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Introduction 
 

This paper investigates the concept of Learner Autonomy (LA) and its manifestations in 

English course books for the upper secondary school level. (Later on in the paper there will be 

a discussion about the definition about learner autonomy.) The subject of this paper is 

inspired by my own experiences at my partner school during my work integrated learning 

periods and during my temping periods. Throughout the teacher education we have been told 

numerous times that teaching should be placed on an individual level in the classroom which 

sounds perfectly logical and sound. However moving individualisation from the theoretic 

realm into the practical realm is something quite different. When you are faced with a 

classroom full of young adults, approximately 30 pupils, with a limited amount of teaching 

time the mere thought of finding a way to teach each and every one of them in their unique 

way of learning is enough to send a teacher trainee into a state of apoplexy. Many seasoned 

teachers feel the same way and have dealt with individualisation strategies in a number of 

different manners, many of which consists of letting the pupils work either at a different pace 

in a common course book, or using an array of different course books depending on the 

student's initial level of English. This brings up questions. Have the course book authors taken 

learner autonomy into consideration when creating the course books and can you tell by 

making an analysis of them? Is it viable to use course books as a way of individualising 

teaching in the classroom? (Possibly not the most scientific queries in the world but I believe 

they are relevant for teachers trying to give their pupils a good scientifically based education , 

which is part of our mission according to the powers that be.) 

 The aims of this essay are to first have a discussion about the concept of Learner 

Autonomy and see what researches have said and are saying about it. Secondly we will study 

the presences of Learner Autonomy or its many building blocks in the Lpf₉₄ and finally look 

into its manifestations in the three chosen course books. 

 

Research material and methods 
 

The present study is basically a course book analysis and the course books used are: 

 Blueprint A. Christer Lundfall, Ralf Nyström , Jeanette Clayton. 

Almqvist & Wiksell  

 Master Plan Engelska A. Gun-Marie Larsson, Catrin Norrby. Almqvist 

& Wiksell 

 Impact 1. Christina Hargevik, Stieg Hargevik. Almqvist & Wiksell 
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The books were selected because they are the ones which are the most frequently used at my 

partner school so one could judge them to be representative of your average Swedish upper 

second school. Beside these three course books I will also use the curriculum for the non-

compulsory school system, Lpf₉₄ both as subject of the analysis and as reference.  

The analysis itself is fairly straightforward. I will be looking for key words and 

concepts connected with learner autonomy such as individualisation, reflection, pupil 

responsibility, self/pupil assessment, pupil planning, awareness (and so on). These key words 

may not always be present but I will look for hints thereof.  

A discussion of Learner Autonomy and its definitions 
 

I believe that it is important to have a discussion about what the concept learner autonomy 

entails. The danger however with that is that one can easily get lost in trying to define LA 

fully however there is simply not room enough in a C-paper. Having said that I will attempt to 

give an account of what the researchers have said and currently say about learner autonomy.  

 Here follows a small selection of the different definitions some of the 

researchers have offered. (I have chosen to use block quotations extensively because we are 

dealing with a specific terminology which makes it difficult to recapture in another form.) 

Cecilia Thavenius gives us a short and to the point definition in her study 

Learner Autonomy and Foreign Language Learning: “The ability to take charge of one‟s own 

learning” (1990: 5) which is simple in theory yet quite difficult to actually achieve. She goes 

on with quoting a titan in the field of learner autonomy, Henri Holec:  

„Holec explains the terminology he adopts as follows. Autonomy refers to an ability, thus the 

adjective autonomous should only be applied to a person, not a process. This is why he suggests 

the expression self-directed learning to cover the learning process in which an autonomous 

learner is involved.‟ (1990: 5) 

 

 Thavenius states that for a pupil to develop learner autonomy they need to “be personally and 

actively involved in learning activities”. They must also “negotiate/make suggestions about 

texts, tasks and methods” as well as “evaluate texts and tasks and his or her performance and 

general progress.”(1990: 6-7) The focus Thavenius takes on Learner Autonomy seems to be 

on the pupils‟ ability to be responsible for his or her learning and that they must assume a 

very active role in their own education. 

In Learner Autonomy 1 – Definitions, Issues and Problems David Little tries to 

define learner autonomy for us: 
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“Essentially, autonomy is a capacity – for detachment, critical reflection, decision-making, and 

independent action. It presupposes, but also entails, that the learner will develop a particular 

kind of psychological relation to the process and content of his learning. The capacity for 

autonomy will be displayed both in the way the learner learns and in the way he or she transfers 

what has been learned to wider contexts.”(1991: 4) 

 

This is a definition which treads into the realm of behavioristic psychology which gives the 

concept of learner autonomy a certain gravitas. This could help quieting the arguments about 

LA being a hippie non serious pedagogical mess as it is viewed in certain circles. Little 

continues with: “Certainly, some learners who follow the path of self-instruction achieve a 

high degree of autonomy, but many do not. For autonomy is not exclusively or even primarily 

a matter of how learning is organized.”(1991: 3) It is important to take into consideration all 

of the different building blocks that learner autonomy consist of and not be tempted to use the 

simplest strategy offered. We can therefore say that independent studies can be part of the 

development of learner autonomy but on its own it is simply a common learner strategy.   

Little further discusses the misconception that the teacher can have no part in the 

pupils‟ development of autonomy and that if the teacher tries to help at any point, all 

autonomy that the pupil has achieved will be lost (1991: 3). This is right along the lines of 

what the authors of the study Putting Learners at the Center discuss about guidance and the 

crucial part a teacher, as a guide, plays in the development of learner autonomy. 

The concept of learner autonomy similarly implies that the learner enjoys a high degree of 

freedom. But it is important to insist that the freedoms conferred by autonomy are never 

absolute, always conditional and constrained. Once this is accepted, many of the misconceptions 

surrounding autonomy can be cleared away (1996: 4) 

  

Little continues with “The autonomous language classroom or learning scheme will seek to 

create the conditions in which learning proceeds by negotiation, interaction, and problem-

solving, rather than by telling and showing”(1991: 48). This is what I will be looking for in 

the selected course books, exercises which focus on these three things, negotiation, interaction 

and problem-solving. The exercises must make the pupil be aware of the way she or he 

actually learns, help them reflect, encourage cognitive thinking. “Within formal educational 

contexts […] it is fundamental to autonomous learning that the learner should develop a 

capacity to reflect critically on the learning process, evaluate his progress, and if necessary 

make adjustments to his learning strategies”(Little 1991: 52). 

On an important side note we continue on with the theme of psychology where 

Little tells us that there are two kinds of strategies to learning which he identifies as 

Behavioural strategies and Analytical strategies. The Behavioural strategy focuses on using 

the target language as much as possible in as many situations as possible. The Analytical 



6 
 

strategy is about areas of the language that the learner considers important to learn, such as 

words, phrases and the grammar connected to them (1991: 53). Both these strategies are 

important in the process of learning a second language and one could say that they are 

appropriate for different kinds of learning situations. The Analytical strategy might be better 

suited for learning in a classroom environment whereas the Behavioural one would be more 

successful if it was utilised in the pupils‟ spare time. 

As previously stated there are many layers in the concept that is learner 

autonomy. Irma Huttonen from the Department of Teacher Education at the University of 

Oulo in Finland discusses in Focus on the Language learner in a chapter called 

“Metacognition in the process of development towards learner Autonomy”, about learning to 

learn: “Learning to learn also gives the student the tools to acquire knowledge and the means 

of dealing with it and using it in different situations. In other words, learning to learn develops 

learner autonomy”.(1996: 77) With „also‟ Huttonen means that in learning to learn the pupil 

will acquire several useful skills and attributes such as an increased self worth and the ability 

to look upon learning in a social context (1996: 77). Learning to learn is a popular phrasing 

amongst the researchers when looking into learner autonomy. David Little refers to it as well 

in his study: “Learning how to learn is thus a central component of all autonomous learning 

schemes” (1991: 52). 

Huttonen further discusses, among other things, the strategies of cognitive and 

metacognitive learning in her report: “It would seem that metacognitive knowledge is stable 

and therefore retrievable for the use in concrete learning tasks. […]Thus, it would seem that 

metacognitive knowledge is at the heart of all learning and that the development of 

metacognition is a powerful starting point of learning how to learn.” (1996: 78)   

Huttonen views metacognitive knowledge as a building block in the 

development of learner autonomy, which is an excellent point. How can you be made aware 

of your own learning? By thinking about, evaluating, planning your own learning in short 

being aware. “A central concept in metacognition is awareness. […] The raising of awareness 

by the teacher and the resorting to awareness by the student are often all but easy processes” 

(1996: 78-79). To convince pupils that to be aware of ones‟ learning process is essential for 

ones‟ education can be trying just as Huttonen states. And even if you do manage to make 

your pupils aware there is nothing that says they will try to benefit from it. The teacher who 

believes in encouraging learner autonomy has a great responsibility here to push their pupils 

to want to learn how to learn. 
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Another building block Huttonen discusses is reflection: “It is in reflection that 

the implicit knowledge acquired both in real life experiences and in classroom studies is 

turned unto explicit knowledge” (1996: 80). The ability to take knowledge, stored in your 

brain, and mold it into something you can grasp and view as real and useful is worth its 

weight in gold in a learning situation (well in any situation really). Huttonen continues with: 

“As awareness (which is the core of metacognition) comes through reflection, we can assume 

that reflection is the main tool in the building up of metacognition and metacognitive 

strategies and without which learning to learn does not take place” (1996: 81).  

Bror Andered discusses another important building block of learner autonomy 

the compendium Focus on the Language Learner and this building block is leaner strategies. 

In a chapter called In-Service training support for the new FL programme, Andered 

comments briefly on learner autonomy in a section about learner strategies: 

Closely related to “autonomous learning” is the domain of learner strategies where a research 

team at the Didactic Centre of the Uppsala University is just completing a five-year project. This 

will no doubt lead to new insights into the field of individualization, invaluable in the attempt to 

bring about more autonomy in the FL (My note: Foreign Language) classrooms (1996: 57). 

 

Unfortunately there is no official documentation to be found about this research project 

however learner strategies is as Andered states an important part of learner autonomy. 

Kees Van Esch and Oliver St. John refer to David Little in their definition of 

learner autonomy in their study New Insights into Foreign Language Learning and Teaching: 

According to Little (1997: 94): “Humans are autonomous with respect to a particular task when 

they are able to perform that task (i) without assistance, (ii) beyond the immediate context in 

which they acquired the knowledge and skills and on which successful task performance 

depends, and (iii) flexibility, taking account of the special requirements of particular 

circumstances”. (2004: 169) 

 

This definition is possibly the most sterile and vague one I have come across so far, however 

to define a concept is often problematic and far from exact. One does need to have some 

amount of background knowledge to decipher Littles‟ definition however one cannot produce 

a study at this level and write it all in layman‟s terms.  Van Esch and St. John continue with 

discussing the building blocks of learner autonomy: 

Learner autonomy in foreign language learning and teaching is a relatively recent development, 

aligning with the democratic culture orientation. The concept embraces several different aspects 

and principles: responsibility, freedom of choice, interaction and cooperation, and attention to 

the learning process by emphasising the use of strategies and metacognition. (2004: 184) 

 

Many of theses building blocks are echoed by Huttunen as seen earlier in this section. Again 

we see the emphasis of the balance between individualisation and cooperation.  
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Another important point along the line with cooperation is the role of the teacher 

in learner autonomy. Under the heading Learning to learn in van Esch and St. Johns‟ study A 

Framework for Freedom we find: 

At the heart of the development of learner autonomy is the principle of teaching learners how to 

learn. It is vital because the progression from teacher initiated to learner initiated momentum is 

only going to be sustainable if a learner develops an awareness of his/her own learning process 

and a growing understanding how to best proceed. (2003: 28) 

 

Learning how to learn has also been mentioned earlier by other researchers and I believe that 

this is possibly the most important mission of a learner autonomy focused teacher. To teach 

the pupil how to become aware of how they learn and why that process is important. Further 

van Esch and St. John believe, as many of the studies in this paper would agree with, that:  

“Foreign language educators increasingly accept that a language learner‟s ability and 

willingness to take responsibility for his or her own learning is a first step towards autonomy”  

(2003: 16). Van Esch and St. John continue: “We believe learner autonomy can be realised as 

teacher control and management is progressively relinquished and transferred in cooperation 

with the learner” (2003: 16). To use learner autonomy in the classroom is to begin a process 

that has many stages in which both teacher and pupil will have to be fully committed to if it is 

going to work. Van Esch and St. John also stress that however much we teachers would like 

to teach our pupils everything they need to know about our specific subject we must realise 

our limitations and hope that we at least introduce the tools needed for the pupils to teach 

themselves (2003: 17). In a chapter called Teach them how to learn! Eriksson and Jacobsson 

also discuss this in their study, Språk för livet – Idébok i Språkdidaktik, that the pupils‟ own 

responsibility to take charge of their learning have been in the national curriculums since the 

1970s but that change in the classroom takes time. They stress that schools can only teach 

pupils a small amount of what they need to learn in their target language and the rest is up to 

them (2001: 8). The hardest thing in the world to do if you are a parent or a teacher is to know 

when to let go. You can only help your pupils/children with so much; the rest is up to them 

and if you do not trust them to „fly‟ on their own then how are they supposed to trust 

themselves to do it? 

The last researcher that I want to introduce is a peer of mine, Marie Söderlund 

and she has written a C-paper with similar focus to mine. She also points out the importance 

of the social aspect of learner autonomy in her paper called: Learner Autonomy: A survey and 

an analysis of the concept autonomy/learner autonomy. She states that: “However, as 

mentioned earlier autonomy does not mean individual or isolated work at school. We are 
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social creatures and learning can never be possible without a social context and therefore, the 

focus should be put on the students‟ social ability.” (2004: 27) 

In a way of summarising what has been discussed in this section one could look 

upon Learning Autonomy as thus:  To be able to be in charge of your own learning 

(autonomy) you need to think, reflect on how you learn and when you reflect on it you make 

yourself aware of how you learn and what you need to do to learn better (metacognition). 

You will also have to cooperate with others to achieve learner autonomy for we are social 

creatures. And finally the teachers‟ role in this then becomes that of a guide in the process of 

learning how to learn. 

 

Why use learner autonomy? 
 

I believe that many teachers think it is easier to manage a classroom with pupils who are 

conditioned into working en masse, more used to being steered and instructed than a 

classroom full of pupils with the knowledge of how they learn as individuals and with the 

drive that comes with that self-realisation. In Putting Learners at the Center – Reflections 

from Guidance and Learner Autonomy in Higher Education Program Stephen McNair points 

out that many schools, and pupils for that matter, lean towards superficial learning with a 

more strategized approach as apposed to “deep learning” which means more work for both 

pupils and teachers alike (1996: 11). McNair points out that pupils are ” learning for the 

exam, rather than learning for understanding” (1996: 11). The law of the least resistance is 

well evident at the present which is painfully obvious in the statistics of the national tests 

from the last few years. 

In the foreword of the compendium of research articles called Focus on the 

language learner, Ulrika Tornberg from the Department of Teacher Training at Uppsala 

University in Sweden, discusses the shift in the Swedish school system. Before the shift 

which took place in the early 1990s with Lpf₉₄ as the result, the school system looked upon 

teaching as the core of learning whereas considerable research from the last two decades has 

proven that “what is in fact learnt is almost exclusively controlled by the learner himself, not 

by the curriculum, the textbook or the teacher” (1996: ii foreword). The shift is then refocused 

from teaching focus to individual learning focus. 

David Little discusses, in Learner Autonomy – Definitions, Issues and 

Problems, how and when languages are learned in his study:  
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[…]it is clear that the acquisition of a first language, or mother tongue, is an integral part of the 

development of every normally endowed child. What is more, the process has three defining 

features in common as understood by Piaget and Bruner.”(1991: 23) 

 

The first process is about the child learning its mother tongue in defined stages rather than 

learning the language verbatim. The other feature is about while learning the language the 

child also uses what it has learned so far, so there is no clean line between the two processes. 

Learning by doing comes to mind. The third feature tells us that the natural way of learning 

takes the child to the next stage of language learning automatically when the child is ready, 

not when the teacher or lesson plan demands it for example  (1991: 23 -24).  

Moving on to second language learning, which is the focus part of this paper, 

Little discusses “naturalistic second language learning”, learning without active teaching,  

which holds true with first language acquisition as discussed above. 

 
“[…]whereas children acquiring the same mother tongue define themselves as native speakers of 

the language in question by developing the same internal grammar, „naturalistic‟ second 

language acquisition has the greatest possible variety of outcomes, ranging from near- native 

competence at one end of the spectrum to the most minimal communicative repertoire at the 

other.”(1991: 26) 

 

Little states that the main reasons for this outcome are social and attitudinal, both of which are 

directly related to learner autonomy. The pupil needs to be interested in his or her learning 

and to get the pupil interested you need to put everything in a social context. This is 

problematic as a fair amount of what you learn in school does not apply to ordinary life; the 

way a child or young adult sees it. 

In the late 1980s Irma Huttonen did an extensive study in Learner Autonomy 

called Towards Learner Autonomy in Foreign language Learning in Senior Secondary 

School, in Finland. She has focused on young adults, upper secondary school/senior 

secondary school levels. In a chapter discussing the use of teaching materials Huttonen has 

chosen nine different classes and their teachers to be included in her study. She has divided 

the classes into three different sections in the study, representing the three years that is most 

common in the length of an upper secondary school program in Finland, as well as in Sweden. 

The teachers have all been asked to teach in a way that is beneficial in the development of 

learner autonomy. (1986: 116 ff) 

Development can be seen over the three years in attitudes towards the use of material chosen or 

acquired by the students. In the first year the idea was still new to the teachers and students, and 

only five out of the 11 experimental periods mentioned a reported choice of materials (level 1). 

In the second year all the nine reports mentioned student activity in this field. […]In the third 

year all the nine teaching experiments included activities at levels 1 and 2 with a slight bias 

towards the students acquiring their own materials (level 2) (1986: 124-125) 
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The levels which are mentioned in the quote represent the level of autonomy shown by the 

pupils in the form of choice of material and planning (1986: 124). 

The Teacher training and learner autonomy in English as a foreign language is 

a study written by Rigmor Eriksson and June Miliander(1991) that focuses on the Swedish 

comprehensive school system however some of the theoretical material could prove useful to 

this paper even though my focus is on the upper secondary school.  As the title suggests there 

are many discussions about learner autonomy and its different building blocks ”However, 

learner autonomy combined with communicative language teaching may, in our opinion, be 

an answer to the strongly felt need to individualize the teaching of English in Swedish 

comprehensive schools” (1991: 9).To individualise the teaching of English, or any other 

subject, does not automatically mean that the pupil will develop an autonomous way of 

learning. I can give an example of a way this was interpreted from when I was temping. The 

pupils received a course book at the start of the term with the instructions to work with that 

book through out the term. Premade tests will be given at the end of every chapter and if the 

pupil is luck the teaching will give written advice when the test is returned from correction 

and grading. There was no time for the teacher to encourage the pupils to reflect on their 

learning or even their results which will in turn leaves little room for deeper learning or for 

learner autonomy to develop. Setting this example aside, individualisation does mean more 

responsibility for the pupil, which is part of the path to learner autonomy, if properly 

encouraged and guided. 

Eriksson and Miliander further discuss, among other things, how much change 

is required in the classroom environment. In their view individualisation is built on pupils 

making choices about what aims, goals, materials and ways or learning/working with the 

chosen materials. They also point out that the pupils must learn how to reflect on their 

learning to be able to cope with taking responsibility for it.(1991: 18-19) 

  Erikssons‟ and Milianders‟ study also includes a small survey on 

using a common course book in class with individualisation in mind. They found that many 

pupils, who were used to the standarised way of teaching, just went through the motions of 

reading the „unit‟ text and then continued with working on the exercises without giving it any 

deeper thought (1991: 182). The authors stress however that the course book itself may not be 

as important as how one uses it, being either teacher or pupil which indeed echoes some of the 

other researchers‟ findings (1991: 183). 

In their last chapter, which is a summary of the study, Eriksson and Miliander 

state that there is a need for a period of adjustment for both teachers and pupils when 



12 
 

transitioning from standarised teaching to individual learning. They also stress that some kind 

of teacher guidance is necessary, among other things, to keep up the momentum and to give 

the pupils a broader view of their learning (1991: 208). It is important to note that in this 

study, individualisation is regarded as a building block in learner autonomy for the reason that 

without individualisation learner autonomy cannot take place. 

The question then answers why we should use Learner Autonomy in the 

classroom as many of the studies discussed in this section of the paper have argued, the old 

teacher initiated way of learning is dated and does not suit our current way of life. Learner 

autonomy is in many ways very natural as it is one of the ways in which we learn and is not a 

constructed concept. In using a natural learner strategy it would be plausible that that process 

should see a pupil better suited for lifelong learning than a pupil who is used to being led by 

the teacher. Also it has been decided in Lpf₉₄ that the teachers should try to individualise their 

teaching as much as possible and that pupils should take more responsibility over their own 

learning. (The Lpf₉₄ will be further discussed in the sections that follow this one.) 

 

What does the Lpf₉₄ say about LA? 
 

This section of the paper and contains a small study of the presence of Learner Autonomy in 

the Lpf₉₄. The curriculum is full with hints and very apparent thoughts towards Learner 

Autonomy and its many building blocks. In the first chapter called Fundamental values and 

tasks of the school underneath the heading Common tasks for the non- compulsory school 

system we find, for example: ”The main tasks of the non-compulsory school are to impart 

knowledge and to create the preconditions for pupils to acquire and develop their knowledge” 

(1994: 5). On the same page we find “Pupils shall develop their ability to take initiatives and 

responsibility and to work and solve problems both independently and together with others” 

(1994: 5). Here the curriculum stresses that even though individualisation is important 

learning to cooperate with others in problem-solving as well as other aspects of learning is 

just as important.  

 Further on the curriculum states that “Pupils shall have the opportunity of 

reflecting over their experiences and applying their knowledge. The school cannot itself 

impart all the knowledge pupils will need. Consequently it is essential that the school creates 

the best combination of conditions for the pupils‟ education, thinking and acquisition of 

knowledge” (1994: 7) This echoes what the different studies have discussed in the previous 
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section of this paper, that teachers can only do so much when it comes to imparting 

knowledge and that the ultimate responsibility for learning lies with the learners themselves. 

 In chapter two, Goals and guidelines, under the heading Knowledge the 

curriculum points out a few goals to strive towards and the last two of these can be interesting 

from an autonomous point of view:  
[…]the school shall strive to ensure that all pupils:  

 develop an insight into their own way of learning and an ability to evaluate their own 

learning and 

 develop the ability to work not only independently but also together with others.(1994: 

10) 

 

Under the heading Responsibility and influence of pupils the Lpf₉₄ instructs that: “The pupils‟ 

responsibility for planning and managing their studies as their influence on not only the 

contents but also its structures, shall be important principles in education” (1994: 14). 

Another important set of instructions for teachers are found under Guidelines: 
  The teacher shall: 

 take as a starting point that the pupils are able and willing to take 

personal responsibility for their learning and work in school. 

 plan the education together with the pupils. 

 encourage pupils to try different ways and structures of working and 

 together with the pupils evaluate the education.(1994: 15) 

 

Under Assessment and grades we find Goals to strive towards: 
 The school shall strive to ensure that all pupils: 

 take responsibility for their learning and study results and 

 can assess their own study results and development needs in 

relation to the demands of the syllabi.(1994: 17) 

  

Many of the different building blocks of which learner autonomy consists have found their 

way into this very important teaching document which is encouraging. Now if only the 

implementation in the classroom could be as straightforward.  

 

What does the research say about LA in the Lpf₉₄? 
 

In a discussion in Focus on the language learner,  about the Swedish national syllabi Bror 

Andered, from the In-Service Training Department at Uppsala University in Sweden, states 

that “The pupil‟s awareness of and responsibility for his own language learning are 

highlighted, thus marking the shift from teaching to learning” (1996: 51). Here again we see a 

discussion about a shift in the way of looking at learning in a national document but in 

contrast to Tornbergs‟ discussion, earlier in this paper, we see an emphasis on the pupil taking 

responsibility for his or her own learning which is essential in developing autonomy. 
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In her analysis of Lpf₉₄ and its autonomous value, Rebenius points out that: “The 

steppingstone is that the pupils can and will take personal responsibility for their learning and 

their own work at school” (2007: 254). Which we can clearly see in the quotes selected from 

the curriculum in the previous section of the paper. Rebenius continues with: “To develop an 

insight of one‟s own way of learning and an ability to evaluate one‟s own learning as well as 

an ability to access one‟s own results are all three prominent components in the talk about 

learner autonomy” (2007: 254). Rebenius concludes that learner autonomy is present in many 

of the goals of the document. I would have to agree with Rebenius‟s statement and conclude 

that the curriculum indeed has an autonomous point of view which in turn is well connected 

in the world of science.  

Eriksson and Jacobsson point out in their study, Språk för livet – Idébok för 

Språkdidaktik that the syllabi in 2000 will contain thoughts about creating awareness in the 

pupils about their own learning and they end the section with the question of” how long will it 

take before the raising of awareness of one‟s own learning will be a certainty in all classes” 

(2001: 8-9). Yes how long indeed? On this note I must point out that there is a new 

curriculum in the making which will be put into use next year 2011 which in turn makes me 

wonder that if we could not put Lpf₉₄ into motion during these years then how can the 2011 

have a chance of seeing the light of day in the classroom? This is not a question to be 

answered in this paper however but one can hope that it will be bared in mind in the years to 

come. 

Learner Autonomy in three course books 
 

Blueprint A 
 

Blueprint A is a course book that is frequently used in the humanistic/social studies program 

at my partner school. The layout is as follows:  Nine chapters that all begin with one or 

several texts. After each text there are four to five different kinds of exercises with the 

headings Reading & Reacting, Reflect & Share, Word Work and Follow up. At the end of 

each chapter there are some bluecoloured pages that are called Writing & Speaking that 

contain different exercises that relate to the heading. At the end of the course book there are 

three more chapters, Speaker’s Corner, Writer’s Workshop, Focus on Language and a word 

list. The following chapter contains a small selection of exercises, tips and sections that are 

relevant to the specific and very narrow focus of this paper. 
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The authors state in the foreword that the book is an “all-in-one book” with 

exercises and questions which, among other things, include reflection which is crucial for the 

pupil when it comes to developing learner autonomy. “All nine chapters in Blueprint end with 

the „blue pages‟ – speaking and writing exercises directly related to each theme. Here you 

make your own choices according to your needs and wishes” (2005: Foreword). This again is 

directed at the pupil. The foreword ends with the admonition “Be sure to direct your efforts 

towards improvement and less towards familiar and easier aspects” (2005: Foreword). This is 

right along the lines of developing the pupils own awareness and ambitions towards her or his 

language learning. 

The exercises throughout the course book seem to have been pedagogically 

constructed as far as I can tell. The authors seem to have a point of view which coincides with 

the guidelines of developing learner autonomy. This is of course not the only learning or 

teaching strategy which the authors have used; there is for example evidence of creative 

writing strategies and that they are encouraging speech. There is also a cleverness about the 

incorporation of grammar without making it apparent. However, looking at all the different 

pedagogical strategies present in the course book is not the task of this paper so let us 

continue with the line of autonomy. The course book seldom offers questions which can be 

answered with one word; instead most of the questions seem designed to force afterthought. 

Questions about the reading material like: “What two reasons are given for risk-taking 

behavior today? Which one would you agree with and why?”(2005: 31), where the pupil is 

challenged to think about the text within his or her own life parameters without the teacher 

having to put the text into context for them is one example. 

The authors are strewing study tips frequently throughout the course book and 

these tips vary quite a bit from a clear focus on the pupil taking charge of his or her learning 

to a more generic teacher led way for learning. There are also study sections that are named 

Reflect & Share which run right along the guidelines of learner autonomy.  

 
In Reflect & share you are asked to reflect and draw your own conclusions, or take a stand and 

argue for it. There is seldom only one correct answer. You will be asked to prepare and then 

discuss in groups or in class. The discussion will give you more ideas about the subject and more 

opportunities for reflection. The ability to express your own reflections on the text is important. 

(For your grades as well!) (2005: 6) 

 

Here is a good example of a thought process which aims towards autonomy. It encourages the 

pupil to draw his or her own conclusions and to learn how to reflect over given material 

which is important. The hint that there is not always a single right answer to everything helps 

the pupil to problematize the aspects of incorrect and correct answers; that answering yes or 
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no is seldom the point of the exercise or question. In one tip we find another useful tool for 

acquiring autonomy and that is to learn how to skim a text for its meaning: 

Reading becomes boring if we don‟t understand what we read. But we don‟t have to know every 

single word of a text in order to appreciate it. Often we get the general idea and meaning if we 

just continue reading. […]Try this short story below. It is a difficult text containing dozens of 

words you haven‟t even heard about. Still, read straight through. Then, afterwards you can go 

back and look up as many words as you wish (2005: 35) 

 

Some of the phrasing is perhaps a little patronizing and the authors assume to know the extent 

of the pupils‟ vocabulary. However they do encourage the pupil to push him or herself to read 

a difficult text, as well as give them a tool or and idea of how to take on the challenge. 

In the chapter Focus on Language there is a study tip: 

 
The idea is that you study and practice particular sections when your teacher points out that you 

frequently make certain mistakes. If you need to catch up on some of the basics of grammar, or 

if you feel that you want to revise and learn the other points of grammar, we advise you to use 

any of the grammar books, grammar exercise books or computer practice programs on the 

market (2005: 277) 

 

This tip contains a few good pointers for autonomous learners such as advising the pupil on 

where to look for the knowledge they might be seeking. The tip about the pupil being asked to 

look up different grammar items for him or herself in assorted medias or grammar books is a 

step towards autonomy. Ultimately, the pupil will not need a teacher to point out his or her 

weak spots but they will know themselves what they need to work on and can find a fitting 

strategy. It is a step on the way though, and you do have to start somewhere.  

At the end of every chapter there are some blue coloured pages which are called 

Writing & Speaking (mentioned in the analysis of the foreword of this course book.) It is in 

one of these we find another study tip which contain reflective elements: “In talk shows on 

TV people debate burning issues. Participating in a classroom talk show gives you the chance 

to reflect on an issue in a text in a different way.” (2005: 54) This tip is about reflecting on the 

text and not on how to reflect on one‟s learning. However, any form of contemplation, 

reflection on anything will start to prepare the pupil for a more autonomous approach to 

learning. 

When it comes to the course book as a whole one can clearly see that the authors 

have worked hard to keep the content current and relevant.  The reading material is well 

balanced and easy to relate to for the target group. In using the most common English 

grammar books in Swedish language learning as references to look up rules and other 

grammatical items the authors allow for independent studies and are also promoting self-

learning. 
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The last three chapters promote autonomy in the sense that they contain tools 

and tips on how to express oneself in writing and speaking, how to write an article or how to 

do a spontaneous speech in front of the class et cetera. They are very instructional and leave 

very little room for direct autonomy, so to speak, however the pupil will need to learn to work 

with these tools to acquire the target language, well any language for that matter.  

 

Master Plan Engelska A 
 

Master Plan Engelska A consists of seven thematically inspired chapters, where the last 

chapter is a source book for different rules and tips about speaking and writing. Every chapter 

consists of one or several texts that are followed by a number of different exercises. The 

headings of the exercises are Reading, Reading checkpoint, Discussion, Speaking, Writing, 

Listening, Listening checkpoint, Language, Language checkpoint, Word work, Watch a film!, 

Read more and Self test. 

The foreword does not contain any obvious evidence of the authors‟ thoughts 

about learner autonomy. Although there are some pointers to individual learning/teaching in 

the second last line of the quote where the authors point out that it is possible to use this 

course book individually.  

We are all different – we have different background knowledge, goals and interests. Therefore, 

Master Plan contains a variety of exercises, and further materials are also available in the 

teacher‟s book. Thus it is easy to create a study path that suits the whole class, a smaller group, 

or an individual. Everybody does not have to work with exactly the same texts, exercises or 

films. (2008: 3) 

 

A verb exercise, under the Language checkpoint heading, is interesting from an autonomous 

point of view. 

Look up the words you don‟t know in a dictionary and then sort all the words from the list into 

two groups: one groups which expresses a positive emotion or feeling and one which expresses a 

negative emotion or feeling. Compare your list with somebody else‟s. Did you get the same 

results? Why/Why not? (2008: 178) 

 

Working together with a peer will show the pupils the differences in learning which may lead 

to a better understanding of their own learning process. Hopefully that understanding will lead 

to a more autonomous path for the pupils. 

 Another exercise which can be beneficial for learning autonomy can be found 

under the Word work heading, called Explain in English and is phrased: “Try to explain at 

least five of the following words to someone, without saying the actual word” (2008: 162). 

Here the pupil will have to draw on his or her vocabulary which will hopefully make him or 
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her think about the extent of their vocabulary and will hopefully make them interested enough 

to learn new words. 

Under the Discussion heading we find traces of encouragement to after thought. 

One example is: “Which of the options suggested in the article The Meet Market do you think 

is the best? Which is the worst? Why? (Remember to give reasons for your point of 

view.)”(2008: 185) 

The Read more! Sections give good examples of literature from a variety of 

genres, not necessarily aimed at youths, which is positive as many young adults view that 

kind of literature as childish and generic, from what I have seen and heard from my own time 

in different classrooms. (This may or may not be true for all youths in Sweden so view the 

previous statement as my opinion and not a fact.) The same goes for the Watch a film! 

sections. There is a good variety of films as well and the authors give a brief summary of each 

movie, or each book, which can catch the pupils‟ interest. Exposure to the target language is 

important for the learning process and reading a book or watching a movie for leisure is very 

positive for an autonomous approach to learning, essentially any kind of learning does benefit 

from passive input. 

Other possible autonomy related items in this course book are that the exercises 

are well balanced, current and connected to youth culture, like movies, music and the internet. 

The grammar is embedded in every chapter and is obvious but without being too ostentatious. 

From what I have seen, pupils do shy away from the word „grammar‟ so any attempt from 

course book authors to embed grammar within the exercises is very helpful. (This again is 

only my own experience and is not based on any research.) 

There are also frequent references to the last chapter which contains rules and 

tips. This will give the pupils freedom to look things up by themselves which helps them learn 

to be autonomous.  

 

Impact 1 
 

Impact 1 consists of seven chapters. Each chapter contains one or several texts, word lists for 

each text and extensive exercise sections: Language points, When you have read the text, How 

to say it, A quick grammar check, The phonetic alphabet, A short reading exercise and 

sometimes Before you read the text. The foreword is unfortunately written in Swedish but this 

translation will hopefully convey the core of its meaning. 

Impact 1 is written for you who want to learn to study more independently and take 

responsibility for your own learning.  There is a mini test for every unit (on the computer or in 
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the teaching aide) which contains words and grammar and sometimes a little quiz. On the 

computer diskette there is also Factfiles – a mini database with background material to the texts. 

(1994: Foreword) 

 

Independent studies do not necessarily mean an autonomous point of view but it certainly 

facilitates its existence. Taking responsibility for ones‟ own learning does however coincide 

with the autonomous point of view.  

 At the beginning of every chapter there is an introduction which could be 

interesting in an autonomous point of view. This example is from chapter six: 

 Decide which of these things are most important for you to learn: 
 words (words in general; words about towns and town life) 

 grammar  (the difference between adjectives and adverbs; how to use the 

definite article the) 

 to listen (to Visitorcall) 

 to talk (about “tourist needs” in a city) 

 to write ( a diary; postcards; a short report) 

 a few facts about London 

 How to plan a few days in a big city(1994: 131) 

 

Here the pupil is encouraged to think about what is important when learning a new language. 

He or she is forced to evaluate which of these items are most important and list them in that 

order.  

There are also little yellow squares strewn randomly about within the chapters 

called Summing up. One of these, in chapter five, is an exercise formed to make the pupil 

asses how much time he or she has spent learning English: 

 Try to estimate how much you‟ve spent your English lessons working with unit 5. 

 …% done nothing. 

 …% listened to English. 

 …% read English texts. 

 …% talked English. 

 …% written English. 

 …% … 

 I‟m going to change this so that I … (1994: 129) 

 

This is also an exercise in responsibility. The responsibility the pupil takes for his or her 

studies. This is quite a few steps on the road to autonomy, if the pupil takes the exercise 

seriously of course. 

Another example of one of the Summing up exercises can be found at the end of 

chapter two, or unit two. All of the Summing up exercises are similar, asking the pupil to think 

about what they have learned and how they should think about learning. 

 
Go back to p. 27 and read through the introduction once more. 

1. Have you been successful in learning what is important to you? 

2. Choose two of the areas in the introduction. How did you work with them? 

3. What was most fun with Unit 2? 



20 
 

4. Discuss your answers with the person sitting next to you.(2000: 51) 

 

There is a reference here to the introduction, which have been highlighted earlier in the paper. 

This helps the pupil to review what he or she was supposed to do during the study of the unit 

and gives him or her a chance to reflect upon it. 

There are a few exercises that encourage autonomy in the way of self-studies by 

asking the pupils to look up words in dictionaries or in grammar books. An example of this is 

an exercise called Find the correct word, under the Look it up heading: ”The English 

language often has many words for one Swedish word. Find the correct word by studying a 

Swedish-English dictionary. You may have to use an English-English dictionary too” (1994: 

123). This exercise teaches the pupil how to use a dictionary which will help them become 

more autonomous because they familiarise themselves with a way of looking things up on 

their own. The grammar sections of this course book are in general fairly standard and not 

very inventive. There are references to the two most common English grammar books used in 

the Swedish school system which can help the pupils to look things up on their own. The 

exercises are simple to work with but they do not give space or rather encouragement for 

reflection. 

When it comes to the content of the texts, the themes and the exercises are 

verging on the point of being outdated. There are for example references to a tape instead of a 

CD for extra exercises (1994: Foreword), not to mention that the foreword itself was written 

in 1994. The pictures and photographs depict the youth culture of the 1990s. Many of the 

texts are rather juvenile such as “House of Horror” (1994: 67-69) and “Matilda” by Roland 

Dahl (1994: 2-6) which truly are children‟s‟ stories. The course book was written in 1994, so 

it is 16 years old, which can be considered too old in this rapidly changing day and age. This 

can hinder the sense of relevancy for the pupils as they can find it difficult to relate to the 

youths of the 1990s. 

 

Results and discussion 
 

Course books are used extensively throughout the Swedish school system and they are an 

important part of our current language teaching. Ann-Jeanette Stål also chose to look at 

course books in her C- paper Interkulturells synsätt i konflikt med konstruktionen av “De 

andra” and even though her focus is very different from mine she has some interesting facts 

and findings about the use of course books in teaching. Stål (2000) refers to a study done by 
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Leis Sercu and Ewa Bandura called Foreign Language Teachers and Intercultural 

Competence which states that “course books play a large foundational role for language 

teaching”(2005: 12). 

The result from the research on the three chosen course books for this paper has 

been surprising. I did not believe that there would be such extensive evidence of learner 

autonomy, in all its shapes and forms, in all three books. I did expect some from Blueprint A 

and possibly from Master Plan Engelska A but definitely not from Impact 1 because of its 

„age‟. All of the three course books, chosen for this paper show signs of having an 

autonomous point of view behind them. Does that mean that by choosing these particular 

course books, you provide your pupils with a way of becoming autonomous?  

In the late 1980s Irma Huttonen did an extensive study of Learner Autonomy 

called Towards Learner Autonomy in Foreign language Learning in Senior Secondary 

School, in her homeland Finland. She has focused on young adults, upper secondary 

school/senior secondary school levels. In a chapter focused on the use of teaching materials 

Huttonen has chosen nine different classes and their teachers to participate in her study. She 

has divided the classes into three different sections in the study, representing the three years 

that is most common in the length of an upper secondary school program in Finland, as well 

as in Sweden. The teachers have all been asked to teach in a way that is beneficial in the 

development of learner autonomy. (1986: 116 ff) 

Development can be seen over the three years in attitudes towards the use of material chosen or 

acquired by the students. In the first year the idea was still new to the teachers and students, and 

only five out of the 11 experimental periods mentioned a reported choice of materials (level 1). 

In the second year all the nine reports mentioned student activity in this field. […]In the third 

year all the nine teaching experiments included activities at levels 1 and 2 with a slight bias 

towards the students acquiring their own materials (level 2) (1986: 124-125) 

 

The levels which are mentioned in the quote represent the level of autonomy shown by the 

pupils in the form of choice of material and planning (1986: 124). As mentioned earlier this 

does show that it is not a simple endeavor to transform your teaching into learner autonomy 

planning, if you will, and to expect the pupils to change right along with it. 

 
[…] the materials used where mainly textbooks, practice books and other materials produced for 

that level. The reason for the fact that so few students brought their own materials are probably 

as follows: 1) The new FL textbooks contain such a good an(1) ample selection of suitable texts 

for the chosen themes that learners do not need to acquire extra reading[ ...] (1986: 125) 

 

Keeping in mind that Huttonens‟ study is from 1986, I would say that current course books 

have developed since then, possibly not for the better in all areas but the selection which is 

studied in this paper seems to  be of the same caliber a Huttonens‟ selection of course books. 
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In Learner Autonomy – Definitions, Issues and Problems David Little states that: 

“Learning resources and learning aids in the widest sense of the word – books, audio and 

video cassettes, computers – must be considered in terms of both the content of learning and 

classroom organization”(1991: 50). He continues with:  

 

It should be stressed, however, that an autonomous learner scheme does not depend above all else on 

providing a great wealth of materials. It is true that learners need much more input than they have 

customarily received, but it should be remembered that a single issue of one of the Authentik 

newspapers contains more input than many course books (1991: 51)  

 

Littles‟ attitude towards course books is made obvious in the previous quote. Nonetheless he 

stresses the need of using some kind of material when teaching but one should not use them 

arbitrarily but with deep consideration to the level of the learners‟ knowledge of the target 

language as well as the actual content of the course book.  

In Rigmor Eriksson and Annsofi Jacobssons‟ study Språk för livet – Idébok för 

Språkdidaktik, a teacher in the study mentions that when working with a common text in the 

classroom it is best if the pupils are not confronted with too many choices on how to work 

with it, at least not in the beginning of an individualisation process. They also point out that is 

its fruitful to let the pupils help with choosing what is important to learn about the text (2001: 

15). This does lean towards learner autonomy as it has to do with the pupils participating in 

the planning, as previously mentioned in this papers chapter about learner autonomy. 

Eriksson and Jacobsson point out that when pupils work alone with the exercises 

in a course book there is a “[…]risk that, as we mentioned earlier, that they will just do the 

exercises with out much afterthought and are happy with having gotten the right answers from 

the course book key”(2001: 107). As mentioned earlier in this paper the path of least 

resistance is usually the most tempting one for pupils. Here you need a teacher gently forcing 

the pupil to stop and think, to reflect on what they are doing and why. Eriksson and Jacobsson 

have found that especially adult learners prefer to work with premade materials where they 

can check their answers against a key. They consider themselves to have more control over 

their learning this way and feel secure in the process (2001: 98). I have personally seen the 

same with young adults as well, but this could be explained with they way they are used to 

learn.  They have been fed these exercises through out their school years and have become 

accustomed, especially the adults, to that specific way of working with language learning and 

get insecure when someone questions it. We are after all creatures of habit. 

It would seem that it is not through the material one uses that learner autonomy is 

achieved but in the way one uses it. Jean Evatt lists in Putting Learners at the Center – 
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Reflections from Guidance and Learner Autonomy in Higher Education Program a few points 

which she thinks are good for working and developing a good autonomous environment:  

 
 use IT for independent study and the transmission of basic information; 

 group work; 

 active learning projects which allows for the development of deep rather than superficial learning; 

 methods of assessment which measure a wider number of skills and thinking against clearly set 

criteria; 

 group and peer assessment; 

 reflective approaches to learning which develop self awareness and the ability to plan future 

learning to meet personal needs.(1996: 64) 

 

Van Esch and St. John tell us, in New Insights into Foreign Language Learning and 

Teaching, that: “Course materials, didactic procedures and forms of (self-) evaluation should 

encourage independence and self -control” (2004: 180). We have already discussed the link 

between independence and learner autonomy so one could interpret this quote in the 

following way: that with the right kind of course book, combined with teacher guidance and 

self-assessment, it can indeed help the pupil to develop learner autonomy. This is in 

agreement with the earlier quote by Jean Evatt. 

To conclude what has been said in this section of the paper, course books alone 

cannot provide a pupil with enough encouragement and self awareness for him or her to 

develop learner autonomy however there does seem to be a modicum of support in the 

research that the course book is relevant on the path towards achieving learner autonomy. 

When it comes to the Lpf₉₄ we find evidence of Learner Autonomy in both chapters of the 

curriculum and also under almost every heading in each chapter. It is strange to me that this 

has not been translated into practice in the classroom more, seen from my experience of 

course. There may be a lot of teachers and indeed whole schools out here in Sweden that 

follow the curriculums‟ guideline to a„t‟. This can, the way I see it only be realised if one uses 

learner autonomy as a guide in ones teaching. Therefore is it not entirely out of line for a 

teacher to try to individualise their teaching by using course books in the classroom if they 

use them sensibly and with the building blocks of learner autonomy firmly in mind. It may 

not be the best way to promote LA but I believe that it is a start. 

 

Ideas for further studies 
 

There is still room for research about Learner Autonomy and I would suggest narrow 

classroom studies with focus on how pupils adapt to this new way of learning. How would the 



24 
 

concept of Learner Autonomy be perceived by the pupils? Children and young adults do not 

usually take kindly to change, as some of the studies in this paper have shown. Also a study of 

the new curriculum of 2011, with Learner Autonomy as focus would be very interesting and 

useful for practicing teachers who will have to work hard to implement the new elements of 

the curriculum in their teaching. 
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