assessment, reflection, and digital learning materials.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Learner autonomy is widely acknowledged as a crucial component of language learning, and has
been frequently discussed since 1971 when Centre de Recherches et d’Applications Pédagogiques en
Langues (CRAPEL) was established [1]. As a prominent figure in the field of English learning autonomy,
Holec [2] made a project report illustrating that “an autonomous learner is willing to take charge of his/her
own learning and is capable of specifying aims and purposes, choosing relevant methods, organizing and
carrying out tasks and applying criteria for evaluation.” As a matter of fact, English learning autonomy
among vocational college students is still a critical issue that draws attention from Chinese scholars and
educators [3]-[6]. For example, Mo and Yan [4] pointed out that English as a foreign language (EFL)
learners in vocational colleges and universities showed weaknesses in time management, learning schedules,
and self-regulating learning habits after classes. In order to tackle with such deep-rooted issues, English
learning autonomy is highlighted as one of the four significant core competencies in the English curriculum
standards for higher vocational education (2021 edition), stating that autonomous learners should set clear
English learning goals, effectively plan learning time and tasks, adopt appropriate English learning strategies
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and resources and evaluate their learning outcomes. Considering the fact that English learning autonomy and
language proficiency are mutually supporting and fully integrated with each other [7], further efforts must be
made to examine the status quo and correlation factors of English learning autonomy among non-English
major students in Chinese vocational colleges.

To date, the research centering on English learning autonomy has been gaining popularity in inner
factors, such as definitions and dimensions [8], [9], motivation [3], [10], self-efficacy [11], [12], together with
the practice to foster learner autonomy [13]-[15]. However, few studies investigated external factors such as the
society, peers or learning environments in the context of Chinese vocational colleges [16]. Worse still, even
though Chinese scholars and educators discussed this topic through theoretical studies, teaching reform reports
and empirical studies for nearly two decades, some empirical studies failed to follow the accepted research
practices in variable definition, research design, scale development, and application of inferential statistical
methods [17]. Therefore, this study attempts to probe into correlation between external factors and English
learning autonomy from the aspects of admission sources and field of majors in a Chinese vocational college.

Notably, this study adopts the three-aspect model proposed by Benson that learner autonomy can be
described as control over abilities, psychology, and behaviors [18]. First of all, from Holec’s definition, self-
management learning ability constitutes a major dimension for autonomous language learning, including
specifying aims and purposes, choosing relevant methods, organizing, and carrying out tasks and applying
criteria for evaluation. Similarly, Murray [19] put forward an operationalized definition through categorizing
autonomy as “taking responsibility for goal setting, materials selection, strategy implementation, monitoring
progress, and assessment”. Secondly, when it comes to the psychological dimension, “willingness” and
“confidence” are considered as critical factors for autonomous language learners [20], because autonomous
learners develop willing, proactive, and reflective attitudes towards their learning [21]. Moreover, without
confidence in learning decisions and abilities, learners would find learning goals far from attainable, which in
turn discourages them to grow into autonomous learners [22]. Another element of learner autonomy is
closely related to metacognitive awareness, because autonomous learners tend to be metacognitively aware of
planning, monitoring, and evaluating their learning [23]. Thirdly, it is autonomous behaviors that can be the
best evidence of learner autonomy, such as controlling over learning strategies, situations, and content [24].
Nunan [25] proposed a learner autonomy model related to “learners’ actions, including awareness,
involvement, intervention, creation, and transcendence”. In addition, the models formulated by previous
studies [18], [26] further explained learning behaviors exhibited by autonomous language learners.

Therefore, this study aims to figure out the levels and correlated external factors of autonomous
learning among non-English major students in a vocational university during the post-epidemic era. The
research questions are: i) what is the level of English learning autonomy among vocational college students
from the perspectives of ability, psychology, and behaviors?; ii) is there any correlation between English
learning autonomy of vocational college students and their gender, major or admission sources?; and iii) what
are suggestions to foster vocational college students’ English learning autonomy?

2. RESEARCH METHOD

The research investigated the level of English learning autonomy among vocational college students
and examined whether there was any correlation between English learning autonomy and students’ gender,
admission sources or majors. Given such research objectives, the research utilized a quantitative descriptive
research design to figure out students’ level of English learning autonomy from the perspectives of ability,
psychology, and behaviors, and examine the correlation between several variables.

2.1. Sample/participants

This research took place in a Chinese vocational college. Participants were first-year students who
have studied the course of college English for one year, and their majors ranged from humanities to science
and engineering. Moreover, unlike undergraduates, not all vocational college students had the experience of
attending the college entrance English exam (CEEE), because vocational colleges would not only admit
students passing the college entrance exam, but also organize the single-enrolled exam to recruit students
from secondary vocational schools. Therefore, students with and without the experience of attending CEEE
were separated in this research. Besides, random sampling was applied in this research and students
volunteered to answer the questionnaire. Table 1 summarizes the demographic characteristics of participants,
including gender, major, and admission sources.

2.2. Instrument
The questionnaire adopted in this study was the autonomous English learning scale (AELS)
developed by Lin [20]. According to the data analysis from SPSS 25.0, the Cronbach’s coefficient is 0.992,
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and the split-half reliability is 0.943, both of which are qualified for the requirements of psychometrics. The
AELS is comprised of 38 questions based on Likert’s five-point scale, from “strongly disagree” to “strongly
agree”, with a focus on three dimensions (autonomous psychology, self-management learning ability, and
autonomous behaviors). The following are sample questions of three sub-dimensions: i) autonomous
psychology (10 items): students are responsible for deciding their learning goals; ii) self-management
learning ability (16 items): I am able to make English learning plans according to my current situation; and
iii) autonomous behaviors (12 items): apart from the textbooks I select learning materials that suit myself.

2.3. Data collection and analysis

With the method of random sampling, this research selected respondents who volunteered to answer
the questionnaire. The questionnaire was delivered online through Wenjuanxing, a Chinese questionnaire
platform. Each student took nearly ten minutes to complete answers, and 282 questionnaires were then
collected, of which 280 were valid copies. The population includes 1,000 students from this vocational
college, so that the sample size of 280 is reasonable according to the random sampling method when the
population includes 1,000 students with confidence level 95% and confidence interval 5% [27]. To address
the research questions, the study interpreted the data from the aspects of percentages, standard deviations
(SD), mean value, and independent groups t-test functions with SPSS 25.0.Table 2 lists three categories of
students’ learning autonomy levels according to different mean range.

Table 1. Summary of participants’ demographic characteristics

Variables Characteristics N %

Gender Male 141 504

Female 139 49.6
Total 280 100
Admission sources CEEE 184 65.7

None-CEEE 9% 343
Total 280 100
Major Humanities and social science 105 37.5

Science and engineering 175 625
Total 280 100

Table 2. Mean range for English learning autonomy level
Mean range Interpretation
1.00-2.49 Low level of English learning autonomy
2.50-3.49 Moderate level of English learning autonomy
3.50-5.00 High level of English learning autonomy

3. RESULTS

In response to the first research question, this study summarized the descriptive quantitative data
analysis from Tables 3 to 6. Table 3 lists percentages, SD, mean value of English learning autonomy and
three sub-dimensions. With regard to the mean value, the overall level of English learning autonomy among
vocational college students is 3.61, followed by three sub-dimensions including autonomous psychology
(mean=3.81), self-management learning ability (mean=3.57), and autonomous behaviors (mean=3.48). It
suggests vocational college students demonstrated moderate-level autonomous behaviors in their daily
learning even with strong awareness of autonomous behaviors. This finding can be also discovered from the
proportion of vocational colleges students with low-level, moderate level, and high-level English learning
autonomy. Specifically, 43.6% of vocational college students reported high-level autonomous behaviors,
which is 21% less than that of high level of autonomous psychology. It is also noted 12.1% of vocational
college students recognized their low-level of autonomous behaviors, which should also arouse attention
from vocational college teachers and educators.

Table 3. Descriptive statistics of English learning autonomy among vocational college students
Percentage (%)

Dimension Item Mean SD Min. Max. .
Low Moderate  High
English learning autonomy 38 361 094 1.00 500 79 43.6 48.6
Autonomous psychology 15 381 081 1.00 5.00 29 325 64.6
Self-management learning ability 11 357 099 1.00 500 10.0 40.0 50.0
Autonomous behaviors 12 348 106 100 500 121 44.3 43.6
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Table 4 displays the mean value, SD, and level of students’ autonomous psychology. The mean value
for autonomous psychology was 3.81, higher than overall level of English autonomous learning and the other
two sub-dimensions. It is noted that vocational college students realized their responsibility of learning
English (item 1, mean=4.05), evaluating learning outcomes (item 5, mean=3.98), selecting suitable learning
materials (item 4, mean=3.92), setting learning goals (item 3, mean=3.89). However, participants showed less
confidence in overcoming difficulties in their learning process (item 8, mean=3.62) and also were confused
about suitable learning strategies (item 10, mean=3.62).

Table 4. Descriptive statistics for autonomous psychology among vocational college students

Items Mean SD  Level
1. Students are responsible for their English learning. 4,05 093 High
2. Students are responsible for deciding learning content. 3.69 1.03 High
3. Students are responsible for deciding their learning goals. 389 095 High
4. Students are responsible for selecting learning materials that suit them. 392 0.93 High
5. Apart from the teachers, students are responsible for evaluating learning outcomes.  3.98  0.88 High
8. | believe | can overcome difficulties in my learning process. 362 1.06 High
10. I am able to use effective learning strategies that suit me. 362 1.06 High
11. I have a clear idea of my advantages and disadvantages in English learning. 371 1.04 High
13. I will learn more when | am interested in a topic. 389 0.94 High
15. I will encourage myself when | meet setbacks in the learning process. 379 0.98 High
Autonomous psychology 381 0.81 High
English autonomous learning 361 0.94 High

The detailed analysis of students’ self-management learning ability can be found in Table 5. The
mean value of students’ self-management learning ability is 3.57, lower than that of English autonomous
learning (mean=3.61) and autonomous psychology (mean=3.81), but higher than that of autonomous
behaviors (mean=3.48). Of the 16 items, participants reported moderate levels regarding item 17 (I have my
own learning plans apart from the teachers’ assignments) and item 18 (I give a process evaluation to make
sure the tasks finished). Such findings remind teachers that more efforts should be made to improve the
ability of setting learning plans and making process evaluation among vocational college students.

Table 5. Descriptive statistics for self-management learning ability of vocational college students

Items Mean SD Level
6. | am able to make English learning plans according to my current situation. 3.66 1.05 High
7. | believe | can complete learning tasks according to learning plans. 361 1.06 High
9. | often ask myself whether | finish learning plans as scheduled. 359 1.05 High
11. Every time when | begin a learning task, | know my aims. 3.65 1.04 High
14. | can use different strategies for different learning tasks. 3.74 1.01 High
16. | have my objectives for English learning. 354 113 High
17. I have my own learning plans apart from the teachers’ assignments. 3.48 114 Moderate
18. | give a process evaluation to make sure the tasks finished. 347 113 Moderate
19. | can finish the learning tasks according to my plan. 355 1.09 High
20. I will monitor how | implement my learning plan after a period of time. 354 1.07 High
21. I will reflect how | have learnt. 354 1.09 High
22. 1 will evaluate my learning outcomes by finding out problems and solutions. ~ 3.59  1.08 High
23.When I finish a task, | evaluate if | have attained the goal. 359 1.08 High
24. | have a clear idea how | should improve my English. 356 1.09 High
25. | know how to improve my English based on my weak points. 355 1.06 High
26. | can evaluate my progress and make a plan accordingly. 355 110 High
Self-management learning ability 357 099 High
English autonomous learning 361 0.94 High

Table 6 displays the statistical data for the autonomous behaviors of vocational college students. The
mean score of this sub-dimension is 3.48, the lowest one among three sub-dimensions of English learning
autonomy. Moreover, the below-average score of items 32 to 37 indicates that higher vocational college
students displayed disqualified learning behaviors in English reading, writing, speaking, and had less
independence in evaluating learning outcomes. Besides, higher vocational college students did not acquire
the cultural knowledge in order to supplement English learning. In summary, students’ autonomous behaviors
of learning English are obviously not as good as their autonomous psychology (mean=3.81) and self-
management ability (mean=3.57).
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Table 6. Descriptive statistics for autonomous behaviors of vocational college students

Items Mean  SD Level
27. | preview the learning materials for classroom teaching. 351 1.09 High
28. Apart from the textbooks | select learning materials that suit myself. 3.63 1.06 High
29. | review what | have learnt recently. 360 1.07 High
30. | use the library and the internet to increase English knowledge. 356 1.10 High
31. | try to improve my listening by using the internet. 354 111 High
32. | have the habit of reading English. 341 114 Moderate
33. | have the habit of writing in English 333 120 Moderate
34. | use all the possible means to improve my oral English. 342 115 Moderate
35. | select the suitable pace to finish the self-access listening tasks. 343 1.16 Moderate
36.After learning one or two units, | will test my learning outcomes. 345 113 Moderate
37. | learn the cultures of English-speaking countries to supplement my English learning.  3.44  1.12  Moderate
38. I consult my teachers or classmates when I don’t understand. 356 1.11 High
Autonomous behaviors 348 1.06 Moderate
English autonomous learning 361 094 High

In order to address the second research question, this study summarized mean value, SD, and t-test
analysis from Tables 7 to 9. Table 7 illustrates the correlation between students’ gender and English learning
autonomy. Obviously, the mean value of female students’ English learning autonomy is 3.54, which is 0.14
less than that of male counterparts (mean=3.68). As for three sub-dimensions, the mean of female students
also reported lower level of their autonomous psychology, self-management ability, and autonomous
behaviors than that of male students. In this case, male students demonstrated higher learning autonomy than
female counterparts from the perspective of autonomous psychology, self-management ability, and
autonomous behaviors. Furthermore, there are no significant correlation between gender and English learning
autonomy and its sub-dimensions (p>0.05).

Table 7. Mean, SD, and t-test analysis of English learning autonomy based on gender
Dimension Male Female t p
Mean SD  Mean SD
English learning autonomy  3.68 1.01 354 085 1242 0.215
Autonomous psychology 384 089 379 072 0492 0.623
Autonomous abilities 365 106 349 091 1305 0.193
Autonomous behaviors 358 112 339 099 1517 0.130

Note: male=141; female=139

Table 8 explains quantitative data of English learning autonomy among vocational college students
who attended the CEEE is 3.72, while that of students without experience is 3.39. The mean score of students
with the CEEE experience is higher than that of students without the CEEE experience concerning three sub-
dimensions. The results of the t-test showed significant difference between three sub-dimensions and
admission sources (p<0.05). Such innovative finding suggests that more effective teaching and learning
strategies should be applied in English learning according to individual differences of students without CEEE
experience.

Table 8. Mean, SD, and t-test analysis of English learning autonomy based on admission sources
Dimension CEEE None-CEEE t D
Mean SD Mean SD
English learning autonomy ~ 3.72 092 339 093 2840 0.005
Autonomous psychology 393 093 360 086 3213 0.001
Autonomous abilities 369 099 336 097 2655 0.008
Autonomous behaviors 360 1.05 326 1.05 2553 0.011

Note: CEEE: college entrance English exam; CEEE=184; non-CEEE=96

Table 9 shows that the English learning autonomy level of students studying science and engineering
students (mean=3.63) is higher than that of students studying humanities and social sciences (mean=3.56). It
is found that no significant difference (p>0.05) between students’ majors and English learning autonomy, but
the result indicated that students’ studying science and engineering showed higher learning autonomy than
their counterparts studying in social sciences. Moreover, students of all majors developed moderate level of
autonomous behaviors in contrast to high level of autonomous psychology and self-management learning
abilities.
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Table 9. Mean, SD, and t-test analysis of English learning autonomy based on majors
Humanities and social sciences ~ Science and engineering

Dimension Mean SD Mean SD ! P
English learning autonomy 3.56 0.91 3.63 0.92 -0.622 0.534
Autonomous psychology 3.81 0.79 3.81 0.82 -0.059  0.953
Self-management learning abilities 3.52 0.97 3.60 1.00 -0.716  0.475
Autonomous behaviors 3.42 1.08 3.52 1.05 -0.804 0422

Note: science and engineering=175; humanities and social sciences=105

4. DISCUSSION

In response to the first research question, this study concluded that vocational college students
possessed slightly high level of English learning autonomy (mean=3.61), especially high level of autonomous
psychology (mean=3.81). However, their self-management learning ability (mean=3.57) and autonomous
behaviors (mean=3.48) remained to be improved even though vocational college students developed high
level of autonomous psychology (mean=3.81). This result is compatible with the empirical study [28] who
found that learners were psychologically ready, but not behaviorally ready for autonomy.

When it comes to different aspects of autonomous behaviors, this study revealed that vocational
college students failed to set their learning goals and make process evaluation during their learning.
Consistently, Zou [29] also pointed out similar problems after conducting a survey in a Chinese vocational
college. By contrast, if accomplishing English learning objectives and goals, vocational college students could
utilize learning strategies to achieve English learning autonomy, according to a recent study from Yang [3].

With regard to influential factors of English learning autonomy among vocational college students,
gender cannot be considered as an important factor to determine different levels of English learning
autonomy. From an empirical study, Xu [16] also reported that male students’ English learning autonomy is
slightly higher than that of female peers in the first-year’s study. Despite the conclusion that female students
had slightly lower level of English learning autonomy than male counterparts, this study found that the
overall level of English learning autonomy and its sub-dimensions did not show close correlation with
students’ gender (p>0.05) after data analysis with t-test.

An innovative finding of this study is illustrated that students without the CEEE experience were
prone to develop low level of English learning autonomy and three aspects. Results of the t-test (p<0.05)
showed significant difference between the experience of attending the CEEE and English learning autonomy
among vocational college students. Even though researchers indicated that students with low English
proficiency were more likely to display low level of autonomous behaviors [5], [11], to the author’s
knowledge, few discussions have been made about relations between admission sources and English learning
autonomy among vocational college learners. This finding is quite meaningful for vocational instructors and
policymakers because more efforts should be made with regard to individual differences of vocational
college students during the vocational educational reform.

Finally, English learning autonomy and its sub-dimensions did not have significant correlation with
different majors, even though students’ studying science and engineering showed higher learning autonomy
than their counterparts studying in social sciences. Nevertheless, their level of autonomous behaviors is the
lowest sub-dimension for students of all majors. In other words, discrepancies existed between learners’ self-
perceived autonomous abilities and behaviors. This problem is also illustrated by Lin and Reinders [28] who
asserted that “perceived ability to manage their learning did not seem to support self-reported learning
behaviors”. As such, English teachers should pay more attention to fostering students’ autonomous behaviors
through effective guidance and strategies, such as blended learning [5], [30], or flipped teaching [1].

In view of the suggestions to foster vocational college students’ English learning autonomy, the first
and foremost action that must be made is to help students formulate their learning agenda, such as setting
learning goals, and making process evaluation. The ability of formulating learner agendas for English learning
represents a decisive feature of autonomous learners [31]. Students with strong English learning autonomy
could formulate their longer-term learning agenda and also make informed micro-level decisions inside and
outside the classroom [18]. On the other hand, self-assessment and reflection are described “as a key
psychological component of autonomy” by numerous researchers. Learners could become more active and
autonomous through reflecting upon their learning process and learning strategies to decide what to do next [1].
Thanh [32] conducted an experiment among second-year non-English major students through 15-week session
learning program and noticed that it is conducive to learners to be more independent when making self-
assessment of listening and speaking skills through practical tasks and reflections on their own performance.

Training learning strategies is another important focus when fostering English learning autonomy of
vocational college students because autonomous learning behaviors including “planning, guiding, and
monitoring, organizing and evaluating”, are what educators describe as metacognitive learning strategies [6].
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O’Malley and Chamot [33] categorized learning strategies into “metacognitive strategies”, “cognitive
strategies”, and “social/affective strategies” according to the information processing theory. Learning
strategies can “reflect the learner’s degree of autonomy and are mechanisms by which the learner develops
still greater autonomy” when learners take specific actions to improve his or her language learning [34].
From an empirical study, Ding and Shen [15] observed that learners would like to apply metacognitive
strategies, motivation control strategies, and emotion control strategies to develop their English learning
autonomy when learning language massive open online courses (MOOC:s).

5. CONCLUSION

Based on the three-aspect model of learner autonomy, this study examines levels of English learning
autonomy and potential correlation factors, such as gender, admission sources, and field of majors, in a
newly-built higher vocational college in China. With a random sampling survey method, this study surveyed
280 vocational college students and made quantitative analysis with SPSS 25.0. According to data analysis, it
is found that vocational college students possessed the awareness of English learning autonomy, especially
high autonomous psychology, but their autonomous behaviors remained to be enhanced with effective
teachers’ intervention, suitable teaching, and learning strategies. With regard to influential factors of English
learning autonomy among vocational college students, admission sources can be considered as the most
important factor to determine different levels of English learning autonomy, but no significant correlation
exists between English learning autonomy and gender or field of majors.

This study also put forward suggestions about improving English learning autonomy for vocational
college teachers and students. Firstly, vocational college students should be encouraged to clarify and
monitor their learning agenda for their English learning. Secondly, the training of metacognitive learning
strategies is urgent in the classroom teaching at vocational colleges and universities. Consequently, English
teachers in vocational colleges should take the initiative in cultivating students with their self-directed
learning strategies, especially metacognitive strategies, which is of great significance to enhance students’
English learning autonomy. Thirdly, vocational college students are encouraged to develop the habit of
regular self-assessment and reflection on the effectiveness of their learning. In this sense, English teachers in
vocational colleges are suggested to play a leading role in guiding students to evaluate and reflect on their
English learning process and outcome on a regular basis. Finally, it is essential for teachers and vocational
colleges to combine various English learning resources into properly-designed online platform for students to
create favorable environment for students’ English learning autonomy.

To sum up, this study sheds light on the direction of fostering autonomous learning behaviors among
vocational college students, especially students without the experience of attending the college entrance
English exam. Moreover, the findings are quite meaningful for vocational instructors and policymakers
because more efforts should be made with the regard to individual differences of vocational college students
during the vocational educational reform. In addition, the research framework and methodology can be
applied in similar studies focusing on the topic of English learning autonomy. Admittedly, there are several
limitations of this study. Advanced analysis methods and larger sample size from diversified vocational
colleges are essential to explore this multifaceted topic. Therefore, future studies will be carried out with in-
depth analysis to explore relations between English learning autonomy and other variables, such as
motivation, self-efficacy, performance, anxiety, enjoyment, and grit.
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