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SUPPORTING LEARNER AUTONOMY IN THE ENGLISH
FOR SPECIFIC PURPOSES COURSE

MIATPUMKA CAMOCTINHOCTI YYHA B AHIIIACBLKIA MOBI

Learner autonomy, which has been a key area of
interest in the field of foreign language acquisition
for over 40 years is becoming a prerequisite of
quality education. Little attention in the extensive
literature available has been given, however, to
the promotion of learner autonomy at tertiary
level in the English for Specific Purposes con-
text. The article addresses this gap by exploring
some practical ideas regarding students' auton-
omy support within ESP teaching/learning con-
texts through a small-scale case study of using
the electronic Professional Language Portfolio.
The Portfolio was specifically designed for stu-
dents of our university majoring in Finance and
Banking and was tailored to meet objectives of
modules "Effective Presentations" and "Effective
Meetings", which make the bulk of the course
and are relevant to students’ future specialism.
The research proves that the integration of the
Professional Language Portfolio contributes to
promoting students’ autonomy and critical aware-
ness of learning styles under condition of a dem-
ocratic model of learning. Students need to know
that their views and role in teaching/learning pro-
cess are valued. The results of the experimental
stage reveal that the integration of the Profes-
sional Language Portfolio in the current ESP
practice can increase students’ motivation, lead
to a higher level of their classroom activity and
active involvement in the educational process,
involve students into organization of ESP training
as a whole. Methodologically, learner autonomy
starts with the premise that autonomous learn-
ers take responsibility for their own learning: they
can identify their learning goals and their learning
processes; they can evaluate their learning; they
have well-founded conceptions of learning and
their own learning styles; they can organize their
learning; they have good information process-
ing skills; they are well motivated to learn. The
research emphasisis the role of the Professional
Language Portfolio as an effective tool to inhance
students’ capacity in these areas.

Key words: English for Specific Purposes,
learner autonomy, Professional Language Port-
folio, identify learning goals, take responsibility for
one’s own learning, facilitate, reflection.

HagyasibHa aBMOHOMISI 3&/TULUAEMBCS  OOHIEHD
3 K/IIOHOBUX MeM y  2a/1y3i MemoouKU BUK/IA-
0aHHs1 IHO3eMHOI MOBU BXe Malbke COPOK POKIB
focnifib, @ Ha Cy4acHoMy emarii BOHa cmae
repedyMoBoI0  sIKICHOI MosHOI ocsimu. OOHaK

Y Be/IUKOMY po3maimmi HayKosoi imepamypu
po6/ieMi Hag4asIbHOI aBMOHOMII 8 KOHMEKCMI
BUBYEHHSI/BUK/IA0aHHS aHe/liticbKoi MoBU  crie-
yia/lbHO20 BXUMKY Y 3ak/adax suwjoi ocsimu
MpudiNseMbCsi HEO0OCMamH b0 ysaau. Cmammsi
HamMa2aembCs yCyHymu 3asHaqeHy rpo2asiuHy,
oocioXyro4U Oesiki rMpakmuyHi ioei ujodo pos-
BUMKY aBMOHOMIi CmyOeHmI8 W/ISIXOM aHaslisy
KOHKpemHol cumyauiil BUKOpUCMaHHs1 e/1eKmpo-
HHO20 MpOCheciliHoeo MOBHO20 —nopmahosio
B Kypci 0i71080i iHO3eMHOI Mosu. [pocpecitiHe
ropmeposiio 6ys10 po3pobsIeHo 0715 CmyoeHmis
EKOHOMIYHUX crieyia/ibHocmell Hawoeo yHisep-
cumemy 8 pamkax Mooyig «EghekmusHi rpe-
3eHmayji» ma «EghekmusHi 3ycmpivi», siki cma-
HOB/I5IMb OCHOBHY YaCmUHY Kypcy ma. Mnos’sa3aHi
3 MalbymHbOI  crieyiastisayieto  cmyoeHmis.
Asmopamu  00800UMLCS, WO 3aCmOCyBaHHs
rpogpeciliHoeo MOBHO20 ropmebosiio  crpusie
po3sumKy  camocmitiHocmi - cmydeHmis  ma
KPUMUYHO20  YCBIOOM/IEHHSI  HUMU  CMU/liB
Has4yaHHs 3a yMOBU OeMOKpamuyHoi Modesi
HasydaHHsl. CmyoeHmu mMaroms yCcsioom/iosamu
BaXy/IUBICMb CBOIX M02/1510i8 ma posii y Mpo-
yeci BUBHEHHSI/BUKIA0aHHST aH2/lilicbKol MoBU
crieyiaibHo20 BXUMKY. Pe3ysibmamu excriepu-
MEeHMasIbHo20 OO0C/IOXKEeHHSI MOKa3ytomsb, WO
iHmezpauyisi npogbeciliHoeao MoBHO20 nopmgo-
J1i0 B CyyYacHy npakmuky miosuuye Momusayito
cmyoeHmis, Mpu3sooums 00 IX aKmusHO20
3a/1y4eHHs1 00 Has4a/IbHO20 MPOUECY, MoKpaLye
IX piBeHb BO/I00iHHSI MOBOIO, PO3BUBAE Peqhriek-
CUBHI 30iBHOCMI Ma CMUMY/T0E HaB4YaHHs1 yrpo-
008X XXUMMS.

3 MemoOuy4HOI MoYKU 30py Hasda/lbHa asmo-
HOMISi  XapakmepusyembCsi  Bi0M0BIOa/IbHICMIO
cmyOeHmI8 3a B/laCHe HaBYaHHSI: BOHU 30amHi
BU3Ha4YamUu CBOI Hag4aslbHI Ui/l ma Has4aslbHi
npoyecu;  oyiHoBamu  €Boi  OOCA2HEHHS;
eheKmuBHO  OpaaHi3ysamu CBOE HaB{aHHs;
maromb  06IpyHMoBaHi  KOHUenyii ma  snacHi
cmusii Hag4yaHHs;, 0obpe CghopMOBaHi HaBUYKU
06po6KU iHGhopmayji; i npumamaHull BUCOKUU
pigeHb Momugayji. ¥ cmammi pobumbCsi BUCHO-
BOK PO Me, Wo npogpeciliHe MosHe nopmahosio
MOXe c/y2yBamu  egheKmusHUM  iHCMpyMeH-
mom 97151 MiOBULEHHS CIPOMOXHOCMI CMyOeH-
mig y yux cepepax.

KniouoBi cnoBa: aHesilickka Mosa creyia/ib-
HO20 BXUMKY, Has4asbHa asmoHOMIsl, po-
heciliHe mosHe nopmaposio, BuU3Ha4Yamu yini
Has4yaHHsi, Gpamu BiONosida/IbHICMb 38 CBOE
HasyaHHsl, Cripusimu, pegb/IeKCcis.

Statement of the problem and its relation
to important practical tasks. The intention of our
country to join the European Higher Education Area
sets challenging tasks for Ukrainian universities
to develop students' competences and strategies
needed to function effectively in the academic and
professional situations they encounter and to facilitate
their mobility and competitiveness in the national and
international job markets. Professional education
in Ukraine highly integrates language skills into the
context of a particular specialism, and the demand for

English as an essential element of generic job-related
skills in a variety of professional areas has exploded
in the last decade. Many university policy-makers
view foreign language proficiency as one of the
components of graduates' professional competences,
formulated in the qualification profiles of university
degree programs.

Despite considerable positive changes, which
English for Specific Purposes (hereinafter ESP)
teaching, learning, and assessment in Ukraine has
undergone recently, there is still a gap between the
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target situation (employment market) needs and
existing foreign language proficiency of learners. On
the one hand, the majority of university entrants do
not meet the National secondary school standard
of B1+, and on the other —by a mismatch between
societal expectations and the insufficient number of
class hours allotted to an ESP course by universities.
As foreign language learning goes far beyond
compulsory education, the increasing role of students'
independent work can become a major factor for the
development of such innovative educational trend as
autonomy.

Learner autonomy is of particular importance
in the context of COVID-19 pandemic which has
intensified online and individual learning, shaping
some problems educational systems worldwide have
faced recently.Today it is becoming a prerequisite
of quality education. The factors mentioned above
determine the relevance of this research to the
current ESP practice.

Analysis of recent research and publications.
The concept of educational autonomy, which has
been a key theme in the field of foreign language
learning at tertiary level for over 40 years is generally
viewed through two factors: learners ability to assume
responsibility for their own learning and the learning
environment to provide opportunities for the learner to
take control of their learning.The first factor requires
a set of personal qualities: confidence, motivation,
taking and accepting responsibility, and ability to
take initiative. The second factor is connected with
learner’s dependence upon teachers to create and
maintain learning environments that support the
development of learner autonomy [11, p.56].

Main idea behind learner autonomy according to
H. Holec is that students should take responsibility for
their own learning, rather than be dependent on the
teacher [7, p.198]. They should progress from tradition
of passivity, of a spectator of learning process to self-
development for choice and responsibility across
all spheres of their learning experience. P. Benson
defines the autonomous learner as one that
constructs knowledge from direct experience, rather
than one who responds to someone’s instruction
[1, p.165]. For Hayo Reinders, learner autonomy
is a mindset, a way of thinking about learning as a
journey where you decide where to go, and how to
travel [10]. These understandings of the nature of
learner autonomy seem to be well-established in the
scientific literature as well as the issues of institutional
and individual constraints on autonomy, learning
opportunities to foster autonomy, understandings of
learner autonomy in various cultural contexts, etc.
[1,4,7,10]. Little attention has been given, however,
to the promotion of learner autonomy at tertiary level
in the ESP context.

Formulation of the article’s goals. This study
addresses this gap by exploring some practical ideas
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about supporting students' autonomy within ESP
teaching/learning contexts through a small-scale
case study of using electronic Professional Language
Portfolio (hereinafter PLP). The paper also aims
to find out through qualitative analysis of collected
data whether integration of PLP can result in an
improvement of students’ English language proficiency
level and their overall performance in ESP classes.

Presentation of the basic research material. Itis
not our intention to enter into a substantial discussion
of theoretical background to the issue, instead, it
seems reasonable to emphasise some points in
terms of their practicality. In an ESP setting, learner
reflection can be enhanced by fostering classroom
interaction via Dam'’s [4, p.70]. five questions:

* What are we doing?

« Why are we doing it?

* How are we doing it?

* How successful is our learning?

* What are we going to do next?

However, itis worth noting here that not all students
are capable of taking learning into their own hands.
Despite their psychological and linguistic readiness to
be active participants of the educational process, they
are not able to organize their independent work as a
consequence of authoritarian learning environment.
Some of them rely on the teacher and believe that
they can learn by being mere passive receivers
of information. In such a case, it is necessary for
the teacher to explain the rationale and benefits of
reflection to the students. Accordingly, V. Kohonen,
U. Pajukanta [8, p.80]. state that when students
notice the purpose of reflection, they have crossed
the main motivational threshold for the reflective
language learning.

As "any change initiative needs to be founded
on a clear understanding of the status quo and also
of the reasons for undertaking the change"[2, p.32],
students need to know that their views and role in
teaching/learning process are valued. Thus, the
classroom atmosphere that encourages reflection
and their initiative should be created. As part of the
preparation teachers talk to their students about what
they aim to do and why, they explain their thinking
and what it means for students.

In the course of implementing the PLP in ESP
classes, reflective activities should be practiced in
the target language to accomplish two main goals:
promoting language learning and activating learners’
ability to think in their target language; otherwise,
their proficiency level is exposed to remain external
to them [6, p.680].

The ideas below can be suggested for ESP
teachers to advance learners’ autonomy and to
enable them to undertake more responsibility for their
own language learning [9, p.56]:

e Making learners establish their own learning
goals and be aware of them
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» Suggesting active learning tasks and getting the
learners to reflect on their learning strategies

* Letting them do group work or pair work and
receive some reciprocal feedback

« Making the learners devise learning activities
either at home or in the language class and utilize
them in the language learning setting

 Giving the learners the chance to choose with
whom they wish to work

« Devising discussion activities with the class

* Reflecting on prior learning.

The integration of autonomous learning into
the current ESP practice requires the solution of a
wide range of tasks, first of all — the establishment
of equal partnership relationships between the
teacher and the student; giving students a certain
degree of freedom in choosing content, methods
and means of learning; creation of an effective
assessment system of their independent work,
etc.In their turn, students should develop skills for
self-control and self-assesssment; understand the
responsibility for the choices they make and the
quality of knowledge they acquire. We assume
that effective use of electronic PLP can facilitate
solutions to these problems.

As the ESP course in our institution is provided
in the second year of tuition and is built upon the
five-credit foreign language course in the first year,
40 second-year students, majoring in Finance and
Banking of Sumy State University, Faculty of Banking
Technologies, were involved in this research.

The classes were conducted 2 hours per week in
the the Fall Semester and 2 hours per week in the
Spring Semester of 2019-2020 Academic Year.The
students were required to take a placement test at
the start of the course so that the teacher can group
them according to their proficiency levels. These
40 students were all within the frame of A2 or
Blreference levels, lacking at the same time, self-
confidence and self-recognition to learn a language.

With this in mind, an introductory session was held
to discuss with the students benefits of using PLP, its
functions, learning a language beyond the classroom,
the characteristic features of a good dossier, etc. The
students were invited to complete a pre-questionnaire
which asked them about their previous experience in
employing the English Language Portfolio (hereinafter
ELP), types of ESP activities and the length of time
spent on the activities. The pre-questionnaire shows
that students had no previous experience relevant to
the use of Portfolio and they did not know what the
PLP or the ELP is.

A post-questionnaire was administered to the
students after ESP course with the purpose of finding
out whether the use of the PLP supported reflection
and autonomous learning. The post-questionnaire
focused on planning and monitoring learning and
evaluating learning materials.

To test learner’s communicative proficiency before
and after the course, Placement Test and standardized
Business English Certificate (BEC) tests (Preliminary
and Vantage)were administered respectively.

To obtain results on student’s performance during
ESP classes observation sheets were used.

It is important to point out that in the ESP context
students learn English to meet their specific needs
by, as Dudley-Evans & St John [5, p.101]. suggest,
concentrating on the language (grammar, lexis,
register), skills, discourse and genres relevant to a
specific discipline. It is up to the teacher to facilitate
autonomous learning first and foremost through
appropriate methodology. The common thread in
teaching, learning and assessment of the ESP
courses we provide is communicative methodology,
which is currently recognized by the majority of ELT
teachers as a dominant one.

The comprehensive approach which involves
creative combination of practical, problematic and
visual methods to teaching primary language skills for
real-life academic and job-related areas and situations
is adopted. This approach is action-oriented by its
very nature in the sense that language learners have
to perform certain tasks in certain conditions, and in
the specific environment. As the courses we provide
are professionally oriented and skill-based ones and
their content is organized according to generic job-
related skills required in a variety of professional
areas and situations, students’ needs which ensure
the greatest relevance of language learning to their
communicative competence in ther target situation
are given priority.

Accordingly, the ELP [3,9] was taken as a model
for the development of the electronic PLP for students
of our university. It was tailored to meet objectives of
the ESP course and specifically designed to cover
modules "Effective Presentations" and "Effective
Meetings", which make the bulk of the course.

Like any other language Portfolio, PLP performs
two main functions: reporting and pedagogic. As
the Council of Europe is interested in facilitating
students’ academic mobility and validating national
education certificates with internationally recognized
standards, the reporting function of the PLP is to
provide information to all stakeholders about the
owner of the Portfolio, his/her language proficiency
level, the experience of intercultural communication
and samples of works selected by the owner of the
Portfolio. Students gathered and organized the
official documents which confirmed their language
education, analyzed and assessed their skills and
ability to communicate in a foreign language. This
experience helped them to develop their capacity
for reflection and self-assessment, and thus enable
them gradually to assume more responsibility for their
own learning. Thus, reflection as the main means
of implementing the reporting function of the PLP,
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promotes the development of the ability to learn and
think critically.

The pedagogic function of PLP lies in stimulating,
guiding and fostering the student in the process of
learning, encouraging life-long learning, developing
learning  competences, enhancing  students'
motivation and autonomy. Since students are actively
involved in the educational process, they had the
opportunity to tell what they have already learned,
what they are interested in,what they want to learn,
what is hard to learn, which of the classroom activities
they like and which not.

It is also important to stress that such components
of the PLP as self-assessment grids for each
module containing "l can .." statements, tables
for formulating individual learning goals (students
independently choose their own goals and describe
their implementation), experience of intercultural
communication, the free way of compiling The Dossier
facilitate students' self-initiated learning activities
aimed at achieving a goal that they have recognized
as a primary one at this stage.

However, in should be highlighted that for 15%
of students it was difficult to plan implementation of
their individual learning goals and 5% of them failed
to formulate their goals at all. This can be accounted
for the lack of motivation on the one hand, and limited
experience of independent learning on the other.

Generally, the results of the post-experimental
section indicate the effectiveness of the use of PLP
in the teaching/learning process. Thus, students of
experimental groups demonstrated 1.5 times better
results of Business English Certificate (BEC) tests than
students of control groups. It can be explained by the
fact that they can effectively organize theirindependent
work in English, become more productive and willing
about what can be done, and progress more in the
target language. Furthermore, the use of electronic
PLP in the ESP course increased motivation of most
of students to foreign language aquisition, which led
to a higher level of their classroom activity and active
involvement in the educational process remaining no
longer indifferent to the teaching/learning materials
and organization of ESP training as a whole. Students
of experimental groups noted that it became easier for
them to organize independent work not only in English,
but also in other disciplines. Consequently, there is
a positive transfer of acquired study skills to other
areas.Moreover, the results of the study reveal that
the integration of the PLP contributes to the learners’
language learning process to a great extent in terms
of promoting their self-confidence, self-reflection and
self-assessment.The results of the survey demonstrate
that 30 % of students intend to work with the Portfolio
after completing the ESP course.

Conclusions and perspectives for a further
research. From the description above, it feels
reasonable to offer a few conclusions about what can
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be learnt from the experience of supporting learner
autonomy through integrating PLP in the ESP context:

Learner autonomy starts with the premise that
autonomous learners take responsibility for their own
learning: they can identify their learning goals (what
they need to learn) and their learning processes (how
they will learn it); they can evaluate their learning; they
have well-founded conceptions of learning and their
own learning styles; they can organize their learning;
they have good information processing skills; they
are well motivated to learn.

The PLP can serve as an effective tool for
promoting learner autonomy and critical awareness
of learning styles under the condition of a democratic
model of learning. It can increase learners’ motivation,
develop their reflective capacities, stimulate them
to take their own language learning initiatives and
encourage life-long learning. The teacher’s role is
central in managing learning: giving inputs, providing
feedback, offering and supplying help to students.

The formation of autonomy is a long-term process.
It does not happen in one day and it never ends. It
cannot be solved with the help of the above-mentioned
instrument only. Careful systematic work is required on
every contact lesson so that students receive an impulse
that will enable them to effectuate foreign language
acquisition.Therefore, further research is needed in such
issues as the use of Internet technologies to effectuate
autonomous ESP learning, activation of metacognitive
skills, forms of teacher-students collaborative work
to ensure partnership relationships and democracy
throughout the learning process,etc.

Hopefully, the approaches adopted will develop
students' capabilities as autonomous learners and
ensure a match between their needs, the declared
objectives of ESP teaching/learning and international
levels of proficiency.
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