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Abstract 

Although the notion of autonomy has gained a lot of attention in educational environments, 

there still exists a great gap between theory and practice. Being based on the idea that foreign 

language learners are more successful when they are allowed to actively participate in their 

own learning process, this thesis provides an overview of the correlation between autonomy, 

learner identity, and motivation, and sets out a non-exhaustive list of autonomy-enhancing 

methods which are applicable in the EFL classroom. The empirical study on the effect of 

keeping a vocabulary notebook described in this thesis attempts to substantiate the theoretical 

claims. Pupils in two intermediate EFL classes and in one advanced EFL class participated in 

the study, which covered a period of seven weeks. By providing the pupils of one of the 

intermediate classes with a pre-patterned ‘language diary’ and the remaining participants with 

a blank notebook, I intended to gain insight into the short-term effect of keeping a vocabulary 

notebook on pupils’ vocabulary acquisition, and its correlation with the degree of autonomy 

in keeping a diary (i.e. whether either the use of a pre-patterned or blank diary is more 

successful) on the one hand; and into the diary’s effect on pupils’ experience as autonomous 

language learners (i.e. their sense of learner identity and motivation) on the other hand. Even 

though the pupils’ test results revealed significant vocabulary gain, the diary in itself is not 

enough to enhance pupils’ autonomy; in order to ‘create’ motivated, autonomous learners, a 

first requirement is to have them educated by a motivated, autonomous teacher. 

Keywords: learner autonomy, learner identity, motivation, vocabulary acquisition, 

vocabulary notebooks  
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Introduction 

‘Lifelong (language) learning’ and ‘engagement in a globalised world’: two concepts 

one cannot imagine living without these days. In educational environments, and more 

specifically in the second and foreign language classrooms, the idea of autonomy has gained a 

lot of attention. But although foreign language learners are generally considered to be more 

successful when they are allowed to actively participate in their own learning process, there 

still exists a great gap between theory and practice concerning the implementation of 

autonomy-enhancing methods. Moreover, it is not entirely clear how the notions of 

motivation and identity can be related to the development of the successful autonomous 

language learner.  

Since I obtained a Professional Bachelor Degree of Secondary Education in 2011 and 

still want to start teaching next year, finding a way to optimise the skilfulness of learners of 

English is dear to my heart. As a consequence, the aim of my thesis is twofold. On the one 

hand, it provides insight into how the implementation of autonomy-enhancing methods in the 

EFL classroom in secondary schools can nurture pupils’ identity as learners, how this may 

influence their learning results, and how motivation can be regarded as a vital factor in 

language learning achievement. On the other hand, it will report on an empirical study 

measuring the effect of keeping a vocabulary notebook – or ‘language diary’ – as part of the 

autonomous learning experience. The results of this study will not only illustrate some 

theoretical issues raised in the former part, but also provide an insight into the diary’s effect 

on the vocabulary acquisition of the language learner. 

This thesis consists of six parts. In the first part, I will introduce the concept of ‘the 

autonomous language learner’. To begin with, I will present a working definition of learner 

autonomy, which I will then discuss in the context of Critical Pedagogy. Next, I will set out 

an overview of possible (dis)advantages of acquiring independent language learning skills. 

The second part concentrates on the pedagogical ideas and regulations concerning autonomy 

in the EFL classroom. In the first instance a theoretical background regarding methods that 

can be used for the implementation of autonomy is provided. While taking these methods into 

account an important question is dealt with, namely: ‘To what extent does the curriculum of 

English permit teachers to create semi-autonomous learning environments?’ On the one hand, 

the answers will provide a clear account of the discrepancies between theory (pedagogical 

regulations) and practice (teaching in the EFL classroom). On the other hand, it will become 



 

 

x 

 

clear that there nonetheless do exist feasible autonomy-enhancing methods – a conclusion I 

hope to encourage the teachers among you with. 

In the third part I will scrutinise the correlation between autonomy, identity and motivation. 

After defining identity and motivation and their interrelationship, these concepts will be 

discussed in the context of autonomous language learning. Two important questions I will 

deal with concern: 

 In what way can a greater sense of autonomy lead to a stronger sense of identity for a 

language learner? 

 In what way does the blooming of learner identity lead to a motivating environment in 

which pupils are able to develop into autonomous language learners? 

The fourth and fifth part respectively consist of the methodology of my case study measuring 

the effect of keeping a vocabulary notebook in the 3
rd

 and 5
th

 year of EFL and its outcomes. 

As mentioned in the second part, previous studies have proven the positive effects of 

vocabulary notebooks on learner autonomy. Since this study field has not yet been thoroughly 

explored in Belgium, I will try to answer the following questions:  

 What is the short-term effect of keeping a language diary on pupils’ vocabulary 

acquisition? 

 What is the correlation between pupils’ vocabulary acquisition and the degree of 

autonomy in keeping a diary – i.e. is either the use of a pre-patterned or the use of a 

blank diary more successful? 

 What is the short-term effect of keeping a language diary on pupils’ experience as 

autonomous language learners – i.e. on their sense of identity and motivation? 

 What is the correlation between pupils’ degree of satisfaction and the degree of 

autonomy in keeping the language diary? 

This study will illustrate some of the theoretical and practical issues raised in the second part. 

In the sixth and last part I will refer back to my theoretical findings and map them onto the 

study’s outcomes. This approach will allow me to draw some general conclusions regarding 

the feasibility of autonomy-enhancing methods, the current study’s limitations, and the 

additional requirements which are needed to stimulate pupils to become motivated, 

autonomous learners. To finish off, I will also suggest some questions for future investigation. 

Even though the above-mentioned research questions and studies are initially there to 

provide an insight into different concepts and methods in the context of autonomy, there is 

another – major – goal I would like to achieve by sharing this thesis with you. I do hope that, 
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by the end of reading it, the teachers among you will understand that the presence of 

pedagogical regulations and/or time restrictions does not mean the absence of possibilities to 

create a (semi-) autonomous learning environment. The positive impact on the development 

of learners’ identity and their linguistic skills cannot be neglected – however trivial the 

autonomy-enhancing method may appear to be at first sight, as with the vocabulary notebook. 

Consequently, I do hope that my current writings may provide you with a sufficient dose of 

motivation to turn your theoretical ideas regarding autonomy into practice. 
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1. The Autonomous Language Learner: In Search of a Definition 

I know I cannot teach anyone anything. I can only 

provide an environment in which he can learn. 
Carl Rogers (1965: 389) 

1.1. ‘Learner autonomy’: A working definition 

The concept of ‘learner autonomy’ dates back to the 1980s, when Henri Holec set up a 

project to provide adults with life-long learning opportunities. By 1981 he had defined this 

concept as the ‘ability to take charge of one’s own learning’ (qtd. in Little 2006: 1). Although 

Holec’s initial definition has been of great importance in the development of the debate 

concerning learner autonomy, it seems almost impossible to come up with a straightforward 

definition of the term nowadays. As Gardner and Miller (1999: 5) point out, three reasons can 

be quoted to substantiate this: ‘First, different writers have defined the concepts in different 

ways. Second, they are areas of ongoing debate and therefore definitions are continuing to 

mature as more discussion takes place. Third, these concepts have developed independently in 

different geographical areas and therefore they have been defined using different (but often 

similar) terminology’.  

Regarding the first reason, Little (2002) notices that ‘[l]earner autonomy is a 

problematic term because it is widely confused with self-instruction’. According to Dickinson 

(1987: 11), this idea of self-instruction is defined as ‘a neutral term referring generally to 

situations in which learners are working without the direct control of the teacher’. Next to 

that, the ‘particular attitude to the learning task, where the learner accepts responsibility for all 

the decisions concerned with his learning but does not necessarily undertake the 

implementation of those decisions’ (Dickinson 1987: 11) is called self-direction. An 

important remark regarding the notion of self-direction is that ‘[t]o be responsible for 

something does not entail having to carry out the courses of actions arising from it’ 

(Dickinson 1987: 12). Consequently, following Dickinson’s (1987: 11) stream of thought that 

autonomy ‘describes the situation in which the learner is totally responsible for all of the 

decisions concerned with his learning and the implementation of those decisions’, the latter 

may be seen as the mode of learning which implies the presence of a ‘self-directed attitude’. 

Her findings, as she points out herself, contrast sharply with those of Holec, in that the latter 

made the same distinction, but applied the terms in reverse. For him, self-direction concerns a 

mode of learning, whereas autonomy ‘merely’ refers to an attitude. Yet another use of these 

terms can be found in Knowles’s (1975) work. He ‘uses the term self-direction to mean the 



SEB 13 

 

 

 

same as self-instruction – as well as self-planned learning, self-education, self-teaching, self-

study and autonomous learning’ (Dickinson 1987: 15). 

 Glancing through the approaches of other writers, it becomes clear that the concept of 

autonomy is not only regarded as an educational mode of learning, but also as a personal 

characteristic. Little (1990) considers learner autonomy to be ‘essentially a matter of the 

learner’s psychological relation to the process and content of learning’ (qtd. in Gardner and 

Miller 1999: 6). Moreover, according to Kenny (1993: 436), autonomy comprises ‘the 

opportunity to become a person’. Yet another view can be found in the work by Benson 

(1997), who ‘defines learner autonomy as representing “a recognition of the rights of learners 

within educational systems” and, within the context of teaching English as a Foreign 

Language, as “a recognition of the rights of the ‘non-native speaker’ in relation to the ‘native 

speaker’ within the global order of English”’ (Gardner and Miller 1999: 6). In this sense, 

learner autonomy can be seen as a political measure as well. Even though Benson’s view 

definitely plays an important role in the study of autonomy and relates closely to the political 

history of the term, a discussion of his approach would be redundant in the context of my 

current study. The personal characteristics ascribed to learner autonomy by Little and Kenny, 

on the contrary, will often be referred to in the third part of my thesis; ‘The link between 

autonomy, identity, and motivation’. 

 A last point which I would like to discuss concerns the question whether learner 

autonomy should be considered an educational goal or ‘an approach to educational practice’ 

(Boud 1988, qtd. in Gardner and Miller 1999: 6). Voices in favour of the former can be found 

in Leni Dam’s work, as well as in that of David Little. Whereas Dam (1990) ‘defines 

autonomy in terms of the learner’s willingness and capacity to control or oversee her own 

learning’ (Thanasoulas 2000), Little (2001: 30) explicitly argues that autonomy ‘is the “goal” 

of developmental learning’ (italics mine). Nevertheless, a nuanced version of these opinions is 

definitely called in order here. As Thanasoulas (2000) points out, ‘autonomy is a process, not 

a product. One does not become autonomous; one only works towards autonomy’. This idea 

squares perfectly with Dickinson’s (1987: 13) statement that ‘we can recognise a scale of 

degree of autonomy. We need to recognise such a scale if we are to represent accurately the 

reality of language learning inside and out of educational institutions. […] [T]here is not a 

simple dichotomy between autonomous language learning and fully directed language 

learning, but […] there are a vast range of possibilities between these extremes’. Accordingly, 

Nunan (1997) remarks that ‘it may well be that the fully autonomous language learner is an 

ideal, rather than a reality’ (qtd. in Gardner and Miller 1999: 7), quoting ‘their personality, 
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their goals, institutional philosophy and cultural context’ (Gardner and Miller 1999: 7) as 

modifying factors for the learner’s degree of autonomy. Moreover, following Gardner and 

Miller’s stream of thought, autonomy can only be regarded as a relative notion. Since the 

degree of autonomy of a single learner also tends to fluctuate ‘over time and from one skill 

area to another’ (Gardner and Miller 199: 7), I cannot but conclude that autonomy is an 

educational practice and goal in one – be it a goal that always has to be brought to a higher 

level, depending on the context. 

 Taking into account all the different approaches and nuanced definitions of learner 

autonomy (as well as those of self-instruction and self-direction), one may come to doubt the 

straightforwardness of the field of study concerned. However, as Dickinson (1987: 15) and 

Little (2002) point out, it would be redundant to invest much energy in trying to disentangle 

these approaches. As can be derived from the above, ‘the important point is the distinction 

between an attitude to the learning process which recognises the learner’s responsibility in 

learning, and a mode of learning – most conveniently called self-instruction – in which the 

learner takes over part, or all, of the institutional process without the direct intervention of the 

teacher’ (Dickinson 1987: 15). Since these two characteristics seem to occur in (almost) every 

work on learner autonomy, they will prove to be a perfect starting point to define the notion of 

‘the autonomous language learner’, which I will discuss next. 

 

 

1.2. The autonomous language learner from a critical pedagogic point of view  

In an attempt to come up with possible characteristics of the autonomous language 

learner, it is interesting to have a look at the various definitions and dimensions of learner 

autonomy once again. As Phil Benson (1997, qtd. in Thanasoulas 2000) points out, the notion 

of autonomy is being used in at least the following five ways: 

a. for situations in which learners study entirely on their own; 

b. for a set of skills which can be learned and applied in self-directed learning; 

c. for an inborn capacity which is suppressed by institutional education; 

d. for the exercise of learners' responsibility for their own learning; 

e. for the right of learners to determine the direction of their own learning. 

Whereas (c) can be regarded as being a psychological approach to the concept of autonomy, 

(e) clearly belongs to the field of politics. In contrast with these rather abstract dimensions, 

(a), (b), and (d) follow naturally from the definition of the autonomous language learner 
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coined by Dam (1990), in that the latter describes one as ‘an active participant in the social 

processes of classroom learning […], an active interpreter of new information in terms of 

what she/he already and uniquely knows, [someone who] knows how to learn and can use this 

knowledge in any learning situation she/he may encounter at any stage in her/his life’ (qtd. in 

Gardner and Miller 1999: 6), as well as from her characterisation of learner autonomy as ‘a 

readiness to take charge of one’s own learning’ (Dam et al. 1990, qtd. in Gardner and Miller 

1999: 6-7). Judging from these definitions, it seems drastic to state that the learner’s capacity 

is characteristically ‘suppressed by institutional education’ (Benson 1997, qtd. in Thanasoulas 

2000). Hence, a more nuanced version of this definition should be taken into account. As 

Little (1991) points out, ‘learner autonomy does not mean that the teacher becomes redundant, 

abdicating his/her control over what is transpiring in the language learning process’ 

(Thanasoulas 2000); an idea that is supported by Dickinson’s (1987: 16-17) finding that 

autonomy ‘may mean a learner working away in isolation, but it is more likely to describe a 

situation in which learners undertake responsibility for a part of their learning. Also, it may 

mean a learner using materials which are designed to guide his every step and leave little 

freedom of choice, or it may describe a situation in which the learner designs his own course 

and makes decisions about when and how he is going to be assessed’. Consequently, if 

‘creating’ autonomous language learners is seen as an educational goal, teachers should 

provide their pupils with a suitable learning environment to foster their self-directedness.  

 An important philosophy of education within this line of reasoning is called Critical 

Pedagogy. This theory is congruent with that of Constructivism, in that it also boils down to 

the idea that ‘the autonomous learner is a self-activated maker of meaning, an active agent in 

his own learning process. He is not one to whom things merely happen; he is the one who, by 

his own volition, causes things to happen’ (Rathbone 1971, qtd. in Thanasoulas 2000). In this 

sense, both Constructivism and Critical Pedagogy constituted a striking breakaway from 

earlier philosophies like positivism and behaviourism. As Reinders (2010: 40) points outs, 

‘these humanist approaches [i.e. Constructivism and Critical Pedagogy] considered the learner 

as someone who actively shapes his or her learning experiences with the purpose of self-

development and fulfilment, rather than seeing the learner as a passive container to be filled 

with the teacher’s ideas’. This critique of regarding learners as passive containers derives 

directly from Paulo Freire’s ‘banking concept of education’. Since Freire’s theory is 

considered to be the foundation of Critical Pedagogy (cf. e.g. Giroux 2010) and is a more 

recent approach than Constructivism, I will only be tackling the former with an eye on the 

characteristics of the autonomous language learner. 
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 Freire introduced the notion of ‘the banking concept of education’ in his trail-blazing 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970). In it, he criticised the ‘narration sickness’ education is 

suffering from. ‘Narration (with the teacher as narrator) leads the students to memorize 

mechanically the narrated content. […] Instead of communicating, the teacher issues 

communiqués and makes deposits which the students patiently receive, memorize, and repeat. 

This is the “banking” concept of education’ (Freire 2005: 257). In this concept, ‘knowledge is 

a gift bestowed by those who consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they 

consider to know nothing. Projecting an absolute ignorance onto others, a characteristic of the 

ideology of oppression, negates education and knowledge as processes of inquiry’ (Freire 

2005: 257). Wanting to do away with this ‘ideology of oppression’, Freire claims that the 

poles of contradiction – i.e. the opposition between teachers and students – should be 

reconciled, ‘so that both are simultaneously teachers and students’ (2005: 257). To do so, 

Freire proposes the ‘problem-posing method’, in which the educational goal of deposit-

making is replaced with ‘the posing of the problems of human beings in their relations to the 

world’ (2005: 262). This method ‘does not dichotomize the activity of teacher-student: she 

[i.e. the teacher] is not “cognitive” at one point and “narrative” at another. She is always 

“cognitive”, whether preparing a project or engaging in dialogue with students’ (Freire 2005: 

263). In this context, the role of problem-posing educators is to provide their pupils with the 

conditions under which knowledge about generally accepted facts is superseded by 

knowledge acquired by reasoning. 

 According to Freire (2005: 265), a problem-posing educational environment 

encourages learners to: 

- feel challenged and obliged to respond to that challenge; 

- do away with mythologised, imposed knowledge; 

- enter into dialogue and regard it as an act of cognition which unveils reality; 

- become critical thinkers; 

- be creative and reflect upon reality; ‘thereby responding to the vocation of persons as 

beings who are authentic only when engaged in inquiry and creative transformation’; 

- take the people’s historicity as their starting point. 

In other words, there is a consensus that the autonomous learner is, also from a critical 

pedagogic point of view, characterised by ‘a positive attitude, a capacity for reflection, and a 

readiness to be proactive in self-management and in interaction with others’ (Little 2002). 

This idea aligns perfectly with Gardner and Miller’s (1999: 8) finding that self-access 

language learning, as they prefer to call it, ‘is an approach to learning language, not an 
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approach to teaching language’. Consequently, it is the language learners themselves who 

perform the roles of: planner, organiser, administrator, thinker, evaluator, self-assessor, self-

motivator, partner of other learners, and peer assessor; whereas the teacher performs ‘only’ 

those of: information provider, counsellor, authentic language user, manager, materials writer, 

assessor, evaluator, administrator, and organiser (cf. Gardner and Miller 1999: 9). 

Nevertheless, as Canagarajah remarks, it remains not only difficult to define the 

(critical) pedagogy to encourage autonomy or the autonomous language learner, but also 

dangerous. For one, ‘[t]heories can narrow down the perspectives from which the learning 

activity should be interpreted. While theories are enabling (in opening our eyes to the issues 

that matter in a specific activity), they can also be limiting’ (Canagarajah 2005: 932). As such, 

we are still left with ‘the challenge of learner autonomy’ (Little 2002) in that we are required 

‘to engage with the cognitive, metacognitive, affective and social dimensions of language 

learning and to worry about how they interact with one another’ (Little 2002); a challenge I 

will come back to in chapter 3. 

Another important comment concerns the earlier mentioned fact that ‘autonomy also 

includes a more political element, relating to the idea of individual freedom of choice’ 

(Reinders 2010: 41). As applied to classroom activities, this means ‘that economic and other 

disadvantages of certain groups in the wider population, state-led education policies, school 

curricula and the prescribed use of textbooks, are all examples of ways in which the 

development of autonomy may be hindered’ (Reinders 2010: 41). Since this remark gives rise 

to the question whether it is even possible for an individual teacher to overcome these 

constraints, the second chapter will discuss to what extent the curriculum for English permits 

teachers to create semi-autonomous learning environments. 

 Having gone through the philosophy of Critical Pedagogy, it seems justified to state 

that, in order to ‘create’ autonomous learners, a problem-posing approach is required. 

However, as Dickinson (1987: 17) points out, ‘it is true to say that because a particular 

instructional mode is possible does not mean that it is desirable. The question, expressed 

boldly as “why bother?”, or more cautiously as “what are the justifications for self-

instruction?” is an essential one to be answered’. Consequently, I will be glad to discuss this 

in the following paragraph. 

 

  



SEB 18 

 

 

 

1.3. Why foster independent language learning skills? Possible (dis)advantages  

Since the notions of Critical Pedagogy, self-access learning, and self-instruction in 

language learning still do not have the same approval as traditional ways of classroom 

teaching, these educational approaches are likely to be questioned by those who are 

unknowledgeable about them. Moreover, as providing language learners with an autonomy-

enhancing environment ‘involves teachers in a considerable amount of preparatory work, and 

involves both learners and teachers in learning new techniques of instruction and in adjusting 

their accustomed roles’ (Dickinson 1987: 18), a substantiated justification of implementing 

autonomy-enhancing methods is definitely in place here. 

As far as David Crabbe (1993: 443) is concerned, three major reasons for promoting 

autonomy should be taken into account: 

The ideological argument is that the individual has the right to be free to 

exercise his or her own choices, in learning and other areas, and not become a 

victim […] of choices made by social institutions. […] The psychological 

argument is simply that we learn better when we are in charge of our own 

learning. […] The economic argument is that society does not have the 

resources to provide the level of personal instruction needed by all its members 

in every area of learning. 

Whereas these arguments are rather abstract and consequently not really convincing, 

Dickinson (1987: 18-35) provides us with an elaborate overview of concrete advantages of 

self-instruction. Since her five main categories – practical reasons, individual differences 

among learners, educational aims, motivation, and learning how to learn foreign languages – 

comprise (almost) all reasons one can come up with, I will take her findings as a starting point 

to discuss the advantages of an autonomy-enhancing approach in the context of secondary 

education. 

 

1.3.1. Practical reasons 

Whereas this first category may seem to be rather far-fetched in the context of 

secondary education, there definitely occur ‘circumstances where there is no alternative, or 

where any alternative involves the learner in unacceptable personal sacrifice’ (Dickinson 

1987: 18). Thinking of pupils who have undergone a major surgery and consequently are 

temporarily disabled and unable to attend classes, or of those who are due to lend a helping 

hand at home from time to time, or even of learners who want to go on an exchange etcetera, 

one can definitely acknowledge the importance of their self-instructional skills. 
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1.3.2. Individual differences among learners  

This second justification for advocating an autonomy-enhancing learning environment 

can be divided into three subcategories. For one, fostering learners’ autonomy may release 

them ‘from the need for all to work at the same rate’ (Dickinson 1987: 20). Since the 

language learning aptitude may vary to a great extent among pupils, and suggesting 

alternative learning styles to so-called ‘slow’ learners cannot always bridge this gap, self-

instruction is a justified strategy to allow pupils to work at their own pace. 

 Next to that, an autonomy-enhancing learning environment may provide pupils with 

an amount of subject materials that is in keeping with their cognitive styles, as well as with 

their learner strategies. ‘Cognitive style describes an individual’s overall approach to learning, 

irrespective of the task, […] and learning strategy is concerned with actual activities and 

techniques which lead to learning’ (Dickinson 1987: 20). Hence, although one learner may 

need to learn all grammatical rules concerning the use of tenses by heart, another one may 

prefer to have a look at the way in which they are contextually applied only. Of course, this 

does not imply that I want to belittle the importance of a well-structured language course 

which provides learners with the basic vocabulary and grammatical rules. However, I do 

believe that, as Dickinson (1987: 22) points out, ‘as soon as learners begin to take off in the 

language it is likely that their demand for interesting content will take them beyond the 

confines of any course or syllabus’. In other words: a flexible approach in which pupils are 

persuaded to use effective strategies on the one hand, but which still encourages them to apply 

their preferred learning style(s) on the other, is in my opinion the perfect recipe to create 

responsible and successful language learners who are able to apply these strategies in their 

daily lives as well. 

 

1.3.3. Educational aims and motivation 

From a psychological point of view, autonomy-enhancing methods may improve 

learners’ wellbeing in three ways. Firstly, by overthrowing the ‘ideology of oppression’ (cf. 

section 1.2) the pupils’ sense of inferiority may be done away with, which in turn may lead to 

an increase in their motivation to actively participate in classroom activities. Secondly, this 

motivation may be increased by the pupils’ involvement in decision making as well. As 

Bachman (1964, qtd. in Dickinson 1987: 25) argues, this involvement moreover fosters an 

‘increase in productivity [which] results from an increase in the individual’s motivation to 
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perform effectively’. Last but not least, an encouraging teacher may be of decisive 

importance. As Dickinson (1987: 25) points out, ‘there is evidence to support the common 

sense view that where learners are perceived by the teacher as committed to the achievement 

of learning objectives, as seeking and accepting learning objectives, as seeking and accepting 

responsibility, and as persons able to exercise control and self-direction, then they will behave 

in a way which confirms this perception’ and vice versa. Since pupils thus turn out to be very 

sensitive to something what I would like to call ‘a butterfly effect-like approach’, the 

importance of a guiding teacher, instead of a knowledge imposing force, once again is 

confirmed. 

 As mentioned above, increasing pupils’ motivation may be seen as an important 

advantage of the implementation of autonomy-enhancing methods. However, following 

Little’s (2006) stream of thought, motivation may not merely be seen as a consequence of 

autonomy: 

According to a large body of empirical research in social psychology, autonomy 

– ‘feeling free and volitional in one’s actions’ (Deci 1995, p.2) – is a basic 

human need. It is nourished by, and in turn nourishes, our intrinsic motivation, 

our proactive interest in the world around us. This explains how learner 

autonomy solves the problem of learner motivation: autonomous learners draw 

on their intrinsic motivation when they accept responsibility for their own 

learning and commit themselves to develop the skills of reflective self-

management in learning; and success in learning strengthens their intrinsic 

motivation.  

Since the relationship between autonomy-enhancing methods, and thus self-instruction, and 

motivation is all but uncomplicated, I will devote a great part of the third chapter to analysing 

the link between the two. Consequently, for now, my only conclusion concerns the fact that 

an increase of motivation is a great advantage when one acquires independent language 

learning skills.  

 

1.3.4. Learning how to learn foreign languages 

This final reason more or less embodies all previous justifications in that it reflects the 

ultimate goal of educational autonomy: to learn people how to learn. Moreover, as Rogers 

(1969, qtd. in Dickinson 1987: 34) points out, this learning how to learn is pre-eminently the 

educational objective: ‘The only man who is educated is the man who has learned how to 
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learn; the man who has learned how to adapt and change; the man who has realized that no 

knowledge is secure, that only the process of seeking knowledge gives a base for security’. 

Learning how to learn is in a sense what my case study on the effect of keeping a 

vocabulary notebook will be about. As with all self-instructional tasks, ‘it is a matter first of 

developing knowledge about learning processes – and about oneself as a learner, secondly of 

planning learning, and thirdly of discovering and then using appropriate and preferred 

strategies to achieve the objectives specified by the plans’ (Dickinson 1987: 34). As Flavell 

(1979: 906) points out, an important notion in this context is that of metacognition, in that it 

‘plays an important role in oral communication of information, oral persuasion, oral 

comprehension, reading comprehension, writing, language acquisition, attention, memory, 

problem solving, social cognition, and various types of self-control and self-instruction’. This 

phenomenon, consisting of metacognitive knowledge on the one hand and the application of 

metacognitive strategies on the other, allows pupils to believe for example ‘that [they] (unlike 

[their] brother) should use strategy A (rather than strategy B) in task X (as contrasted with 

task Y)’ (Flavell 1979: 907). Consequently, when learning about a new subject, learners have 

to discover their appropriate learning strategy ‘through trying out the kinds of activities the 

teacher advises, and through trying out strategies from other learning experiences’ (Dickinson 

1987: 34). Hence, as Flavell (1979: 908) remarks, ‘metacognitive experiences are especially 

likely to occur in situations that stimulate a lot of careful, highly conscious thinking: in a job 

or school task that expressly demands that kind of thinking’. Or in other words: autonomy-

enhancing learning environments ‘provide many opportunities for thoughts and feelings about 

your own thinking to arise and, in many cases, call for the kind of quality control that 

metacognitive experiences can help supply’ (Flavell 1979: 908). 

Finally, when pupils are learning how to learn a foreign language, it is desirable to 

apply learner-centred methods ‘which are concerned with giving language learners 

opportunities to practise using the language for communicative purposes’ (Dickinson 1987: 

34). As Little (2002) points out, ‘[e]ffective communication depends on a complex of 

procedural skills that develop only through use; and if language learning depends crucially on 

language use, learners who enjoy a high degree of social autonomy in their learning 

environment should find it easier than otherwise to master the full range of discourse roles on 

which effective spontaneous communication depends’. Consequently, creating a safe 

environment in which pupils are allowed to communicate in small groups may be a great aid 

in helping them to become conscious of their own metacognitive strategies on the one hand, 

and of their responsibility in acquiring a foreign language on the other. 
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 Having scrutinised possible advantages of implementing autonomy-enhancing 

methods in a secondary educational environment, one may come to wonder whether 

everything about it can be reduced to being a bed of roses. And of course the answer to that 

remains no, for there will always exist learners who need a close supervision and coaching on 

the one hand, and teachers who consider the workload to implement these teaching methods 

to be insurmountable on the other. Nevertheless, I believe the greatest challenge still remains 

teachers’ and learners’ ignorance regarding these methods. Consequently, at the end of this 

first chapter, I cannot but emphasise Gardner and Miller’s (1999: 11) statement that 

autonomy-enhancing methods ‘can function at all learning levels. [They allow] for different 

levels of independence among learners encompassing both teacher-directed groups of learners 

and virtually autonomous learners. [They allow] individualisation but also support groups. 

[They are] not culture specific. [They are] not age specific. In effect, self-access learning [and 

other methods] can benefit all language learners’. 

 

 

1.4. Conclusion: The autonomous language learner 

In this first chapter, I have attempted to define ‘learner autonomy’ and the 

consequences of implementing autonomy-enhancing methods in a secondary educational 

environment. Given the amount of possible perspectives on the concept of learner autonomy, 

the presented working definition remains up for discussion. Nevertheless, some general 

conclusions can already be drawn. For one, a consensus has been reached about the fact that 

the autonomous language learner is one who takes responsibility for his own learning, but still 

can rely on the teacher to enter into conversation about possible learning strategies. Next, the 

importance of an encouraging teacher has become clear. Hence, in order to achieve the 

advantages discussed in 1.3, a critical pedagogic teaching approach, which starts from the 

idea of learner-centeredness, is preferred.  

Having defined the advantages of learner autonomy on the one hand, and the 

importance of a guiding teacher on the other, it is now time to have a look at possible methods 

to foster learner autonomy. Consequently, this will be tackled in my second chapter, together 

with the question concerning the extent to which the curriculum for English permits teachers 

to implement these methods. 
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2. Autonomy-enhancing methods and their place in the curriculum for 

English 

The challenge of all teaching is to integrate a genuine authority  

in the facilitator with the autonomy in the learner.  
John Heron (1993: 14) 

2.1. Autonomy-enhancing methods in the EFL classroom 

As I concluded in the first chapter, encouraging teachers who function as a guidance, 

rather than an authoritarian voice, may already foster their pupils’ self-confidence to become 

more autonomous. In this paragraph, I will discuss some autonomy-enhancing materials 

which can additionally be of great use in the EFL classroom. While some teachers may prefer 

to adapt already existing materials, others may want to design their own autonomy-enhancing 

project. Consequently, I will come up with ideas to suit various tastes. Since ‘pedagogical 

goals and the specific needs of individual learners are the most important factors in 

considering [such] learning materials, [but] time and money are the most influential factors’ 

(Gardener and Miller 1999: 96), I will also have a look at their advantages and disadvantages 

from different angles.  

 

2.1.1. Possible additions to published materials 

A quick and easy way of building up an amount of language learning materials is of 

course by purchasing published course books. Some obvious advantages of these publications 

concern that they are easily available, can be obtained very quickly, have been reviewed 

thoroughly, are attractively presented, are often provided for different media, etcetera (for an 

extended list, cf. Gardner and Miller 1999: 98-99). However, the other side of the coin is that 

these materials are rarely (if ever) geared to the pupils’ environment on the one hand, and in 

general do hardly contain topical authentic texts on the other hand. Since such course books 

consequently do not fit the idea of being stimulating, autonomy-enhancing materials, it is 

preferable to make them more user-friendly for EFL learners. 

 As Gardner and Miller (1999) point out, encouraging pupils to bring their own 

authentic texts may be very effective in the context of learner autonomy. ‘Little et al. (1989) 

list three reasons why [such] texts make useful language learning materials. They feel that the 

authentic texts are likely to motivate learners, promote acquisition and, if used in sufficient 

quantities, contribute to language immersion’ (Gardner and Miller 1999: 101). So, although 

the implementation of this strategy may be very time consuming – for the teacher to deal with 
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all texts in class, as well as for the pupils to obtain a suitable text – on the one hand, and the 

language which is used in such texts may be repelling when the level is too high on the other 

hand, it will definitely bear fruit when gone about sensibly. Hence, ‘the tutor’s role in using 

authentic documents is […] to aim to help the learners to develop study techniques which can 

be applied to any document’ (Dickinson 1987: 69). 

 Another method to foster learner autonomy consists of providing pupils with 

supporting worksheets and/or a step-by-step plan to cope with (a part of) a unit by themselves. 

Although designing these kinds of materials may be very time-consuming, starting from the 

same framework every time makes the teacher’s task lighter and moreover supplies the pupils 

with a familiar frame of reference. Some practicalities that can guide pupils on their way are 

the implementation of symbols that indicate how a task should be executed, a clear overview 

of aims, and enough time and space for them to reflect. An example of this method, based on 

unit 5 of Contact 3 (Claeys and Vanden Borre 2007), can be found in appendix 1. 

 Another concept in this context concerns the use of peer-assessment. Since ‘[c]ritical 

persons are more than just critical thinkers. They are able to engage critically with the world 

and with themselves as well as with knowledge’ (Barnett 1997, qtd. in McMahon 2010: 224), 

preparing pupils for lifelong (autonomous) learning ‘necessarily involves preparing them for 

the tasks of making complex judgements about their own work and that of others, and for 

making decisions in the uncertain and unpredictable circumstances in which they will find 

themselves in the future’ (McMahon 2010: 224). Starting from this conviction, the UCD 

Centre for Teaching and Learning used peer-assessment within a negotiated curriculum in a 

module on training and development. Judging from their conclusions, one cannot but 

acknowledge the importance of this strategy. By means of peer-assessment, the students 

‘enhanced the quality of learning by prompting supportive sharing of ideas, perspectives, 

experiences and knowledge’ (McMahon 2010: 235). Moreover, by reflecting on the way in 

which the pupils assessed one another and themselves, the identification of good practice was 

encouraged, as well as ‘its adoption by individual members of the group’ (McMahon 2010: 

235). A last, and in my opinion most striking, fact about this experiment is that ‘it was evident 

that weaker students benefited from the talents of their more knowledgeable and skilful peers 

to an extent not found in previous cohorts or amongst those of the same cohort who followed 

the standard curriculum delivery model’ (McMahon 2010: 238). Consequently, the 

combination of peer-assessment and other self-instructional tasks turns out to have a great 

influence on the development of autonomous learning skills. Compared to the above-

mentioned methods, peer-assessment does not burden teachers with an extra workload. 
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However, taking into account the temporal restrictions teachers are confronted with in 

secondary education, this method may be too time consuming.  

A last possibility I would like to discuss involves the use of the internet in promoting 

language learning. In the context of CALL (computer-assisted language learning) a recent 

development concerns the emergence of websites like Memrise and Duolingo. These websites 

can be used free of charge and act like a game. Since Duolingo only offers a restricted amount 

of language learning possibilities (i.e. it provides courses of German, French, Spanish, 

Portuguese, and Italian; and courses of English for speakers of Spanish, Portuguese and 

Italian), I will only be focusing on Memrise. Being based on three principles – science, fun, 

and community – Memrise claims to be ‘the fastest way to pick up vocabulary in any 

language’ (Memrise Inc.). Given its great design and accessibility, the idea of learning a 

language with the aid of this website seems very appealing. By learning new words by means 

of flashcards, players obtain seeds that grow into plants in their virtual garden. By passing 

quizzes, they can keep on expanding their garden, and by competing against other users they 

can get higher in rank. The downside to the content of the website is that it is completely 

community-driven. Consequently, some vocabulary lists may be inconsistent and redundant. 

However, since everyone is free to add materials to the website, it may be a great idea to do so 

for teachers who want to challenge their pupils to practise certain vocabulary in their ‘spare’ 

time. Although this is a rather restrictive autonomy-enhancing method, it may foster the 

pupils’ enthusiasm on the one hand, and lead to other activities – such as pupils designing 

their own flashcards – on the other.  

 

2.1.2. Specially produced materials 

Since not all learner needs can be met by using the materials or methods discussed in 

the above, it may be necessary to produce special materials from time to time. As Gardner and 

Miller (1999) point out, these materials can live up to pupils’ preferred learning styles, can 

meet the requirements of specific cultures, can be updated regularly, are often cheaper than 

purchasing published schoolbooks, etcetera (for an extended list of reasons for special 

production of self-access materials, cf. Gardner and Miller 1999: 106). An ‘extreme’ example 

of a learner-centred approach can be found in Leni Dam’s Flower Model. According to 

Dickinson (1987: 61) the key elements of this model entail that: 

- pupils work out their own needs and interests; 

- they arrange their own syllabus deriving from their own needs; 
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- the learners make decisions about what they are going to work on and how they are 

going to work; 

- they make contracts with themselves and the teacher covering the work they have 

decided to do. 

Starting from the pupils’ own interests, ‘the actual learning of English during [the] initial 

period is based on language materials brought along by the pupils’ (Dickinson 1987: 62). As 

no course books are being used, the teacher and pupils work out posters of grammatical rules, 

which are hung to the walls of the classroom and serve as a reminder. To deal with texts, the 

pupils are provided with the following list of suggested activities: 

 
read a text 
find headings/ pictures to go with the text 
write a new text (another pupil) 

(A possible development would be to combine the two texts.) 
 

make a list of catchwords to a text 
make a summary of the text from the catchwords 
let another pupil make/ write a new text 

 
mix a cut-up text 
put it in order 
find headings/ make drawings/ find pictures 
write a new text (a new pupil) 
dramatise 
write down the play 

 
(In the same way the following activities can be expanded: 
- hypothesising/ predicting/ suggesting 
- translating text into poems/ slogans/ single words 

- translations.) 

Figure 2.1: Dam’s Flower Model – Suggested text activities (Dickinson 1987: 63).  

After having tried out various activities, the pupils have to report to the rest of the class and 

reflect about the activities’ usability. Once again the results of this discussion are written 

down on posters. In a next stage, next to deciding on the content of a topic suggested by the 

teacher, pupils also have to specify their objectives with help from the teacher. In a last stage, 

‘after some months of English, pupils are asked to work out what they wish to achieve over 

the next 20 lessons. […] Each pupil writes down what he wishes to achieve […] and groups 

are formed on the basis of these lists’ (Dickinson 1987: 65). At that moment, a schedule is 

drawn up and agreed upon in the groups, which will be executed accordingly. 
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 A great advantage of this approach is that ‘in this scheme the overall language learning 

aim is […] to develop the communicative competence of the pupils [and] in addition, here the 

pupils are being helped towards autonomy in their learning’ (Dickinson 1987: 65). Not only 

do the pupils feel encouraged to reflect on what they have been doing and how possible 

problems may be solved, but by starting from their own environment they feel enthusiastic 

and satisfied with their own learning. However, even though this approach, and thus 

producing special materials, sounds very promising in the context of enhancing learner 

autonomy, one must acknowledge some severe disadvantages. For one, Gardner and Miller 

(1999: 105) point out that ‘[i]f undertaken by novices the results of materials production can 

be less user-friendly, less useful and less accurate than other sources of materials. In turn, this 

can have a demoralising effect on learners and staff’. Next to that, ‘[i]t is important to set 

realistic goals for materials production; this may, however, limit the amount that can be 

produced’ (Gardner and Miller 1999: 105). Toning down the (hopefully received) enthusiasm 

of pupils may consequently be of great importance in a Flower Model-approach. Although 

these difficulties may be easily done away with on the principle that a skilled teacher should 

be able to overcome them, one cannot ignore that ‘producing good materials can be very time 

consuming [and] time and effort need to be put into organising and coordinating production 

efforts’ (Gardner and Miller 1999: 105). Consequently, working together with fellow teachers 

is recommended to lighten the task. 

 Another approach consists of providing generic materials. In contrast to materials with 

a specific language learning content, these means ‘show learners procedures which they can 

continue to use long after they have finished with formal education’ (Gardner and Miller 

1999: 112). Hence, generic materials contain instructions and suggestions about how to deal 

with subject matters, but ‘do not provide answer keys or feedback to learners’ (Gardner and 

Miller 1999: 112). Since such materials challenge learners to ‘select the language content to 

which they will apply the generic procedures [and] to reflect on their learning and make 

decisions about whether to continue using, to adapt or to change procedures’ (Gardner and 

Miller 1999: 112), they encourage them to become independent, critical thinkers. 

Consequently, this strategy perfectly fits the idea of enhancing autonomy with a view on 

lifelong language learning.  

 Nonetheless, before introducing generic worksheets or other materials in the 

classroom, teachers definitely must be able to estimate their pupils’ level. Since ‘[g]eneric 

materials demand more of learners than other kinds of materials [in that they] need to find 

content, they need to learn how to apply a procedure, they need to find their own ways of 
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checking their performance and they need to reflect on what they have done and learned in 

order to make decisions about further uses of the materials’ (Gardner and Miller 1999: 112), 

such a ‘do-it-yourself kit’ may be repellent for learners who are not very independent yet. 

Consequently, a steady transition from guided self-instructional activities to the 

implementation of generic materials is recommended. Another pitfall that should be taken into 

account concerns the extra amount of workload for pupils which these materials may lead to. 

Hence, a balance should be found between implementing this strategy in classroom activities 

on the one hand, and at home on the other. A clear example of a generic material in the 

context of vocabulary learning is the language diary I designed for my case study, the 

intention of which I will get back to in chapter 4. 

  

2.1.3. Autonomy-enhancing methods: The importance of meeting learners’ needs 

 Having discussed some autonomy-enhancing methods and materials, I cannot but 

acknowledge that these represent just some shells in an ocean of possibilities. Additionally, I 

should emphasise that the ‘best’ method or the ‘best’ provider of materials does not exist. 

Although an eclectic approach may be encouraged ‘because it provides the variety that makes 

self-access learning more stimulating for learners’ (Gardner and Miller 1999: 96), what 

should be aimed at is an approach that suits the needs and interests of the audience. Hence, 

following Gardner and Miller’s (1999: 107) idea that ‘[a]s users of the materials they can 

comment on user-friendliness, usefulness and how appropriate materials are’, the most 

important thing to take into account when designing an autonomy-enhancing learning 

environment is the feedback of the learners themselves. While one pupil may be fond of 

playing Memrise, another one may have an aversion of computer games but be fond of 

keeping a tangible vocabulary booklet – which brings me back to the importance of the 

learners’ feeling of commitment in the process of becoming (more) autonomous. Hence, 

involving them in the development of materials, as well as in the evaluation of provided 

materials, ‘moves further towards the goal of empowering the learners with more 

responsibility for their own language learning’ (Gardner and Miller 1999: 107). 

Unfortunately, a question that consequently arises is: ‘To what extent does the curriculum of 

English permit this kind of approach?’ – a question I will tackle in the next paragraph. 
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2.2. The role of the curriculum of English in creating semi-autonomous learning 

environments 

 Since the Belgian educational system, and consequently teaching in general, relies 

heavily on the curriculum, it is necessary to map my own findings concerning learner 

autonomy onto the requirements of the curriculum for English. As I stated above, a gradual 

change from guided self-instructional activities to the use of completely learner-centred 

materials is recommended. Hence, I will have a look at the curriculum for the first level of 

English first, and then continue with those for the second and third level. An important remark 

is that I will only be discussing the curricula for English of General Secondary Education 

according to the VVKSO (‘Flemish Association of Catholic Secondary Education’), and will 

not be focusing on the one which relates to modern languages as main subject. By means of 

doing so, a straightforward evolution should become clear. 

 Glancing through the curriculum for the first level, some clear references to the 

fostering of learner autonomy can be distinguished. From the introductory part on, emphasis 

is laid on the idea that learners should be efficient users of language; receptive as well as 

productive. ‘This entails that pupils, like anticipated by the curricula, final attainment levels, 

and the Common European Framework of Reference, learn how to execute varying 

communicative “language tasks” with an increasing degree of complexity and a growth in 

autonomy’ (VVKSO 2011: 6; translation mine). Further on, in the overview of general 

objectives, one can read that ‘by executing language tasks, pupils learn to apply learner 

strategies which allow them to develop their language learning skills and hence to become 

more and more autonomous’ (VVKSO 2011: 12; translation mine). To encourage this, the 

curriculum provides a clear overview of possibilities to differentiate regarding the four skills. 

Next to that, a separate section is devoted to a discussion of the enhancement of autonomy in 

the first level. Following the new final attainment levels that are recommended by the 

Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Learning, Teaching, 

Assessment, the possibilities listed in the curriculum concern:  

- guided independent learning; ‘pupils determine their own pace and timing, and 

evaluate themselves by means of correction keys’ (VVKSO 2011: 64; translation 

mine); 

- corner work by means of a contract; 

- pair work which allows pupils to help each other out, to compare their results and/or to 

correct one another’s findings; 

- room for self-reflexion. 
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By means of a marginal comment it is pointed out that ‘the real portfolio work is only dealt 

with in the second level of secondary education. Nevertheless, pupils can already list issues 

which they encounter problems with, vocabulary they want to develop, and points of 

particular interest they want to deal with autonomously at home or in class’ (VVKSO 2011: 

65; translation mine). In addition to this section, a part on differentiation is included in the 

curriculum is well. As it is an ‘open curriculum’, it becomes clear that much of its 

interpretation is teacher-dependent. Consequently, teachers are ‘burdened’ with a severe 

responsibility in creating autonomy-enhancing learning environments that suit the learners’ 

needs. 

  Scrutinising the content of the curriculum for the second level, one cannot find many 

additional guidelines regarding the implementation of autonomy-enhancing methods. In the 

section on learner autonomy, however, some refined suggestions can be discovered. For one, 

greater emphasis is laid on the idea that learners should get ‘the chance to choose assignments 

or learner materials from an already existing provision. Sometimes they judge themselves or 

their peers, or reflect on their approach and results. They do this by taking into account certain 

well-explained criteria’ (VVKSO 2012: 87; translation mine). Nevertheless, it is pointed out 

that whole-class teaching still remains significant in certain situations. In addition to the 

remarks on guided independent learning in the curriculum for the first level, a clear example 

of this strategy is provided. This method is based on three phases: firstly, the learner 

orientates himself on the assignment and draws up a plan to execute it; secondly, he executes 

the assignment; and thirdly, he reflects upon his work and learns to assess his own strengths 

and weaknesses. Next to a developed example of this strategy, a clear step-by-step plan which 

to introduce the concept of a personal development portfolio with is provided as well. Hence, 

this curriculum definitely can serve as a guidance to teachers who want to foster their pupils’ 

autonomy. 

 Even though the curricula for the first and second level already claim to be ‘open to 

interpretation’, the curriculum for the third level even goes a step beyond. In this stage, all 

subject matters and linguistic situations are free to be selected by the teachers in charge. 

Consequently, more attention is paid to guidelines concerning the implementation of 

autonomy-enhancing methods on the one hand, and evaluation techniques on the other. In the 

section on learner autonomy, it is significant to discover that the curriculum aligns perfectly 

with my earlier discussion of critical pedagogy. For one, teachers ‘remain the professionals 

who can take in the whole process of learning, indicate different learning possibilities, and 

help pupils to achieve their goals. […] They share this responsibility with their pupils. The 
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latter consequently should be aware of their assignment in the third level’ (VVKSO 2004: 57; 

translation mine). Next, it is also acknowledged that ‘teaching English in the third level 

should be aimed at the acquirement of strategies and metacognition’ (VVKSO 2004: 57; 

translation mine). To enforce these statements, some clear-cut methods are provided. Some of 

the ideas to involve pupils in their learning process that are brought to the fore concern: to let 

them work by means of the above-mentioned ‘planning-executing-reflecting’ approach, to 

allow them the freedom to bring texts to class that suit the contents of the course, to let them 

have a say in the planning of certain activities, to provide them with opportunities for self-

evaluation and peer-assessment, and so on (for an extended list, cf. VVKSO 2004: 57-64). 

One activity I would like to emphasise in this context entails the keeping of a language 

portfolio. As is set out in the curriculum, according to the Common European Framework of 

Reference such a portfolio consists of: 

- a language biography which entails a personal record of the pupil’s language learning 

experience and progress;  

- a language passport which provides an overview of the pupil’s language skills; 

- a language dossier which contains a selection of materials to illustrate the pupil’s 

achievements. 

Since this portfolio is a continual work in progress, it provides an interesting opportunity for 

pupils to reflect on their own achievements at a given moment in time, and clearly demands a 

high level of autonomy. 

 By glancing through the regulations set out in these curricula, one can already notice 

an evolution regarding the attention that is paid to autonomy-fostering methods. Hence, a 

similar evolution can be found while going through the final attainment levels. While in the 

curriculum for the first level most objectives concern descriptive and transcriptional tasks, a 

gradual increase of evaluating tasks can be noticed in the curriculum for the second and in 

that for the third level. What also comes to the fore is the rising amount of required attitudes 

concerning the willingness to use, and to read and listen to, texts in English. Consequently, 

the curricula seem to claim that an increase in autonomy goes hand in hand with an increase 

in motivation. I will be glad to go deeper into this matter in the next chapter. 
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2.3. Conclusion: Autonomy-enhancing methods and their place in the curriculum for 

English 

 Having discussed some clear-cut strategies to foster learner autonomy on the one 

hand, and the way in which the curricula allow the implementation of these strategies on the 

other hand, I cannot but acknowledge that I am pleasantly surprised. Despite the fact that the 

ideas of autonomy and critical pedagogy are fairly new in the field of education, the curricula 

have clearly been adapted accordingly very rapidly. As mentioned in the above, teachers of 

English are free to implement subject matters and methods which they think suit their 

audience best. Hence, even though applying these methods may mean an extra workload for 

teachers, the curriculum can no longer be used as an excuse to apply a directive style. Since 

the curricula for English completely back up Kenny’s (1993: 431) idea that: ‘Where 

autonomy is at work, the curriculum becomes a way of organizing what learners want to do. 

This validates the learners’ voices, and is emancipating, no matter what languages are being 

used’, it is time to get all teachers convinced to embrace a learner-centred, autonomy-

enhancing approach as well. 
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3. The link between autonomy, identity, motivation, and achievement 

 Given motivation, it is inevitable that a human being will learn  

a second language if he is exposed to the language data.  

Pit Corder (1981, qtd. in van Lier 1996: 98) 

3.1. Motivation and identity: in search of a definition 

As I stated in chapter 1, increasing pupils’ motivation may be regarded as an important 

advantage of the implementation of autonomy-enhancing methods. However, since 

motivation may not merely be seen as a consequence of autonomy, a more nuanced discussion 

about the link between these two concepts is appropriate here. Next, I will also relate the 

concept of motivation to the notion of learner identity. 

 

3.1.1. Motivation 

Although motivation is a rather slippery concept, ‘experts and amateurs alike agree 

unanimously that motivation is a very important, if not the most important factor in language 

learning’ (van Lier 1996: 98). Over the years, the field of study has shifted its focus ‘from the 

emphasis on quantity of motivation and the antecedent of integrativeness […] to an 

exploration of various qualities of motivation’ (Ortega 2009:175). Of great importance in the 

current approach is the theory of self-determination. This theory ‘construes humans as 

volitional beings who are growth-oriented, that is, predisposed to life-long learning and 

development’ (Ortega 2009: 175) and entails that human behaviour ‘is posited to be guided by 

the drive to self-determine our actions and activities’ (Ortega 2009: 175). Although this idea 

of self-determination fully predicts the earlier finding that pupils who perceive their teacher as 

authoritarian and controlling are less motivated, having a look at the other theoretical 

foundations of motivation is everything but redundant. 

 A good starting point to do so is by analysing Dickinson’s (1987: 29) diagram based 

on Stern’s (1983) discussion of Gardner’s (1975) initial model of motivation. In figure 3.2, 

four main components of motivation can be distinguished: group-specific attitudes, learner’s 

motives, affective factors, and extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. The first category, group-

specific attitudes, refers to ‘the attitudes of the learner toward the community of speakers of 

the target language’ (Dickinson 1987: 31). As an increase in the learner’s self-confidence and 

proficiency may lead to a more positive attitude towards the foreign language and its 

community, the underlying principle is to ‘close the gap or discrepancy between the actual 

self and an ideal self, who in highly […] motivated individuals happens to have been 
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conceived as [the speaker of a foreign language] self’ (Ortega 2009: 189). Of course, an 

important role in promoting such a favourable attitude is attributed to the teacher and the 

materials he employs. A non-exhaustive list of possible autonomy-enhancing strategies and 

materials can be found in chapter 2. 

 Approaching the concepts of integrative and instrumental motivation as being markers 

of motivational intensity, I cannot but agree with Dickinson’s choice to regard them as a 

second (quantitative) category of motivation. However, two remarks should be added. For 

one, integrative motivation, which is ‘the desire to be accepted by the community of speakers 

of the target language’ (Dickinson 1987: 31), closely relates to the component of group-

specific attitudes. Next to that, both these ‘types’ of motivation – with instrumental 

motivation being goal-related – may occur at the same time and in one and the same learner. 

Hence, these notions seem to overlap with all categories proposed, and moreover align 

perfectly with the qualitative concepts of extrinsic and intrinsic motivation which I will get 

back to below. An important comment in this context has been brought to the fore by 

Csikszentmihalyi and Rathunde (1993). According to them, ‘most motivational theories have 

focused on past and future sources of motivation, and have thereby ignored present or 

emergent sources’ (van Lier 1996: 105), as can be derived from table 3.1. 

Past Present Future 

drives, needs, learning, or  

other responses programmed 

in the individual 

enjoyment of performance  

in the present, intrinsic 

motivation, emergent motivation 

(=FLOW) 

goals in directing action; 

instrumental, integrative 

Table 3.1: Sources of motivation (van Lier 1996: 105). 

Csikszentmihalyi and Rathunde emphasise the importance of current learner investment, or 

‘flow experience’, as is shown in Csikszentmihalyi’s (1985) dynamic construct. As can be 

derived from figure 3.1, this ‘flow’ is the outcome of a perfect balance between the learner’s 

skills and the challenges he is exposed to. When these challenges are over one’s head or, in 

contrast, do not live up to one’s needs, worry and anxiety are the respective consequences. As 

I will clarify later, this aligns perfectly with the idea of having to seek ‘a responsible course of 

action which balances intrinsic and extrinsic resources and constraints, and the needs and 

goals of the individual with the needs and goals of society’ (van Lier 1996: 99). 
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Figure 3.1: Csikszentmihalyi’s (1985) dynamic construct (van Lier 1996: 106). 

With regard to affective factors, ‘Gardner and Smythe found that interest in foreign 

languages correlated with success in language learning as did anomie, which refers to feelings 

of dissatisfaction with one’s role in society, and need achievement, which is a measure of 

one’s need to succeed in everything one does’ (Dickinson 1987: 31). In contrast, feelings of 

ethnocentrism, authoritarianism, and machiavellianism have a negative connotation in this 

context. To sum up, these affective factors comprise all emotions that are positively or 

negatively related to achievement in language learning. Once again, however, the question 

arises whether this concept does not belong to the field of extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. 

 Approaching motivation from a qualitative point of view, one can regard it as ‘an 

interplay between intrinsic (innate) and extrinsic (environmental) factors’ (van Lier 1996: 99). 

Since ‘intrinsically motivated activity is inherent in the nature of life’ (van Lier 1996: 99), I 

regard learners of all ages to be curious, challenge-seeking creatures that want to fulfil a 

certain learning-urge. Next to that, however, there exist regulations and requirements imposed 

by society, which can be considered as being extrinsic demands that do not always live up to 

an individual’s needs. By following van Lier’s (1996: 99) stream of thought that ‘[i]n the best 

of worlds, intrinsic and extrinsic motivations act in concert, or at least in peaceful coexistence. 

In less than perfect worlds (including terrible ones), extrinsic demands interfere with, or kill 

off, intrinsic motivations, reducing the individual to carrying out externally imposed actions, 

to forced labor, essentially’, it once again becomes clear that, in our current educational 

system, creating a balanced learning environment in which the needs and goals of the 
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language learner meet those of society should be aimed at. The examples provided by 

Dickinson (cf. figure 3.2) to do so align perfectly with the examples of autonomy-enhancing 

methods and materials which I discussed in chapter 2, with trouble shooting being ‘a regular 

classroom session in which students are encouraged to specify just what they find difficult in 

their learning’ (Dickinson 1987: 33). 

 

Figure 3.2: Analysis of motivation (Dickinson 1987: 30). 

 In the present field of study, the intrinsic-extrinsic division is universally agreed upon 

and regarded as the foundation of self-determination theory, which was introduced by Deci 

and Ryan in 1985. According to them, intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and 

amotivation lie on a continuum from self-determinedness to non-self-determinedness. 

Regarding the first ‘category’ of motivation, Deci and Ryan (1991, qtd. in van Lier 1996: 

108) point out that three innate needs that foster intrinsic motivation can be distinguished: 

‘Competence involves understanding how to attain various external and internal outcomes and 

being efficacious in performing the requisite actions; relatedness involves developing secure 

and satisfying connections with others in one’s social milieu; and autonomy refers to being 

self-initiating and self-regulating of one’s own actions’ (italics mine). According to Deci and 

Ryan (1990), by means of translating these needs into goals, either individually or through 

interaction with the group, learners will seek challenges and develop a sense of self-concept 

or learner identity. Hence, I will get back to this notion of learner identity in paragraph 3.1.2. 
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 The second aspect, that of extrinsic motivation, is divided into four types. According 

to the degree in which the ‘other-regulation’ can become ‘self-regulation’, Deci and Ryan 

(1990) make a distinction between the following types of regulation: 

- External regulation is the least self-determined form of extrinsic motivation. An 

example provided by Deci and Ryan (1990) concerns the wish for praise. In this sense, 

the behaviour is initiated by another person, most probably the teacher in a classroom 

context, and is highly reward- or punishment-driven. 

- Introjected regulation ‘involves internalized rules or demands that pressure one to 

behave and are buttressed with threatened sanctions (e.g. guilt) or promised rewards 

(e.g. self-aggrandizement)’ (Deci and Ryan 1991, qtd. in van Lier 1996: 111). The 

most important difference between this type and the former one is that no physically 

present authority is required here. Although this form of extrinsic motivation 

consequently finds itself in the learner, it does certainly not stem from his innate 

needs. The example provided by Deci and Ryan (1990) concerns a student who does 

not want to be late for class, in order to avoid feeling guilty. 

- Identified regulation finds itself on the verge of extrinsic and intrinsic motivation. If 

the learner identifies with a certain activity, and hence has come to value it, his 

behaviour is in keeping with his own convictions. Consequently, I cannot but agree 

with van Lier’s (1996: 112) comment that in the example of ‘a student who does extra 

work in mathematics because it is important for him or her to continue to be good in 

math […], intrinsic and extrinsic motivation may have converged so that external 

goals (being good at math, and obtaining high grades and scholarships) and internal 

needs (competence, and so forth) form one unity’.  

- Being ‘the most developmentally advanced form of extrinsic motivation’ (Deci and 

Ryan 1991, qtd. in van Lier 1996: 112), integrated regulation refers to activities that 

have become fully self-determined. The nuanced distinction Deci and Ryan (1990) 

make between integrated motivation and intrinsic motivation entails that the former 

concerns activities that lead to highly valued results, whereas the latter involves 

activities that are valuable en interesting in themselves. Since the presence of an 

intrinsic interest nevertheless seems inevitable to execute the former activities, this 

integrated regulation clearly is the last step in Deci and Ryan’s (1990) so-called 

‘organismic integration process’ and can easily be linked to the previously mentioned 

concept of intrinsic motivation. 
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Next to these concepts of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, Deci and Ryan (1990) 

mention that an overload of externally controlled actions, which do not align with the 

learner’s intrinsic motivation at all, only leads to amotivation. All these notions can be 

presented as following: 

 

Figure 3.3: Motivation/self-determination continuum. 

This representation of a continuum from external to internal motivation proves very truthful, 

in that both aspects ‘must work in concert to stimulate learning’ (van Lier 1996: 113), rather 

than oppose one another. Hence, ‘externally controlled actions can only be beneficial if they 

gradually fall in step with intrinsically motivated actions, so that other-regulation can become 

self-regulation’ (van Lier 1996: 113). As a consequence, an important task for teachers is to 

stimulate their pupils’ intrinsic motivation, so as to get the most out of their interests and 

curiosity. As van Lier (1996: 113) points out, ‘[n]ot doing so is like sailing into the wind’.  

As can be derived from the notion of external regulation, a great pitfall in this context 

is the use of ‘surrogate motivators’, which severely undermine intrinsic motivation. When you 

reward learners for their behaviour, ‘you tend to reduce children’s interest in performing those 

behaviors for their own sake’ (Sternberg 1990, qtd. in van Lier 1996: 116). Consequently, I 

hope to have made clear that a critical approach of the concept of motivation is anything but 

redundant. As van Lier (1996: 121) frankly states it: ‘[P]roviding stickers and grades, and a 

multitude of other superficial devices […] at best relate to learning in the way that the 

supermarket version of “have a nice day” relates to wishing someone well, or a TV cooking 

show relates to a family dinner’. Hence, the methods and materials discussed in the previous 

chapter once again prove their value in trying to fit the learner’s innate needs and, as such, 

their self-directedness and autonomy. 
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3.1.2. Identity 

As can be derived from the above, learner motivation may be regarded as an organic 

process in that it emerges through the interaction between intrinsic (i.e. self-regulated) and 

extrinsic (i.e. other-regulated) factors. Hence, as Ushioda (2011: 12) points out, a ‘person-in-

context relational view’ of motivation is preferred. In her argument, she pleas for: 

a focus on the agency of the individual person as a thinking, feeling human 

being, with an identity, a personality, a unique history and background, with 

goals, motives and intentions; a focus on the interaction between this self-

reflective agent, and the fluid and complex web of social relations, activities, 

experiences and multiple micro- and macro-contexts in which the person is 

embedded, moves and is inherently part of (Ushioda 2011: 12-13).  

From this point of view, an autonomy-enhancing environment is regarded as an important 

impetus to create ‘fully rounded’ persons who are able to ‘express their own identities through 

the language they are learning – that is, to be and to become themselves, so that, as Little 

(2004: 106) puts it, “what they learn becomes part of what they are”’ (Ushioda 2011: 13-14). 

Linking this to Deci and Ryan’s (1990) above-mentioned conviction that self-determined 

learners will develop a sense of self-concept, one can derive that the interaction between 

motivation and learner identity is twofold: on the one hand, learner identity determines one’s 

innate needs and thus intrinsic motivation, while on the other hand a motivational 

environment fosters the further development of one’s learner identity.  

An interesting project in this context has been carried out by Legenhausen (1999). 

Having analysed the conversations held by German children on the one hand, and Danish 

children on the other, he argues that: 

whether the classroom is seen as an integrative constituent part of the life 

surrounding it, or is seen as separate from real life, will have a major impact on 

the kinds of target language communication that take place in the classroom, 

and on the degree to which those learning the language are enabled to ‘speak as 

themselves’ instead of merely behaving as ‘language learners’ practising 

language (Legenhausen 1999, qtd. in Ushioda 2011: 15). 

This aligns perfectly with van Lier’s (1996) findings concerning authenticity in language 

classrooms. As he points out, classroom language can be easily distinguished from language 

use elsewhere. Hence, ‘[t]he fact that classroom language looks and sounds like classroom 

language is often taken as evidence of the artificiality of language lessons, and this in turn can 

then be used as an explanation for the lack of success of language instruction’ (van Lier 1996: 
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123). Since this implies that classroom language is unnatural, ‘the classroom must try to be 

less like a classroom, and more like some other place. The people in the classroom must speak 

and write as if they were somewhere else’ (van Lier 1996: 123). 

Following the same stream of thought, Richards (2006) argues that ‘in order to 

understand whether and how “real conversations” may occasionally permeate teacher-student 

classroom talk, the analytical lens needs to focus on aspects of identity as these are 

dynamically constructed in the developing discourse’ (Ushioda 2011: 16). Starting from 

Zimmerman’s (1998) proposal for different categories of identities, Richards (2006: 15) 

makes a distinction between the following aspects: 

- The discourse identity is ‘integral to the moment-by-moment organization of the 

interaction’ (Zimmerman 1998, qtd. in Richards 2006: 15). As such, it relates to the 

way in which participants engage themselves to particular discourse roles (i.e. listener, 

questioner, challenger,…). 

- The situated identity ‘is relevant to particular situations’ (Richards 2006: 15) and 

concerns the way in which participants live up to contextually accepted identities. In 

the classroom this entails the identities of teacher and student, whereas doctor-patient 

identities are most likely to occur in the context of a hospital. 

- The transportable identity is the least predictable one, in that it refers to ‘identities that 

are usually visible, that is, assignable or claimable on the basis of physical or 

culturally based insignia which furnish the intersubjective basis for categorization’ 

(Zimmerman 1998, qtd. in Richards 2006: 15). During an English class, a teacher may 

for example make relevant that she is a mother of two teenage sons, a keen volleyball 

player, or a fanatical KV Mechelen supporter.  

The last aspect of identity, that of being transportable, turns out to be the most important one 

in the context of establishing a motivational classroom environment. Allowing pupils to 

connect learning contents with their own transportable identities (such as being a basketball 

fan, an art lover, a piano player,…) demands ‘a much higher level of personal involvement, 

effort and investment from them than traditional teacher-student talk’ (Ushioda 2011: 16). 

This concept of transportable identities aligns perfectly with Legenhausen’s (1999) finding 

that the worlds in and outside the classroom should be closely related to each other.  

However, authenticity cannot simply be passed on by means of learning materials and 

methods. ‘As Sartre says in Being and nothingness, like individuality, such authenticity is not 

given, it has to be earned (1957: 246)’ (van Lier 1996: 128). Since authentication is moreover 

‘a personal process of engagement, and it is unclear if a social setting could ever be clearly 
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shown to be authentic for every member involved in it’ (van Lier 1996: 128), working 

towards an authentic classroom environment that provides room for all learner identities is an 

intensive and continuous task. Once again, the teacher possesses a privileged status in this 

process, for, as van Lier (1996: 128) points out, ‘it is reasonable to suggest that a teacher’s 

authenticity may stimulate authenticity in the students as well’. Nevertheless, an important 

remark should be added. Since ‘transportable identities by definition extend beyond the 

physical boundaries of the classroom and beyond teacher-student roles and relationships’ 

(Ushioda 2011: 17), some pupils may be put off by this approach if it is imposed upon them. 

As van Lier (1996: 125) points out, ‘authenticity must go together with morality, or social 

responsibility. In the classroom, authenticity relates to processes of self-actualization, intrinsic 

motivation, respect and moral integrity in interpersonal relations, and so on’. Hence, only if 

pupils are left autonomous to expose the identity-aspects of their own choice, they will be 

motivated to express themselves. As can be derived from figure 3.4, this rounds out the 

autonomy-identity-motivation circle. 

 

 

Figure 3.4: The A.I.M.-model: the link between autonomy, identity, and motivation (Seberechts 2013). 
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3.2. An A.I.M.-centred environment to enhance learners’ achievements 

One cannot get round the fact that our current society is strongly directed at the notion 

of achievement. As Deci and Ryan (1992, qtd. in van Lier 1996: 117) point out, ‘individuals’ 

personal value may be judged, even if inadvertently, in terms of their performance. To the 

degree that this is so, evaluations, even when they are positive and are not accompanied by 

rewards, surveillance, or deadlines, are likely to be experienced as highly controlling’. As I 

brought to the fore in chapter 1, the implementation of autonomy-enhancing methods allows 

pupils to employ their preferred learning strategies, in this sense enhances their feeling of 

well-being and motivation, and accordingly fosters their productivity. To complete the 

information I provided there, I will now briefly touch upon the roles of motivation and 

identity in this process. 

 As is seconded by the above-mentioned theory of self-determination, feedback from 

other individuals ‘can enhance a person’s knowledge of success but only if the person feels 

that the behavior was self-determined, and the context was one which facilitated autonomy’ 

(van Lier 1996: 120). Hence, a true feeling of achievement can only come about when 

learners’ activities are bound to their intrinsic motivation and, by extension, their identity. In 

addition, ‘external achievement, as measured via various forms of assessment such as tests, is 

only effective, from the personal perspective, if the learner buys into it, and does not perceive 

it as controlling’ (van Lier 1996: 121). As mentioned above, this intrinsic motivation starts 

out as an entity of innate needs and curiosity, but gradually gets influenced by extrinsic 

factors as the learner matures. Deci and Ryan (1992, qtd. in van Lier 1996: 118) mention three 

sets of factors that influence this differentiation of intrinsic motivation: 

- the realization of the child’s abilities to the task demands (cf. figure 3.1); 

- the affordances available in the environment; 

- the degree to which the social context is supportive of autonomy versus controlling 

behaviour. 

Hence, there are different ways in which a classroom environment can influence pupils’ 

intrinsic motivation and thus their personal achievements. Self-regulation and self-

determination being key-concepts in the fostering of personal achievement, the earlier 

mentioned principles and strategies are not to be disregarded if we want to provide our pupils 

with the possibility to become life-long autonomous language learners. 
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3.3. Conclusion: The link between autonomy, identity, motivation, and achievement 

In this chapter, I provided an overview of some theoretical approaches regarding 

motivation and identity, and their link with autonomy. Although the notions discussed are 

anything but unequivocal to define, they are clearly correlated with each other. Once again 

my findings boil down to the idea that, in order to stimulate learners’ motivation and 

autonomy, the pupils’ own identity should be put at the centre of the teaching/learning 

process. Consequently, a great role is ascribed to authentic teachers themselves, in that they, 

together with their pupils, have to work towards an environment in which learners are allowed 

to cultivate their intrinsic motivation, as well as to re-adjust it by the integration of extrinsic 

factors. Hence, a classroom in which pupils are encouraged to become autonomous, authentic, 

and motivated language learners will have a positive influence on the pupils’ personal 

achievements as well. 

Looking back on this chapter, as well as on the previous chapters in which I provided 

an overview of advantages of different autonomy-enhancing strategies on the one hand, and 

scrutinised the possibilities to implement these while taking into account the curricular 

restrictions on the other hand, I cannot but conclude that organising an autonomy-enhancing 

classroom environment is feasible as well as preferable. Nevertheless, one can still reduce all 

of the above to a utopian, theoretical vision. Hence, in an attempt to enforce my argument, 

what I will discuss next concerns my case study on the effect of keeping a vocabulary 

notebook in the 3
rd

 and 5
th

 year of EFL.  
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4. Methodology: The effect of keeping a language diary 

Vocabularies are crossing circles and loops. We are defined by 

the lines we choose to cross or are confined by. 

Antonia S. Byatt (2002: 467) 

 

4.1. From theory to practice: the set-up of my study 

As I mentioned in chapter 2, autonomy-enhancing methods exist in different forms 

and can differ greatly regarding the extent of required learner autonomy. Since any kind of 

empirical study within the scope of a master’s thesis is characterised by temporal and material 

limitations, I decided to develop a straightforward tool in the context of vocabulary learning 

strategies: a language diary (often referred to as ‘vocabulary notebook’ in the relevant 

literature). Although in Schmitt’s (1997) taxonomy ‘keeping a vocabulary notebook is 

classified as a cognitive strategy within the larger division of consolidation strategies’ 

(Walters and Bozkurt 2009: 404), the language diary I developed also contains at least one 

strategy for the discovery of a new word’s meaning: the use of a monolingual dictionary. The 

‘[s]trategies for consolidating a word once it has been encountered’ (Schmitt 1997: 207) 

which are embedded in the language diary concern: 

- image the word’s meaning; 

- connect the word to its synonyms and antonyms; 

- group words together to study them; 

- use the new word in a sentence; 

- study the sound of the word. 

Walters and Bozkurt (2009: 405) summarise the research on the benefits of using a 

vocabulary notebook in the following way: 

- it enhances vocabulary study (Schmitt and Schmitt 1995); 

- it improves learners’ ability to use dictionaries and guess from context (Ledbury n.d.); 

- it keeps teachers informed about learners’ progress (Fowle 2002; Nation 19990); 

- it enhances learner autonomy (Fowle 2002). 

Hence, it already becomes clear that the implementation of this tool is widely applauded. 

As I briefly touched upon in chapter 2, vocabulary notebooks can be regarded as 

generic materials in that they provide learners with certain procedures and strategies to learn 

vocabulary, and at the same time challenge learners to ‘select the language content to which 

they will apply the generic procedures [and] to reflect on their learning and make decisions 
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about whether to continue using, to adapt or to change procedures’ (Gardner and Miller 1999: 

112). As Dickinson (1987: 9) points out, however, the implementation of autonomy-

enhancing materials does not automatically lead to a greater amount of learner responsibility. 

Following her stream of thought, an approach by ‘which the teacher seeks to include the 

learners increasingly in [the] decision-making process about their learning and the 

management of it’ provides learners with a higher ‘degree of responsibility for their own 

learning’ (Dickinson 1987: 9). Her opposing view concerns the implementation of ‘materials 

and resources for learning [that] are written and organised in such a way that the decision 

making and much of the management of the learning are built into the materials’ (Dickinson 

1987: 9). Instead of being fully responsible for their own learning, learners only have to 

decide on ‘matters concerning when the work takes place, and perhaps which parts of the 

programme to work on at particular times’ (Dickinson 1987: 9) in the latter case. These two 

views can be placed at opposite ends of a continuum as following: 

Learner-centred   Self-instruction   Materials-centred 

 

Greater learner responsibility Much of the decision making 

 and management of learning 

 built into materials 

 

Autonomy  Semi-autonomy          Programmed learning 

Figure 4.1: The relationship between teacher’s approach and learner responsibility (Dickinson 1987: 10). 

Starting from this continuum, I chose to make use of two different approaches to introduce the 

concept of the language diary in an EFL classroom setting. On the one hand, I designed a pre-

patterned language diary for one group of learners, which can be found in appendix 2, that 

only requires a small amount of learner responsibility and hence fits in with the idea of 

programmed learning. On the other hand, I would provide blank booklets for two other groups 

of learners; an approach which requires a greater amount of learner responsibility and thus 

comes closer to the idea of semi-autonomy. In paragraph 4.4 I will dig deeper into the set-up 

of these materials. 

Walters and Bozkurt (2009), whose study was a helpful starting point for my own, 

point out that, although the positive effects of vocabulary notebooks have been investigated 

through leaners’ and teachers’ attitudes, there is a great lack of empirical studies on the 

effectiveness of these notebooks. Hence, the purpose of my study is twofold: firstly, I will 
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focus on the effect this strategy has on the vocabulary acquisition of language learners in an 

EFL classroom setting. Secondly, I will have a look at the learners’ and teacher’s attitudes 

towards the implementation of a language diary. Concretely, this line of approach brings me 

to the following research questions: 

- What is the short-term effect of keeping a language diary on pupils’ vocabulary 

acquisition? 

- What is the correlation between pupils’ vocabulary acquisition and the degree of 

autonomy in keeping a diary – i.e. is either the use of a pre-patterned or the use of a 

blank diary more successful? 

- What is the short-term effect of keeping a language diary on pupils’ experience as 

autonomous language learners – i.e. on their sense of identity and motivation? 

- What is the correlation between pupils’ degree of satisfaction and the degree of 

autonomy in keeping the language diary? 

 

 

4.2. The setting of my study and the participants in it 

I conducted my study at Scheppersinstituut in Mechelen. This school provides for 

preschool education as well as primary and general secondary education, and is a subsidised 

free school. Hence, it is organised by the Flemish Secretariat of the Catholic Education 

(VSKO) and submitted to the curricula I discussed in chapter 2.2. As mentioned in the above, 

three groups participated in my study: 

Class Option Hours of English Female pupils Male pupils Age 

4D Latin B (Mathematics) 2 15 6 15-16 

4F Sciences B (Sport) 2 5 12 15-17 

6C/E 
Modern Languages -  
6C: Sciences 
6E: Mathematics 

3 15 2 17-18 

Table 4.1: The participants in the current study. 

The treatment groups were chosen ‘randomly’ in that these three classes happen to be taught 

by the teacher who was willing to support my study. Of great importance, however, is the fact 

that two of these groups follow the same scheme of English. Hence, I was able to make a 

comparison between the ‘programmed learning’ (by means of the pre-patterned language 

diary) and the ‘semi-autonomous’ (by means of the blank booklets) approach in the fourth 
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grade on the one hand, and between the implementation of the ‘semi-autonomous’ approach 

in the fourth and sixth grade on the other. 

 

 

4.3. Procedure: the implementation of the language diary 

During the first week after the Christmas vacation all pupils were invited to take part 

in the project. During one of their English classes, I first provided them with information 

about the rationale of my study and then did a preliminary test (cf. appendices 3 and 4) to 

gauge the pupils’ potential knowledge of the vocabulary they would be dealing with during 

the next weeks. After that, I directed a classroom conversation on how to participate for the 

duration of my study and made clear that the pupils would receive a complete notebook again 

at the end of the exercise as a present and incentive to participate. Since the pupils of 4F and 

6C/E received a blank language diary, I provided them with the same instructions as I had 

written down in the pre-patterned diary (cf. appendix 2) and wrote the link to the website of 

Collins Dictionary down on the blackboard. Afterwards, I encouraged the pupils to come up 

with possible vocabulary learning strategies, which I briefly wrote down on the blackboard as 

well, and some examples. At the end of my explanation I emphasised that the main idea was 

for them to find the most suitable, personal strategies in order to become more confident in 

learning English, and that questions were always welcome. In 4D, the class in which the 

pupils received a pre-patterned language diary, I adopted a similar approach. Since all 

instructions were written down in their booklets, I encouraged the pupils to rephrase the 

instructions and provided them with opportunities to reflect on them. 

 The implementation of the language diary would last as long as it took the pupils to 

cover a new unit in their course books. Beforehand, the duration was set at five weeks 

(covering the period between the Christmas and Carnival Holidays), but this period was 

extended with two more weeks. After this period, the pupils were assessed again (cf. 

appendices 3 and 4) to measure the extent to which their vocabulary skills had increased 

compared to the previous test. During the last session, I invited the pupils to complete a 

survey (cf. appendices 5 and 6) in which they could share their experiences and assess the 

effect and efficacy of the language diary. To finish off, I provided them the opportunity to air 

their views orally and also had an evaluative conversation with their teacher. 
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4.4. Materials 

 During my investigation into the impact of the implementation of a language diary, I 

made use of three types of specially developed materials: a pre-patterned language diary, two 

vocabulary tests, and two surveys to measure the effectiveness of the autonomy-enhancing 

method. In the following paragraphs, I will explain how I developed these materials. 

 

4.4.1. Language diary 

As I mentioned above, the idea to design a language diary was fostered by Walters and 

Bozkurt’s (2009) ‘The Effect of Vocabulary Notebooks on Vocabulary Acquisition’. 

However, rather than having invited me to imitate the approach described, the article 

reminded me of an approach adopted by my lecturer when I was in teacher training. During 

our three-year training, she enforced us to keep a booklet in which we had to write down all 

words we encountered but were not familiar with, and to organise them in a significant 

manner while making use of different vocabulary learning strategies. Hence, these two 

sources of inspiration served as a model for the development of my own pre-patterned 

language diary for secondary school pupils. 

 Regarding the concrete vocabulary learning strategies, which I included in the pre-

patterned language diary as well as introduced in the groups that received a blank notebook, I 

gained a lot of inspiration from of a document on autonomous learning developed by the 

Centre for Language and Speech of Antwerp University (2004). Hence, I chose the following 

nine vocabulary learning strategies to put into the language diary: 

1. Theme: Place the word in a suitable thematic category. E.g.: ‘haggis’ and ‘custard’ 

belong to the general field of ‘food’. 

2. Stress & Plural form: Write down the new word, indicate its word stress, and put it in 

the plural. E.g.: product – products. 

3. Definition: Provide a definition in English. E.g.: to repeat = to say again. 

4. Sentence: Use the word in a meaningful sentence. 

5. Synonyms: Look for words with comparable meanings. E.g.: large = fat = long. 

6. Antonyms: Provide the opposite(s). E.g.: big >< small. 

7. Related words: Look for related nouns, verbs, adjectives. E.g.: to repeat – a repetition 

– repetitive. 

8. Miscellaneous: Write down what this word reminds you of. E.g.: expressions, words 

that rhyme with it, the place where you encountered it,… (Be creative!)  
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9. Drawing: Concrete words can be drawn. E.g.: a tree, its branches, its leaves,… 

These instructions can also be found on the bookmark which goes together with the pre-

patterned language diary (cf. appendix 3) and serves as a reminder for the pupils. 

 As far as the overall layout of the language diary is concerned, I chose to include some 

blank ‘notes’ pages which can serve either as scrap paper or as extra pages on which to write 

down additional notes, and as such can be added wherever wanted. In this context, it may 

become clear why I gave preference to the use of Atoma booklets. These notebooks allow 

pupils to take out and insert pages where necessary, and as such provide for the opportunity to 

keep on adding new words to already existing categories.  

Containing a clear introduction, a ready-made framework to deal with words, and a 

bookmark to fall back on for extra information, the format of the pre-patterned language diary 

serves as a straightforward guideline for the pupils to try out and adopt different vocabulary 

learning strategies. As opposed to this clear-cut approach, two of my three treatment groups 

received a blank booklet. Hence, the latter parties had to put much effort and personal 

structure, as well as creativity and time, into organising their language diary. 

 

4.4.2. Vocabulary tests 

In order to investigate the efficacy of the use of a language diary, I created two 

vocabulary tests based on the texts which the pupils would be dealing with during the testing 

period. The first test (cf. appendix 4) relates to unit 4 of New Contact 3 and consists of three 

types of exercises. A helpful source of inspiration to design these exercises was the list of task 

types provided by van Dyk and Weideman (2004). In ‘Finding the Right Measure: From 

Blueprint to Specification to Item Type’ they examine the task type ‘multiple choice cloze’; a 

type of exercise I did not get acquainted with during my previous training to become a 

teacher. Taking into account the described conditions of this type of exercise, as well as the 

problems quoted by van Dyk and Weideman (2004), I chose to employ a similar approach to 

design the first exercise concerning ‘A slightly different holiday’. This text moves away from 

van Dyk and Weideman’s (2004) prescriptions on cloze-testing in that I did not invariably 

omit every seventh word on the one hand, and radically simplified the instructions that 

accompany this type of exercise on the other. As regards the second exercise, I chose to 

employ a modified cloze procedure, i.e. I chose to design an exercise in which ‘the words to 

be deleted are selected individually [...] rather than on a fixed-ratio basis’ (Read 1997: 309). 

Depending on the presence of straightforward indicators in the sentence, either the first letter 
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of the word that has been omitted is provided (as in a c-test), or no letter at all. While the first 

two exercises are highly restrictive in that only few answers may match the context provided, 

the third exercise makes an appeal to the pupils’ creativity. Hence, in ‘What does your 

favourite cottage look like?’ they are free to choose which words to implement. 

The second test (cf. appendix 5) relates to unit 3 of Contact 5 and consists of four 

types of exercises. The first and second exercise rely on the same principles as the 

aforementioned modified cloze procedure and multiple choice cloze exercise. In the third 

exercise the pupils are expected to provide the word that matches the description, whereas in 

the fourth exercise only a drawing is placed at their disposal. 

The underlying principle of these tests boils down to the idea that ‘[u]nder the 

influence of communicative approaches to language teaching and testing, current thinking 

tends towards the view that we should assess the learners’ ability to deal with lexical items as 

they occur in whole texts and discourse tasks’ (Read 1997: 303). Hence, I intended to develop 

exercises in which a clear context is present, and which fit in with the social environment of 

the pupils as well. To facilitate the possibility of measuring the pupils’ improvements, these 

tests were used as both pre-tests and post-tests. 

 

4.4.3. Surveys 

 To measure the short-term effect of keeping a vocabulary notebook on pupils’ 

experience as autonomous language learners – i.e. their sense of identity and motivation – on 

the one hand, and to investigate the correlation between pupils’ degree of satisfaction and the 

degree of autonomy in keeping the notebook on the other, I developed two different surveys 

(cf. appendices 5 and 6). In spite of the fact that one survey deals with questions concerning 

the pre-patterned language diary, and the other with questions regarding the blank version, 

both are constructed similarly. In order to form a complete image of the pupils’ experiences, 

the surveys deal with questions concerning the efficiency of the language diary, the efficacy 

of the language diary, the effect of the language diary, and its sufficiency. The first three 

categories of questions are to be answered by means of a four-point Likert scale, whereas the 

last category contains some open questions.  

As mentioned above, I also directed a final, evaluating classroom conversation in 

which the pupils could air their views. Hence, in the following chapter, I will not only discuss 

the test results and survey outcomes, but also the way in which the pupils made use of their 

language diary and the experiences they shared orally in class. 
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5. Study results: The effect of keeping a language diary 

The important thing in science is not so much to obtain new facts  

as to discover new ways of thinking about them.  
Sir William Brag (qtd. in Van de Poel, Carstens and Linnegar 2012) 

 

5.1. Vocabulary acquisition: a quantitative approach to the study 

5.1.1. Test results 

To assess the effect of the language diaries on pupils’ vocabulary gain, the data were 

analysed in two stages. First, the scores of the pre- and post-tests of all three participating 

classes were compared individually by means of a two-tailed paired-samples t-test. This 

analysis of the differences between pre and post scores, i.e. pupils’ gain, aims at providing an 

answer to the question whether there have been any substantial improvements in pupils’ 

vocabulary knowledge at all. Second, since the pupils in 4D, who made use of a pre-patterned 

diary, and those in 4F, who made use of a blank diary, were evaluated by means of the same 

test (cf. appendix 4), another paired-samples t-test was conducted in order to find out whether 

the gains in 4D are substantially different from those in 4F – i.e. whether the use of one of the 

diaries was more successful. Pupils who were absent during either of the tests were excluded 

from the sample. 

Table 5.1: Class 4D (pre-patterned diary) – T-test results of pre- and post-test scores. 

Question type (max. score) Pre-test M (SD) Post-test M (SD) Gain t df p-value 

Multiple choice cloze (8) 3.37 (1.34) 5.89 (1.56) 2.52 6.43 18 .000 

Modified cloze exercise (10) 1.89 (1.24) 4.16 (1.46) 2.27 7.95 18 .000 

Creative exercise (7) 3.37 (1.17) 6.11 (0.66) 2.74 9.99 18 .000 

 

Table 5.2: Class 4F (blank diary) – T-test results of pre- and post-test scores. 

Question type (max. score) Pre-test M (SD) Post-test M (SD) Gain t df p-value 

Multiple choice cloze (8) 3.06 (1.73) 5.06 (1.29) 2.00 3.94 16 .001 

Modified cloze exercise (10) 1.88 (1.54) 3.59 (2.27) 1.71 3.78 16 .002 

Creative exercise (7) 3.00 (1.84) 5.88 (1.05) 2.88 6.15 16 .000 

 

Table 5.3: Comparison between gain of 4D and gain of 4F – T-test results. 
- As Levene’s test for the equality of means did not reach the level of statistical significance in any of the comparisons  

(p > .05), equal variances can be assumed and the degrees of freedom for the t-test do not need to be corrected. 

Post-test question type t df p-value 

Multiple choice cloze Equal variances 1.70 35 .098 

Modified cloze exercise Equal variances 0.92 35 .365 

Creative exercise Equal variances 0.58 35 .565 

Total Equal variances 0.63 35 .533 
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As can be derived from the descriptive data (mean and gain scores), the pupils’ 

vocabulary knowledge has increased in all three groups across all areas tested; the differences 

also reach the level of statistical significance (p < 0.05) in all cases. This finding was 

confirmed by a series of Wilcoxon Signed Rank tests; the non-parametric equivalent of the t-

test. What is noticeable, though, is that the 4D pupils scored higher on the pre-test, which 

means that their level of vocabulary knowledge was higher to start with, as well as on the 

post-test compared to the 4F pupils. Next to that, their gains are higher on a descriptive level 

with respect to the multiple choice cloze task (2.52 in 4D vs. 2.00 in 4F) and the modified 

cloze exercise (2.74 in 4D vs. 1.71 in 4F). Yet, with regard to the creative task this outcome 

was reverted (2.00 in 4D vs. 2.88 in 4F). Nevertheless, considering that the gain of the 4D 

pupils is not statistically different from the gain of the 4F pupils, one cannot draw any 

conclusions with regard to the efficacy of the approaches, i.e. whether the use of either the 

pre-patterned or blank language diary was more successful. 

A striking aspect, however, is that in both 4D and 4F the post-test mean scores on the 

modified cloze exercise are lower than half of the maximum score (M = 4.16 and M = 3.59 

out of 10 respectively). Since ‘cloze is a potentially productive task type because it may test 

vocabulary, grammar and cohesion, an understanding of text type, and possibly also 

communicative function’ (van Dyk and Weideman 2004: 20), these disappointing results may 

be an indication of either the exercise being too difficult, or either the pupils not having 

contextualised the vocabulary enough while making use of the language diary. As opposed to 

the modified cloze exercise, the creative exercise was successfully completed by a majority of 

pupils in the post-test (4D: M = 6.11 out of 7, SD = 0.66 and 4F: M = 5.88 out of 7, SD = 

1.05).  

Table 5.4: Class 6C/E (blank diary) – T-test results of pre- and post-test scores. 

Question type (max. score) Pre-test M (SD) Post-test M (SD) Gain t df p-value 

Modified cloze exercise (11) 1.62 (1.71) 6.31 (1.38) 4.69 7.78 12 .000 

Multiple choice cloze (9) 2.92 (1.94) 5.62 (2.14) 2.70 3.69 12 .003 

Provide a word that matches 
the description (5) 

0.15 (0.38) 1.77 (0.73) 1.62 6.69 12 .000 

Name what is in the picture (5) 0.15 (0.56) 2.00 (1.00) 1.85 5.19 12 .000 

By comparing the pre- and post-test scores of the pupils of 6C/E, a striking evolution 

can be noticed as regards the modified cloze exercise (M = 1.62 and M = 6.31 out of 11 

respectively). Although one may suppose that this is a consequence of these pupils having 

contextualised the new vocabulary by means of their diary, this assumption is 
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counterbalanced by the results obtained on the ‘provide the word that matches the description’ 

exercise (M = 0.15 and M = 1.77 out of 5 respectively). The low scores of the latter once 

again suggest that either this exercise was too difficult, or that the pupils lacked a clear frame 

of reference while studying these words. A similar observation concerns the disappointing 

pre- and post-test scores on the ‘name what is in the picture’ exercise (M = 0.15 and M = 2.00 

out of 5 respectively) – a type of exercise which in general is regarded as being very 

straightforward. Hence, in spite of the overall positive development which these pupils 

underwent, the data indicate that two out of four tasks do not meet the basic requirements of 

tests.  

It has become clear that one cannot be certain that the pupils’ vocabulary gain, though 

statistically significant, resulted from the intervention – i.e. their use of the language diary. 

Given the fact that this was a pilot study with a limited sample size and no control group on 

the one hand, and that external factors may have influenced the pupils’ learning activities on 

the other, the results which are displayed in figure 5.1, 5.2, and 5.4 should be interpreted 

cautiously. Consequently, to find out whether the use of the language diary has been of 

influence on the participants’ results, I will now discuss the extent to which they made use of 

the tool, as well as how they evaluated its usability. Afterwards, this information will allow 

me to establish some connections between the pupils’ efforts, experiences, and achievements. 

 

5.1.2. The use of the language diaries: some facts 

Even though the post-test scores discussed in the previous paragraph do not point out a 

difference between the efficacy of the pre-patterned diary and that of the blank diary, having a 

look at the extent to which the pupils of all three classes made use of the booklet may provide 

an insight into its influence on the pupils’ vocabulary learning routines. Before analysing my 

observations regarding the applied vocabulary learning strategies by means of a comparison 

between all three classes (cf. table 5.5 and 5.6), I will first provide an overview of the efforts 

of each class individually. 

 

5.1.2.1. 4D’s use of the pre-patterned language diary 

 In 4D (N = 21) 10% of the pupils did not hand in their language diary at the end of the 

piloting period. Moreover, 24% (N = 5) of the diaries I received had not been used. Of the 

fourteen diaries that had been completed 86% (N = 12) contained one to twelve words only, 

while in the other 14% (N = 2) over twenty words were dealt with. A striking fact about the 
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strategies applied in the diaries is that half of the pupils included, often among others, a 

translation of the new vocabulary. The pupils’ favourite strategy apparently consists of 

providing a definition, since this method was applied by 79% (N = 11) of them. Several pupils 

also included example sentences and/or synonyms, and occasional drawings, but they hardly 

listed antonyms or related words. As regards the use of themes 71% (N = 10) tried to 

categorise the new vocabulary, of which 30% (N = 3) made use of abstract grammatical labels 

like ‘verbs’, ‘nouns’, and ‘adjectives’ rather than concrete signifiers.  

 

5.1.2.2. 4F’s use of the blank language diary 

 In 4F 88% (N = 15) of the pupils made use of the booklet. Among them, 27% (N = 4) 

drew up a list of less than nine words without any further additions, while another 20% (N = 

3) of them made similar lists accompanied by translations. The 13% (N = 2) of pupils who 

dealt with more than twenty words made a convenient outline of difficult vocabulary, its 

definitions, drawings, related words, and synonyms, but included a translation of the words 

listed as well. Hence, only 40% (N = 6) of the pupils who made use of their diary chose to 

apply different strategies – providing a definition again being the most popular one – without 

adding translations. A striking fact about the 4F pupils is that nobody chose to insert themes. 

Hence, none of the diaries contains a structured overview of categories of words dealt with. 

 

5.1.2.3. 6C/E’s use of the blank language diary 

In 6C/E (N = 17) almost all (N = 16) or 94% of the pupils handed in their booklets at 

the end of the testing period, having drawn up lists going from six to more than hundred 

words. The 88% (N = 14) of pupils who dealt with less than 37 words gave preference to the 

use of definitions, although 14% of them (N = 2) only added a translation to the unknown 

words. Occasionally, some of the pupils added drawings and/or example sentences, but in 

general not many different strategies were applied. Since the 12% (N = 2) of pupils that dealt 

with more than hundred words and definitions did not categorise them, one can derive that 

their final list is rather poorly organised.  
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5.1.2.4. Conclusion: the pupils’ use of the language diaries 

Table 5.5: The use of the language diaries in 4D, 4F, and 6C/E. 4D 

N = 21 

4F 

N = 17 

6C/E 

N = 17 

The number of pupils who did not hand in/use their diary. 33,33% 11,76% 5,88% 

    
 4D 

N = 14 

4F 

N = 15 

6C/E 

N = 16 

The number of pupils who dealt with more than twenty words. 14,29% 13,33% 25,00% 

 

 

Table 5.6: The pupils’ applied vocabulary learning strategies. 
   

Vocabulary learning strategies: The language diaries contained: 

4D 

N = 14 

4F 

N = 15 

6C/E 

N = 16 

- no applied vocabulary learning strategies at all. 7,14% 26,67% 0,00% 

- only additional translations to the new words. 7,14% 20,00% 12,50% 

-  translations as well as other vocabulary learning strategies. 42,86% 13,33%  0,00% 

- a definition of the new words. 78,57% 46,67% 87,50% 

- minimum three different vocabulary learning strategies 
(translations not included). 

64,29% 33,33% 18,75% 

- a straightforward division into themes. 71,43% 0,00% 6,25% 

 

Summarising the findings discussed above (cf. table 5.5 and 5.6) I can now draw some 

(tentative) conclusions. As regards the differences in use of the language diary between the 

fourth graders and the sixth graders, the most striking observation is that the latter group 

inserted significantly less translations. Instead, the sixth graders preferred to stick to the 

strategy of providing a definition of the unknown word. Although they consequently still 

remained on a probably well-known and ‘safe’ ground, this approach may account for the 

pupils’ gain in the cloze procedure exercise (cf. table 5.4). A very positive finding is that all 

of these pupils applied at least one vocabulary learning strategy to every unknown word 

written down in their diary. Next to that, the fact that the number of actively involved 

participants was the highest in 6C/E, and that one fourth of them dealt with more than twenty 

words in the diary, as opposed to less than one fifth of fourth graders, is a rather pleasant 

surprise. Hence, despite being in their last year of secondary school, which may involve an 

increased amount of stress and/or school fatigue, these pupils seemed more willing to actively 

make use of the diary than their younger colleagues. A question that still remains, though, is 

whether the sixth graders would have tried out more different strategies if they had received a 

pre-patterned language diary. 
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As regards the differences between the 4D and 4F pupils, a striking conclusion is that 

the number of pupils who were willing to actively participate in the project is lower in the 

group which received a pre-patterned language diary. Moreover, although the pre-patterned 

language diary did not contain a ‘translation’-strategy, the 4D pupils added significantly more 

translations to the unknown words compared to their colleagues in 4F – which may be a 

consequence of the former group having Latin as main subject, since this course involves a lot 

of translating and learning vocabulary by heart. Even though these findings do not support the 

implementation of the pre-patterned language diary at all, a broader comparison between the 

pupils who received this version and those who received a blank diary proves that the pre-

patterned diary encouraged a majority of pupils to thematise the new words, whereas, in 

general, both the 4D and 6C/E pupils only managed to obtain poorly organised vocabulary 

lists. Hence, in spite of having followed the curriculum for modern languages for four years 

now (and having wound up seven years of French, four years of English, and two years of 

German already), the sixth graders do not seem to have been taught how to organise 

vocabulary into semantic fields. Next to the above, the vocabulary learning strategies 

provided for in the pre-patterned diary seem to have stimulated the 4D pupils; a majority of 

these pupils applied more than three different strategies, as opposed to less than a third of the 

pupils who had received a blank diary. Consequently, the guidance provided for by means of 

the pre-patterned language diary definitely did bring along some advantages concerning the 

acquisition of vocabulary learning strategies. 

In general, it is remarkable to notice that ‘providing a definition’ is by far the pupils’ 

favourite vocabulary learning strategy. However, a striking difference can be noted between 

the 4F pupils, of whom less than half applied this strategy, and the 6C/E pupils, of whom 

more than four fifths adopted this strategy. Given the fact that both these classes received a 

blank diary, and that of the pupils in 4F more than a fourth did not apply any strategies at all, I 

tentatively conclude that the fourth graders needed more guidance than the blank diary 

provided them with. With a view on mapping these conclusions onto the pupils’ own 

experiences, I will continue by analysing their own evaluation of the diary which they shared 

by means of a survey. 
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5.1.3. Survey results 

5.1.3.1. Efficiency of the language diary 

Table 5.7: The participants’ evaluation of the efficiency of the language diary. 
- The grey areas indicate the questions that were not a part of the pupils’ survey on the efficiency of either the pre-

patterned or blank language diary.  

 

 

As regards the efficiency of the language diary some remarkable observations can be 

made. For one, according to a majority of pupils, the language diary is not appealing to work 

with. Surprisingly enough, the design of the blank Atoma booklets is moreover better received 

than that of the pre-patterned language diary. Even though most pupils agree on having 

received straightforward instructions, the opinions concerning the optimal degree of 

autonomy in keeping the diary (i.e. whether the latter should be a pre-patterned or blank 

version) differ widely. A striking fact is that, of the pupils who worked with a pre-patterned 

language diary, more than half (57%) claims that it did not provide sufficient possibilities to 

deal with new vocabulary on the one hand, and almost two thirds (62%) think that it restricted 

their freedom on the other. Consequently, almost two thirds (62%) of these pupils would have 
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liked to work with a blank language diary; a finding that contrasts sharply with the 94% of 

pupils who would have preferred the pre-patterned diary, which I showed them during the 

final classroom debriefing, instead of their own blank version. With regard to the latter group 

of pupils, a more or less general agreement on the sufficiency of the amount of possibilities to 

deal with new vocabulary provided can be derived (three quarters or 76% in the fourth grade, 

more than four fifths or 88% in the sixth), whereas the opinions concerning the freedom of the 

blank booklets represent a striking difference. While one would expect to find the opposite 

result, less than one fifth (18%) of fourth graders states that the blank diary allowed them too 

much freedom, against more than half (56%) of sixth graders. 

 

5.1.3.2. Efficacy of the language diary 

As far as the efficacy of the language diary is concerned, it is remarkable to notice that 

the sixth graders evaluate the use of the language diary significantly more positively 

compared to their colleagues in the fourth grade. Nevertheless, though three quarters (75%) of 

sixth graders claim to have gained insight into how to study English, against a quarter or 24% 

of fourth graders, only over one third of them (38%) feels that they have acquired more 

knowledge by means of the language diary, against one third or 34% of fourth graders. More 

than half (56%) of the sixth graders believes that using a language diary may improve their 

language skills – a conviction that is shared by only a quarter (24%) of the fourth graders. The 

fact that a third or 34% of fourth graders nevertheless experienced working with the diary in a 

positive way, and that 31% of them claim that it stimulated them to reflect on their English 

language skills, hence comes a bit as a surprise – but may be promising for their vocabulary 

learning future too. 

A widely agreed upon statement that is definitely worth closer study concerns ‘I found 

completing the language diary unnecessarily complex’, on the basis of which two conclusions 

can be drawn. For one, it is clear that the sixth graders, compared to the fourth graders, 

encountered less difficulties regarding the way in which they were to make use of the 

language diary. In addition, a sharp contrast can be noticed between the pupils who received a 

blank diary and those who received a pre-patterned version. While in the latter group ‘only’ 

half of the pupils thinks that completing the language diary was unnecessarily complex, more 

than three quarters (76%) of those who had to structure a blank booklet agree with this 

statement. What seems to be rather paradoxical, then, is the fact that almost two thirds (65%) 

of these pupils nevertheless claim that the booklet helped them to identify their own strengths 
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– as opposed to only over one third (38%) of the pupils who worked with a pre-patterned 

language diary. A similar finding that cannot be accounted for concerns that a third of the 

pupils with a pre-patterned language diary believes that it encouraged them to discover 

language on their own, whereas only 6% of the pupils with a blank language diary agree with 

this. 

Table 5.8: The participants’ evaluation of the efficacy of the language diary. 
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5.1.3.3. The effect of the language diary 

Table 5.9: The participants’ evaluation of the effect of the language diary. 
- The grey areas indicate the question that was not a part of the pupils’ survey on the effect of the pre-patterned diary.  

 

 

With regard to the effect of the language diary, three notions that immediately 

attracted my attention concern those of motivation, personal interest, and confidence. No less 

than four fifths (85%) of all pupils participating agree on not having been motivated enough 

to complete the diary, which resulted in the same number (87%) of them not feeling more 

confident after having used the language diary either. Both these aspects can be easily linked 

to the fact that only one sixth (15%) of all pupils agrees that the language diary has stimulated 

their personal interest in learning English. Nevertheless, when comparing the fourth graders to 
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the sixth graders, a striking difference concerning the concepts of achievement and self-

directedness can be derived. While of the sixth graders over one third (38%) claims to have 

experienced a sense of achievement while completing the diary, and almost half of them 

(44%) states to have become more self-directed, only a sixth (16%) of the fourth graders feels 

the same way. 

   

5.1.3.4. Sufficiency 

 In this section, I will provide an overview of the most salient answers to the open 

questions in the survey (cf. table 5.10). By comparing and analysing the different classes’ 

recurrent answers, I will come up with some tentative conclusions regarding the differences 

between the experiences of the fourth and sixth graders on the one hand, and between those of 

the pupils who received a pre-patterned diary and a blank one on the other hand. In paragraph 

5.1.3.5, I will eventually establish a link between these findings and the preceding 

components of the survey.  

As can be derived from table 5.10, a large number of pupils stated that completing the 

diary takes too much time. What is interesting to notice in this context is that of the pupils 

who received a pre-patterned diary less than one third (29%) mentioned this, while almost 

half (45,22%) of the pupils who received a blank diary held this opinion. Taking into account 

that over one third (36,58%) of the latter group would have preferred the pre-patterned diary 

which I showed them during the finalising classroom conversation, possibly due to a lack of 

structure in the blank diary, I tentatively conclude that the concept of a materials-centred 

approach is regarded by the pupils as being less time- and effort-consuming. A strikingly 

positive aspect of both the blank and the pre-patterned language diary is that they helped the 

pupils to understand and learn new vocabulary more easily. However, again a difference can 

be noted between the pupils who received a pre-patterned diary (of whom 38% stated this) 

and those who received a blank one (of whom 51% stated this). Consequently, a second 

reasonable assumption as regards the difference between the two types of diary is that the 

learner-centred version (the blank one), probably by demanding more creativity and active 

involvement, is more successful when it comes to the acquirement of new vocabulary. As 

almost half of the pupils (43%) claimed that the pre-patterned diary contains too many 

sections, the happy medium between the two approaches may be the most encouraging, and 

maybe even the most successful strategy – an assumption worth investigating in a future 

research study on the implementation of vocabulary notebooks. 



SEB 62 

 

 

 

Table 5.10: The participants’ evaluation of the sufficiency of the language diary. 
- The links indicate statements that are very similar and hence are considered as a whole. 
- The grey areas indicate the questions that were not a part of the pupils’ survey on the sufficiency of either the pre-

patterned or blank language diary. 

How did you experience working with the language diary? 4D 4F 6C/E 

Completing the diary takes too much time; we already had too many other things to do. 23,81% 35,29% 37,50% 

It helped me to learn how to study on my own and to remember and understand English 
vocabulary more easily. 

38,09% 17,65% 12,50% 

What according to you are the weak points of the language diary?    

It takes too much time and effort. 28,57% 52,94% 31,25% 

It is easy to forget about its existence. 14,29% 17,65% 18,75% 

The blank diary lacks a proper layout and a clear structure.  5,88% 31,25% 

The fact that we were not allowed to ask for extra information about certain words in 
class was annoying. 

/ 5,88% 25,00% 

What according to you are the strong points of the language diary?    

It helped me to learn and understand new English words more easily. 23,81% 52,94% 50,00% 

The strategies to learn vocabulary provided were very useful and helped me to describe 
words in English rather than merely translating them. 

23,81% / 31,25% 

The diary allowed me to keep my own progress and to reflect upon my own difficulties. 9,52% 29,41% 6,25% 

What would you like to change/improve?    

Nothing. 33,33% 35,29% 25,00% 

In the pre-patterned diary, I would prefer more blank pages and less to be filled in. 42,86%   

I would have preferred a pre-patterned language diary instead of a blank one.  29,41% 43,75% 

Would you recommend the language diary to others?    

Yes. 19,00% 17,65% 50,00% 

 

As regards the general evaluation of the language diary, the sixth graders are 

significantly more convinced of the diary’s efficacy than their colleagues in the fourth grade; 

half of the pupils in 6C/E would recommend the use of this strategy to others, as opposed to 

only 18% of fourth graders. However, the fact that a fourth of the former group claims that it 

was annoying that they were not allowed to ask for extra information about certain words in 

class, as well as the observation that 17% of all pupils state that it was easy to forget about the 

diary’s existence, raises some doubts about the procedure followed by their teacher – 

something I will get back to in paragraph 5.2.2. 

 

5.1.3.5. Conclusion: the pupils’ evaluation of the language diaries 

Despite the (at first sight) paradoxical answers I encountered in the first three parts of 

the pupils’ evaluation, a comparison between these parts and the answers to the open 

questions leads to some interesting conclusions. For one, it has become clear how visually 
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spoilt pupils nowadays are, as only a small amount of participants thought the diary to be 

appealing. Linking this observation to the fact that a majority of pupils with a blank diary 

would have preferred a pre-patterned one and vice versa, as well as to the disadvantages of 

both approaches (the latter being too densely designed, the former allowing them too much 

freedom but however being more helpful to identify their own strengths), an interesting 

question for future research concerns whether it is possible to find an encouraging happy 

medium between the materials-centred approach and the learner-centred one, which would 

optimise the learners’ well-being as well as their learning outcomes. 

As regards the differences between the evaluations of the fourth graders and those of 

the sixth graders, an interesting finding is that in general the latter group is strikingly more 

positive about the diary’s usability, as well as about its autonomy-enhancing aspects. Not only 

did they encounter less difficulties regarding the way in which they were to make use of the 

diary – which may be attributed to them being more mature than the fourth graders – more 

than half of them is convinced of the fact that using a language diary may improve their 

language skills as well. Although this conviction was not demonstrated in the effort they put 

into completing the diary (cf. paragraph 5.1.2), I regard their realisation as a great first step in 

the process of awareness raising concerning the advantages of autonomous learning. The 

remaining question, then, is whether these sixth graders came to this insight because of their 

abilities to look back on, and to make a comparison with, four years of English without 

making use of this approach (as opposed to the fourth graders, who only have been learning 

English for two years now), or rather because they have already reached the age at which they 

start thinking about standing on their own two feet and as such are aware of the necessity of 

becoming more autonomous. 

Nevertheless, my findings also prove that the sixth graders, as well as their colleagues 

in the fourth grade, still have a long way to go. The fact that four fifths of all pupils 

acknowledge not having been motivated enough to make use of the diary as much as they 

should have demonstrates that something significantly went wrong in the A.I.M.-circle. As 

this insight is of major significance in the context of my current study, what I will discuss in 

section 5.2 concerns some qualitative flaws of my study on the one hand, and some 

suggestions for improvement with an eye on future studies on the other. Before digging into 

the qualitative evaluation of my study, however, I will first look into some individual pupils’ 

test results and their use of the language diary to see whether a link can be established 

between the two. 
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5.1.4. The link between the pupils’ test results and their use of the language diary 

Although I already drew some preliminary conclusions concerning the pupils’ results 

in section 5.1.1, an important question remains: ‘Did pupils who put much effort into the use 

of the language diary obtain better test/learning results compared to those who did not?’ In 

order to answer this question I studied the pupils’ individual results first. Afterwards, I picked 

out some outstanding pupils (marked in bold) and established some links between the results 

they obtained and the effort they put into the use of their diary.  

Table 5.11: The participants’ individual test scores. 

4D PRE-TEST POST-TEST 

 

4F PRE-TEST POST-TEST 

 

6C/E PRE-TEST POST-TEST 

4D 1 48,00% 60,00% 
 

4F 1 64,00% 68,00% 
 

6C/E 1 50,00% 47,00% 

4D 2 44,00% 56,00% 
 

4F 2 56,00% 60,00% 
 

6C/E 2 27,00% 48,00% 

4D 3 52,00% 72,00% 
 

4F 3 40,00% 46,00% 
 

6C/E 3 33,00% 63,00% 

4D 4 48,00% 72,00% 
 

4F 4 52,00% 60,00% 
 

6C/E 4 20,00% 53,00% 

4D 5 48,00% 72,00% 
 

4F 5 52,00% 72,00% 
 

6C/E 5 20,00% 60,00% 

4D 6 36,00% 60,00% 
 

4F 6 40,00% 60,00% 
 

6C/E 6 17,00% 60,00% 

4D 7 40,00% 76,00% 
 

4F 7 24,00% 36,00% 
 

6C/E 7 10,00% 37,00% 

4D 8 28,00% 54,00% 
 

4F 8 36,00% 64,00% 
 

6C/E 8 13,00% 58,00% 

4D 9 36,00% 72,00% 
 

4F 9 32,00% 60,00% 
 

6C/E 9 10,00% 50,00% 

4D 10 36,00% 72,00% 
 

4F 10 28,00% 56,00% 
 

6C/E 10 10,00% 50,00% 

4D 11 32,00% 68,00% 
 

4F 11 32,00% 76,00% 
 

6C/E 11 13,00% 67,00% 

4D 12 24,00% 52,00% 
 

4F 12 24,00% 70,00% 
 

6C/E 12 10,00% 57,00% 

4D 13 28,00% 64,00% 
 

4F 13 12,00% 36,00% 
 

6C/E 13 7,00% 47,00% 

4D 14 28,00% 64,00% 
 

4F 14 16,00% 56,00% 
 

6C/E 14 3,00% 37,00% 

4D 15 24,00% 60,00% 
 

4F 15 16,00% 62,00% 
 

6C/E 15 1,00% 67,00% 

4D 16 32,00% 80,00% 
 

4F 16 16,00% 64,00% 
 

6C/E 16 7,00% A 

4D 17 24,00% 60,00% 
 

4F 17 8,00% 48,00% 
 

6C/E 17 A 63,00% 

4D 18 12,00% 40,00%         

4D 19 16,00% 72,00%         

4D 20 28,00% A 
 

      
 

      

4D 21 A 56,00% 
         

5.1.4.1. 4D (pre-patterned language diary) 

 In this class, pupil 17 more than doubled her score of the pre-test and obtained the 

highest mark of the class on the post-test. Since her diary merely consists of six words and 

their definitions, and I moreover recall her to be the one saying that it was annoying to look 

up words in a monolingual dictionary and to not understand the definition either, her results 

however cannot be ascribed to a successful use of the diary. As regards pupil 19, who made a 

lot of progress and obtained a high mark as well, one can even state that the diary was 
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completely redundant – for she did not write anything down in it at all. Nevertheless, the 

results and comments of two twin members of this class who intensively used their diary, 

pupil 5 and pupil 17, may shed a more positive light on the efficacy of the language diary. 

Even though pupil 5 obtained a higher score than his sister (pupil 17), the latter clearly made a 

lot more progress and seems to have received the benefits of her labour as well.  

From the comments pupil 5 was willing to send me after my study had taken place, I 

could derive that he and his sister share one very important characteristic as far as my study 

was concerned: both are eager to acquaint themselves thoroughly with the English language. 

As such, completing the language diary boosted pupil 5’s interests rather than felt like an 

obligatory task (he could not speak for his sister, though). Since both of them went looking 

for words in English series and songs, he is not to certain about the diary’s usefulness in the 

context of the unit they had to study. But, although he felt that he could have executed the 

second question better, he did not really feel disappointed about his marks. About my 

question regarding him and his sister having a healthy dose of competitive spirit among one 

another, he was rather disclaiming. Nevertheless, he did admit that he always felt an urge to 

perform better than his sister and that they had asked each other several times how many 

words the other had written down in his/her diary so far. Although I do not believe the results 

of these pupils to be sufficient to claim the efficacy of the language diary, I think it is justified 

to state that the comments of pupil 5 have proven the importance of motivation and learner 

identity again. After all, he and his sister have demonstrated how their intrinsic motivation, as 

well as their mutual incentives, have led to a well-structured language diary and good test 

results. 

 

5.1.4.2. 4F and 6C/E (blank language diary) 

 In these classes, the correlation between the pupils’ results and their efforts in 

completing the diary is very similar to what I have just stated; it remains very hard to draw a 

straightforward conclusion. For one, pupil 1 and pupil 5 obtained the highest marks in 4F, 

although neither of them wrote anything down in his language diary. In the same class, pupil 

15 and pupil 16 provide for a counterexample. Both made great use of the diary, obtained 

clearly structured wordlists with definitions, drawings, synonyms, etc., and received high 

marks as well. Although the latter two made more progress than pupils 1 and 5, the facts are 

too paradoxical to draw a conclusion as regards the efficacy of the diaries.  
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 The same tendency occurs in 6C/E, where both pupil 11 and pupil 15 obtained high 

marks, whereas the difference between their efforts put in the diary could not be bigger. While 

pupil 11 only wrote down some English words and their translations in her booklet, pupil 15 

submitted the most extensive diary of all pupils who participated in my study – she even 

added an great amount of pages filled with the ‘longest words contest’ she had held with her 

brother. Sharply contrasting her approach, pupil 1 only wrote down a couple of words in his 

language diary and scored worse on his post-test than he had done on his pre-test. Hence, a 

tentative conclusion that may be drawn is that the initial motivation on the pupils’ part plays a 

major role in the way in which they complete their diary on the one hand, and that this 

combination of motivation and a considered use of the language diary probably leads to 

higher marks on the other hand.  

 

5.1.4.3. Conclusion: The link between the pupils’ test results and their use of the 

language diary 

Comparing the pupils’ test results to their use of the language diary does not lead to a 

straightforward conclusion regarding the diary’s efficacy at all. Since I do not know the pupils 

well enough – I do not know what their average results for English look like, nor the 

vocabulary learning strategies they may have been employing in addition to the use of the 

diary – the positive outcomes of the study do not necessarily correlate with the efforts put in 

the diary. Nevertheless, though I am aware of the fact that this finding is based on a rather 

limited amount of data, I believe the importance of motivation has once again come to the 

fore. As both the twins in 4D and pupil 15 in 6C/E have demonstrated, a positive view on 

language learning may lead to better results. Moreover, judging from the fact that pupil 5 of 

4D stated that the diary boosted his interests, as well as from the observation that pupil 15 of 

6C/E used her booklet to play a language game with her brother, I still believe the language 

diary to be a suitable tool to enhance pupils’ motivation and autonomy – be it only if they are 

already intrinsically motived to learn the language. Taking into account that four fifths of all 

pupils acknowledged not having been motivated enough to make use of the language diary in 

the first place, I will now try to discover what may have given rise to this kink in the A.I.M.-

circle. 
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5.2. An evaluation of the process: a qualitative approach to the study 

5.2.1. The pupils’ and teacher’s attitudes to vocabulary learning  

 Although I already elaborated on the study’s methodology in section 4.3, having a 

look again at some of the pupils’ convictions and practices that came to the fore during the 

classroom conversations may lead to a better understanding of why only so few pupils got 

influenced by the possibilities the language diary provided them with. To begin with, during 

the introductory session on how to participate, a recurrent question concerned why the pupils 

were not allowed to translate words into Dutch or other languages. Consequently, I explained 

that not all words have an equivalent in Dutch on the one hand, and that a lack of context-

knowledge often encourages confusion on the other (as for example with the word 

‘economical’ which has nothing to do with the most common meaning of the Dutch term 

‘economisch’ as a derivative of ‘economie’). Also, I emphasised the importance of being able 

to explain something which you cannot remember the correct term for, for chances that a 

foreigner will understand a Dutch translation are very rare. Nevertheless, it already became 

clear that the majority of pupils was not able to express themselves in the target language – or 

at least did not feel confident enough to communicate in English. Next to that, what struck me 

in the classes in which the pupils had received a blank notebook was that some pupils did not 

write down any of the instructions or examples I provided while explaining the aim of the 

language diary. Though I encouraged them to do so, the lack of curiosity most pupils were 

characterised by was possibly an omen for what would follow.  

During the six weeks in which the pupils were working with the language diaries, I 

tried to keep in contact with the teacher who was in charge from then on. She soon gave me to 

understand that many pupils were struggling with some questions concerning the use of their 

language diaries, and impressed me that she was drawing up a list of certain shortcomings – 

something I could only welcome with a view on the in-process control.  

Since the post-tests were postponed until after the Carnival Holidays, and the pupils’ 

timetable overlapped mine almost completely, I could not wind up the study myself. Hence, I 

chose to conduct the survey before the holidays and as such was able to have a (quasi) final 

classroom debriefing in each of the participating classes. What struck me most was that many 

pupils, while completing the open questions in the survey, appealed to Google Translate 

every time they did not know how to put their thoughts into words – though I had encouraged 

them to ask questions if they were struggling with something. This observation already made 

me realise that the language diaries would only have had little effect on the pupils’ attitudes 
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towards dealing with the English language on the one hand (and communication in a foreign 

language in general), and their learning strategies on the other. During the finalising 

conversation it moreover became clear that not much effort had been put into working with 

the language diaries, and some striking comments on the pupils’ part made me realise that a 

great miscommunication must have had occurred between the teacher and me. A majority of 

pupils in all three classes stated that: 

- they were not reminded enough of the fact that they had to work with it and hence 

simply forgot about its existence; 

- it was very annoying that they were not allowed to ask the teacher for some 

explanations about certain difficult words, and as such could only look for these 

words’ meanings when they were back home. 

Even though the role of the teacher as regards the first remark is disputable – as the study’s 

aim was to appeal to the pupils’ own sense of autonomous language learning – the second 

comment is clearly an indication of the teacher having a different, more narrow and restricted, 

view on autonomous learning than I had in mind.  

 After having received the post-tests and the language diaries, of which the outcomes 

were – despite my last attempt to encourage the pupils – slightly disappointing, I was very 

eager to receive the teacher’s remarks about the study, to find out what went wrong. 

Unfortunately, it turned out that she had not been writing anything down during the previous 

weeks – though she had even asked me whether she was allowed to do so, and whether it 

would be of help for me. Since she preferred emailing rather than meeting me, I waited 

patiently for her comments to arrive in my mailbox. After several reminders on my part, she 

provided me with the following list of ‘dry remarks’ that had ‘popped into her head at the 

moment of writing’ (translation mine): 

- Is the concept of ‘autonomous learning’ fit for pupils of secondary education? Doesn’t 

the task of teachers consist of guiding secondary school pupils? I think the language 

diaries would gain more support in, for example, the context of evening classes. 

People who take these classes do so of their own free will and are often very 

motivated. Hence, they want to make progression rapidly, learn many new words, 

etcetera. I think for this kind of people the approach would be of great benefit. 

- Concerning the routine of the language diaries, I thought it almost impossible not to 

explain some new vocabulary in class. Sometimes you just have to know the meaning 

of a word before you can move on. It is impracticable to spend an entire lesson on a 
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concept or text if the pupils do not understand some keywords. Therefore, I think your 

choice of test subjects was not the right one. 

- A six to seven weeks’ time span is rather short to make oneself familiar with a whole 

new way of acquiring vocabulary. I think the pupils had not realised that they were 

going to receive a different kind of test, until the date was set (although I had 

repeatedly warned them!). By then, it was of course too late to lock the stable doors. 

- The fact that the pupils were not allowed to translate words has been bothering me 

throughout the whole study. I agree that not all words have an exact equivalent in the 

native language, but many words – and certainly those who were to be studied by my 

pupils – do have one. Why would you, being a pupil in puberty, bother looking up 

synonyms, definitions and antonyms, and drawing pictures, if you can simply come up 

with a translation? If you are able to translate a word, it means that you have acquired 

it as well. This nevertheless does not mean that I am an advocate of the ‘traditional’ 

glossary NL-EN. I do regard the context in which words are being used important, and 

the use of derivatives etcetera. However, I do not believe that the best way of 

acquiring vocabulary is without translating it. 

Next to these general remarks, she also mentioned that the pupils had been disappointed about 

their test results, and had come to realise why a proper use of the language diary would have 

been of great help. However, and disappointedly, she did not take this up with either 

researcher or class groups. 

 

5.2.2. Insights, questions, and objections 

Taking into consideration the pupils’ and teacher’s comments at the end of the study, 

one can distinguish three main categories of shortcomings: 

- Practical problems, among which the relative short time span of the study and the 

overabundance of other tasks and things to do. 

- General methodological problems concerning the implementation of the language 

diary in classroom activities. 

- Specific methodological problems as regards the way in which new vocabulary was 

dealt with in the language diary. 

Additionally, I will discuss these shortcomings with a view on the role of the teacher in our 

current educational system. 
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5.2.2.1. Practical problems 

As far as the practical problems are concerned, I do not think it important to deal with 

them in great length. I am very well aware of the fact that the study was restricted in time, but 

am still convinced that the duration of seven weeks could have been long enough for the 

pupils to become fairly acquainted with the use of a language diary. Next to that, I am willing 

to believe that the pupils had a lot of other things to do as well, but nevertheless am convinced 

that keeping a language diary does not ask a lot of effort if worked with on a regular basis. 

The methodological problems, on the contrary, definitely need some further consideration. 

  

5.2.2.2. General methodological problems 

As mentioned above, a great miscommunication seems to have occurred between the 

teacher and me regarding the implementation of the language diaries in classroom activities. 

As can be derived from her remarks, she thought she was not allowed to explain new words to 

the pupils in class – which at once made me realise why the pupils were so annoyed by the 

fact that they often had to wait until they were home to find out the meaning of a certain 

word. Rather than tackling it this way, I would have provided the pupils with a short 

explanation, and would have encouraged them to write the word down in their language diary 

to look up more information about it later. Without pointing the finger at the teacher, for my 

explanations to her may have been vague just as much as her understanding may have been 

wrong, I believe this approach would have been more fruitful as it also would have served as 

a reminder to make use of the language diary on a regular basis. In my opinion, this finding 

aligns perfectly with the teacher’s remark about teachers having to guide pupils in a 

secondary school context. Though (one of the) aim(s) of the study was to foster the pupils’ 

autonomy, I deliberately chose to make use of a generic material and made two different 

versions according to the extremes on the responsibility-continuum (cf. chapter 4). As such, 

my intended purpose was to find a way in which the intrinsic motivation of the pupils was 

appealed to, as well as which left enough room for the teacher to stimulate them. 

Regarding the notions of motivation and regulation, it has become clear that (most of) 

the pupils who participated in the study have not reached the stage of internal regulation yet 

(cf. chapter 3). Rather than being self-determined language learners, i.e. ‘volitional beings 

who are growth-oriented, that is, predisposed to life-long learning and development’ (Ortega 

2009: 175), they still seem to depend on externally regulated factors such as tests. This 

finding aligns with the teacher’s statement that the pupils themselves were disappointed with 
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the test results they received, and only then came to realise what had been the purpose of the 

language diary. Nevertheless, some proper self-criticism may be in place here as well, since 

the organisation of my study does not entirely comply with the motivation-enhancing 

regulations. As can be derived from Legehausen’s (2012: 24) procedural principles of 

autonomous language learning, an ‘element of choice […] is certain to enhance the 

motivation of learners’. Hence, the fact that I, a stranger to the pupils, suddenly ‘invaded’ 

their classroom and more or less obliged them to make use of the language diary – having 

moreover chosen myself whether they would receive a pre-patterned or a blank one – clearly 

restricted their freedom of choice and as such may have influenced their motivation rather 

negatively. Since promoting learner autonomy entails to encourage pupils ‘to determine the 

objectives, to define the contents and progressions, to select methods and techniques to be 

used, to monitor the procedures of acquisition and to evaluate what has been acquired’ (Holec 

1981, qtd. in Balçıkanlı), involving the pupils in for example the setting of the deadline and 

the choice of diary may have been a first step in the good (or, at least, better) direction. Also, I 

came to realise that I may have been focusing too hard on the vocabulary learning strategies, 

rather than promoting the autonomy-enhancing aspects of my study. After all, as Legenhausen 

(2012: 31) interestingly notices with regard to the LAALE project, ‘[i]t is remarkable that the 

learners do not focus on the linguistic aspects of what they have achieved. [Their] statements 

illustrate convincingly that the successes of the autonomous classroom go far beyond the 

linguistic achievements’. Due to my own enthusiasm to promote new learning strategies by 

means of the language diaries, I myself appear to have forgotten the larger aim of my study at 

a certain point. Hence, I cannot but admit that I did not put out all the stops to motivate the 

pupils to become more autonomous as well as I could have done. 

Next to this lack of motivation on the pupils’ part, which only led to a minor form of 

autonomy which could not reinforce that motivation, on the one hand, and an assumed 

shortage of teacher’s guidance on the other, the use of Contact may have gone against the 

pupils’ ability to explore and unfold their learner identities as well. Since this textbook 

provides clearly aligned topics and vocabulary lists, holding on to it in a strict manner does 

not leave much room for the pupils, nor for the teacher, to connect learning contents with their 

own transportable identities. Consequently, these three aspects can be seen as disturbing the 

A.I.M.-circle. 
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5.2.2.3. Specific methodological problems 

 With regard to the specific vocabulary-learning strategies the pupils were provided 

with, a ‘prohibition’ concerning the implementation of translations immediately caused a 

great stir among the pupils. Moreover, from the first time I had met her onwards, the teacher 

had been expressing her dissatisfaction with the fact that I did not applaud the use of 

translations at all. An important remark in this context is that, in general, learning and testing 

FL in Flanders is still done through translation. Hence, this strategy has most probably 

become an inherent learning strategy of both teacher and pupils. Of course I have to agree that 

learning a language without ever translating something is undoable, but I am also well aware 

of the restrictions this strategy brings about. For one, allowing the pupils to translate words 

would have probably made them blind to the other, less known, strategies. Next, and 

moreover, did I not only create the language diary to enhance the pupils’ autonomy, as I was 

eager to impart the value of being able to develop their own strategies in learning a foreign 

language as well. After all, as Balçıkanlı (2010: 96) points out, these strategies ‘will lead them 

to be more aware of what kind of progress they have made and what else they need to 

improve next’. These notions of learner strategies and autonomy are moreover closely linked 

to each other, since ‘[w]ithout developing such strategies, students will remain trapped in their 

old patterns of beliefs and behaviors and never be fully autonomous’ (Wenden 1998, qtd. in 

Balçıkanlı 2010: 96). While correcting the tests it nevertheless became clear that most pupils 

had still studied the vocabulary list by heart by means of translating it. To select one example 

of the flaw in this method: one fourth-grader wrote some translations down in pencil and 

translated ‘living’ in the first exercise (cf. appendix 4) as ‘woonkamer’, and ‘live-in’ as 

‘inwoner’; translations that are not even correct and do not match the context of the sentence 

at all. As mentioned above, it was only after the test had taken place that the pupils realised 

the purpose of the language diary. In this context I hence cannot but wonder whether the 

teacher has ever affirmed the statements concerning translations I preached during the 

introductory lessons. Since the teacher’s convictions – and as such her authenticity – have 

been of great influence during the course of my study, and she herself is merely a product of 

her own education, having a look at the teacher’s roles that are promoted by our current 

educational system may lead to some interesting conclusions.  
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5.2.2.4. The role of the teacher in our current educational system 

Following van Lier’s (1996: 128) finding that ‘a teacher’s authenticity may stimulate 

authenticity in the students as well’ on the one hand, and Little’s (1995: 175) statement that 

‘the development of autonomy in learners presupposes the development of autonomy in 

teachers’ on the other, it may be clear by now that the teacher’s attitude towards autonomy is 

of vital importance in the autonomy-enhancing process. Unfortunately, in our current 

educational system some prevailing conceptions (and prejudices) about ‘autonomy’ still seem 

to prevent teachers from siding with, among others, the critical pedagogues. Judging from the 

misunderstandings that took place between the teacher and me, as well as from her differing 

opinions concerning for example the importance of translating new vocabulary, I am 

convinced that this insight forms a fundamental ‘flaw’ of my study; that our respective 

trainings have imparted a different view on the concept of autonomy to us.  

 As mentioned above, a first fallacy concerns the teacher’s conviction that she was not 

allowed to explain any new words in class anymore. This observation is clearly in accordance 

with Little’s (1995: 178) observation that ‘[i]t is sometimes thought that learner autonomy 

necessarily entails total independence – of the teacher, of other learners and of formally 

approved curricula’. Hence, following the idea that ‘[i]n formal educational contexts learners 

do not automatically accept responsibility for their learning – teachers must help them to do 

so; and they will not necessarily find it easy to reflect critically on the learning process – 

teachers must first provide them with appropriate tools and with opportunities to practise 

using them’ (Little 1995: 176-177), the teacher’s lack of involvement probably caused the 

pupils to feel a bit lost – which may elucidate the fact that more than half of the participating 

pupils did not experience working with the diary in a positive way (cf. 5.2.2). Since this study 

was my idea, and ‘however closely [the teacher] may [have sought] to follow a prescribed 

programme, she [could] only communicate her necessarily unique interpretation of it’ (Little 

1995: 178), I cannot but wonder whether the study would have proceeded more smoothly if I 

had informed the teacher better about my views on the concept of autonomy. 

 Next to the misconceptions of the teacher, I myself clearly overlooked some tricky 

aspects of implementing an autonomy-enhancing method in an unfamiliar classroom 

environment. In this context, Legenhausen’s (2012) writings on ‘Principles and Successes in 

Autonomous Language Learning’ has provided me some interesting insights regarding how 

difficult it can be for pupils, who are already set in their learning habits, to suddenly adopt a 

new way of tackling their learning process. Legenhausen (2012: 22) points out that: 
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The teaching orthodoxy of most communicative approaches holds that learners 

should not outperform their competence, but should operate within the 

structural system which they have been taught and hopefully internalised up that 

point. They are not allowed to go beyond that system and explore unchartered 

territories, as it were, on their own. […] [A]nother postulate of mainstream 

teaching holds that errors should be corrected – preferably immediately after 

they have occurred. […] In order for learners to take over responsibility for their 

own learning, we need to get them emotionally and cognitively involved in the 

undertaking.  

Consequently, it may have been the case that the pupils got overwhelmed by a feeling of 

being caught in the middle. After all, even though the aspect of autonomy should have felt 

like a ‘release’ for them, the ideology behind it radically contravened the structural system 

which they were used to. Moreover, since it was not possible for them to fall back on the 

experience of the teacher, the fact that they did not write down as many words in their diaries 

as I had been expecting beforehand may in all likelihood be due to them not feeling confident 

about their own capacities and hence being afraid of making mistakes. As such, merely 

adding a translation to the unknown words may not only have been the ‘easiest’ solution, but 

also the safest one. Since ‘the decisive factor will always be the nature of the pedagogical 

dialogue’ (Little 1995: 175) my expectation that the autonomy-enhancing method, i.e. the 

language diary, by itself would be enough to enhance the pupils’ autonomy and knowledge of 

vocabulary learning strategies was clearly a too rosy view of the matter. 

 Taking these findings and insights into consideration, I cannot but emphasise once 

again how important the role of the (autonomous) teacher is in the autonomy-enhancing 

process – a teacher who ‘knows not only what to do, but why. [For a]utonomous teachers do 

not just accept uncritically what curriculum specialists give them. They think about whether 

they agree with what is suggested. They take responsibility for the education they are offering 

children’ (Balçıkanlı 2010: 91). Hence, autonomous teachers, together with their pupils, have 

to work towards an environment in which learners are allowed to cultivate their intrinsic 

motivation, as well as to re-adjust it by integrating extrinsic factors like a language diary. If 

teachers (T) live up to these expectations, they will positively influence the A.I.M.-circle and 

keep their pupils from becoming [teim] (cf. figure 5.1). Accordingly, Little (2012: 180) points 

out that ‘[l]anguage learners are more likely to operate as independent flexible users of their 

target language if their classroom experience has already pushed them in this direction; by the 

same token, language teachers are more likely to succeed in promoting learner autonomy if 
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their own education has encouraged them to be autonomous’. As such, the quest for an 

educational environment in which ‘autonomy’ is the central concern can only be successful if 

everyone – all umbrella organisations and teacher-training departments, all teachers and 

educators – is on the same page.  

 

Figure 5.1: The T.A.I.M.-model: the importance of an authentic, autonomous, and motivating teacher to 

prevent learners from becoming [teim] (Seberechts 2013). 

 

 

5.3. Conclusion: Study results 

Given the present study’s limitations, the correlation between the effect of the 

language diaries and the pupils’ vocabulary gain should be interpreted very cautiously. 

However, as regards the use of the pre-patterned and blank diary, some general 

(dis)advantages were brought to the fore. In accordance with Gardner and Miller’s (1999: 

112) finding that ‘[g]eneric materials demand more of learners than other kinds of materials 

[in that they] need to find content, they need to learn how to apply a procedure, they need to 

find their own ways of checking their performance and they need to reflect on what they have 

done and learned in order to make decisions about further uses of the materials’, the blank 

diary clearly allowed the fourth graders too much freedom. The pre-patterned diary, on the 

T 
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other hand, was generally received as being too densely designed and containing too many 

different strategies. A remaining question hence concerns whether a happy medium between 

the two would have had a greater effect on the pupils. Since the sixth graders encountered less 

difficulties as regards the use of the blank diary, possibly due to their maturity, it has been 

confirmed that a steady transition from guided self-instructional activities to the 

implementation of generic materials is recommended. 

Following Walters and Bozkurt’s idea that ‘vocabulary notebooks are a useful addition 

to the language classroom, particularly for motivated students’, and that a majority of pupils 

acknowledged not having been motivated to make use of the diary, a qualitative evaluation of 

the study was definitely in place. By linking the pupils’ experiences to the teacher’s 

convictions, it has become clear that the latter’s identity, which is always (inadvertently) 

passed on to pupils, has been of even greater importance than the set-up of the materials. 

Consequently, at the end of my current writings, the most important lesson to learn from the 

study on the effect of keeping a vocabulary notebook is that a motivated, autonomous teacher 

is an absolute necessity in the process of ‘creating’ motivated learners who are willing to 

make use of the autonomy-enhancing materials they are provided with. 
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6. Conclusion: The ‘Successful’ Autonomous Language Learner 

In the course of this thesis, I have been arguing for a wider understanding of the 

meaning of learner autonomy and its interrelation with motivation and learner identity. 

Gradually, the theoretical discussion in chapter 1 and 3 provided an answer to the following 

questions: 

 In what way can a greater sense of autonomy lead to a stronger sense of identity for a 

language learner? 

 In what way does the blooming of learner identity lead to a motivating environment in 

which pupils are able to develop into autonomous language learners? 

As illustrated by means of the A.I.M.-model, the elements of autonomy, identity, and 

motivation in these questions can be interchanged with one another; an increase of either of 

them always having a positive effect on the other. Starting from the idea that an autonomy-

enhancing environment is an important impetus to create ‘fully rounded’ persons who are able 

to ‘express their own identities through the language they are learning – that is, to be and to 

become themselves, so that, as Little (2004: 106) puts it, “what they learn becomes a part of 

what they are’” (Ushioda 2011: 13-14), I pointed out the importance of an encouraging, 

authentic teacher who provides pupils with the possibility to connect learning contents with 

their own transportable identities. Accordingly, ‘externally controlled actions can only be 

beneficial if they gradually fall in step with intrinsically motivated actions’ (Van Lier 1996: 

113); a motivational environment hence fostering the further development of one’s learner 

identity and autonomy. 

 As regards the feasibility of implementing autonomy-enhancing methods in the EFL 

classroom, I demonstrated that the curricula for English allow sufficient freedom to make use 

of (some of) the examples provided for in chapter 2 of this thesis. In accordance with the 

different levels of required autonomy in the methods which I presented, the curricula of the 

first, second, and third level of English display an evolution regarding the attention that is 

paid to autonomy-fostering methods. Hence, it is the task of the teacher to select worksheets 

or other materials that suit the pupils’ level best.  

 Illustrating some of the theoretical and practical issues raised in the former chapters, 

my study measuring the effect of keeping a language diary in the 3
rd

 and 5
th

 year of EFL was 

based on the following research questions: 
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 What is the short-term effect of keeping a language diary on pupils’ vocabulary 

acquisition? 

 What is the correlation between pupils’ vocabulary acquisition and the degree of 

autonomy in keeping a diary – i.e. is either the use of a pre-patterned or the use of a 

blank diary more successful? 

 What is the short-term effect of keeping a language diary on pupils’ experience as 

autonomous language learners – i.e. on their sense of identity and motivation? 

 What is the correlation between pupils’ degree of satisfaction and the degree of 

autonomy in keeping the language diary? 

Given the present study’s limited sample size, the lack of a control group, and the fact that 

external factors may have influenced the pupils’ learning activities, the two first questions 

were answered very cautiously. In spite of the statistically significant improvements measured 

in all three classes, no general conclusions can be drawn with regard to the diary’s effect on 

the pupils’ vocabulary acquisition. Nevertheless, some general (dis)advantages of both the 

pre-patterned and blank diary were brought to the fore. On the one hand, the pre-patterned 

diary was too densely designed, but encouraged a majority of pupils to thematise new words 

and try out different vocabulary learning strategies. On the other hand, the blank diary 

allowed the pupils too much freedom, but at the same time was more helpful to identify their 

own strengths. Hence, I tentatively conclude that a happy medium between this materials-

centred and learner-centred approach may optimise the learners’ welfare as well as their 

learning outcomes – a conclusion which is definitely worth further consideration in future 

research. 

An interesting addition to the above concerns the fact that a majority of sixth graders believes 

that they could improve their language skills by means of a language diary, but nonetheless 

did not feel motivated enough to make use of it – the latter being a statement shared by a 

majority of fourth graders. Consequently, as regards the diary’s short-term effect on the 

pupils’ sense of identity and motivation, the most important lesson which is to be learned 

from this study concerns that the language diary is only a suitable tool to enhance pupils’ 

motivation and autonomy if they are already motivated to learn the language to begin with. 

Consequently, once again the role of authentic teachers is being emphasised; they, together 

with their pupils, have to work towards an environment in which learners are allowed to 

cultivate their intrinsic motivation, as well as to re-adjust it by the integration of extrinsic 

factors like the language diary. As can be derived from the A.I.M.-circle as well, it is only in 
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this way that teachers may be able to let their pupils face the fact that ‘[t]he only man who is 

educated is the man who has learned how to learn; the man who has learned how to adapt and 

change; the man who has realized that no knowledge is secure, that only the process of 

seeking knowledge gives a base for security’ (Rogers 1969, qtd. in Dickinson 1987: 34). 

 Having confirmed the importance of adjusting autonomy-enhancing materials to the 

level of self-directedness of the learners confronted with on the one hand, and the immense 

impact which an encouraging, authentic teacher may have on the other hand, the present study 

still leaves many questions unanswered as regards the efficacy of vocabulary notebooks. 

Consequently, future studies may want to focus more on the long-term effect of this 

autonomy-enhancing method: familiarise learners with it from the first year of English on and 

increase the level of self-directedness year after year. By doing so, more insight may also be 

gained into intervening variables like gender, age, environmental factors, … Nevertheless, I 

do believe that this thesis was a successful first attempt to explore the possibilities which the 

Flemish curriculum for English provides us with. I hence cannot but finish off by emphasising 

the importance of motivating, autonomous teachers in our current educational system once 

again – for ‘learners have the power and right to learn for themselves’ (Smith 2008, qtd. in 

Balçıkanlı 2010: 91). And by now, I do hope to have made clear that motivation to implement 

one of the introduced methods is only one small step for a teacher, but one giant leap in the 

development of successful autonomous language learners. 

  



SEB 80 

 

 

 

References 

Balçıkanlı, Cem. ‘Learner Autonomy In Language Learning: Student Teachers’ Beliefs.’  

Australian Journal of Teacher Education 35.1 (2010): 90-103. Print. 

 

Byatt, Antonia S. Possession: A Romance. London: Chatto & Windus, 1990. Print. 

 

Canagarajah, Suresh. ‘Critical Pedagogy in L2 Learning and Teaching.’ Handbook of  

Research in Second Language Teaching and Learning. Ed. Eli Hinkel. Mahwah, New  

Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2005. 931-949. Print. 

 

Centre for Language and Speech of Antwerp University. China project: Folder for Self-study.  

Internal Publication, 2004. Print. 

 

Claeys, Geert, and Jef Vanden Borre. Contact 3: An Intermediate English Course. Mechelen:  

Wolters Plantyn, 2007. Print. 

 

Claeys, Geert, and Roger Passchyn. Contact 5: An Advanced English Course. Mechelen:  

Plantyn, 2011. Print. 

 

Claeys, Geert, and Roger Passchyn. New Contact 3: An Intermediate English Course.  

Mechelen: Plantyn, 2011. Print. 

 

Collins. Collins, 2013. Web. 23 Nov. 2013. [http://www.collinsdictionary.com/] 

 

Crabbe, David. ‘Fostering Autonomy from within the Classroom: The Teacher's Responsibility.’  

System 21.4 (1993): 443-452. Print. 

 

Deci, Edward L. and Richard M. Ryan. Intrinsic Motivation and Self-determination in Human  

Behavior. 3
rd

 ed. New York: Plenum Press, 1990. Print. 

 

Dickinson, Leslie. Self-instruction in Language Learning. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1987.  

Print. 

 

http://lib.ua.ac.be/brocade/brocade.phtml?UDses=20236952%3A204288&UDstate=1&UDmode=&UDaccess=&UDrou=_EntryC%3Abopwexe&RDcgi=buttonsearch&CDopSe=280816648&CDopSt=8&CDopLv=1&CDopOp=opacua&RDtag=ug.1


SEB 81 

 

 

 

Duolingo, 2013. Web. 22 Jan. 2013. [duolingo.com/] 

 

Flavell, John H. ‘Metacognition and Cognitive Monitoring: A New Area of Cognitive- 

Developmental Inquiry.’ American Psychologist 34.10 (1979): 906-911. Print. 

 

Freire, Paulo. ‘The “Banking” Concept of Education.’ Ways of Reading: An Anthology for  

Writing. 1987. Ed. David Bartholomae and Anthony Petrosky. New York: Bedford/St.  

Martin's, 2005. 255-267. Print.  

 

Gardner, David, and Lindsay Miller. Establishing Self-access. From Theory to Practice. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999. Print. 

 

Giroux, Henry A. ‘Rethinking Education as the Practice of Freedom: Paulo Freire and the  

Promise of Critical Pedagogy.’ Truthout. 3 Jan. 2010. Web. 18 Jan. 2013.  

[http://archive.truthout.org/10309_Giroux_Freire] 

 

Heron, John. Group Facilitation: Theories and models for practice. London: Kogan Page Ltd.  

(1993). Print. 

 

Kenny, Brian. ‘For More Autonomy.’ System 21.4 (1993): 431-42. Print. 

 

Legenhausen, Lienhard. ‘Principles and Successes in Autonomous Language Learning.’  

Involving Language Learning. Success Stories and Constraints. Ed. Katja Heim and 

Bernd Rüschoff. Duisburg: Rhein-Ruhr OHG University Press, 2012. 21-32. Print. 

 

Little, David. ‘Learner Autonomy and the Challenge of Tandem Language Learning via  

Internet.’ ICT and Language Learning: A European Perspective. Ed. Angela  

Chambers and Graham Davies. Lisse: Swets and Zeitlinger b.v., 2001. 29-39. Print. 

 

---. ‘Learning as Dialogue: The Dependence of Learner Autonomy on Teacher Autonomy.’  

System 23.2 (1995): 175-181. Print. 

 

  



SEB 82 

 

 

 

---. ‘Learner Autonomy: Drawing Together the Threads of Self-assessment, Goal- setting and  

Reflection.’ European Centre for Modern Languages. 2006. Web. 14 Jan. 2013. 

[http://archive.ecml.at/] 

 

---. ‘Learner Autonomy and Second/Foreign Language Learning.’ Centre for Languages,  

Linguistics and Area Studies Guide to Good Practice. 2002. Web. 15 Aug. 2012. 

[http://www.llas.ac.uk/resources/gpg/1409] 

 

McMahon, Tim. ‘Combining Peer-assessment with Negotiated Learning Activities on a Day- 

release Undergraduate-level Certificate Course (ECTS level 3).’ Assessment &  

Evaluation in Higher Education 35.2 (2010): 223-239. Print. 

 

Memrise. Memrise Inc., 2013. Web. 22 Jan. 2013. [http://www.memrise.com/] 

 

Ortega, Lourdes. Understanding Second Language Acquisition. London: Hodder Education,  

2009. Print. 

 

Read, John. ‘Vocabulary and Testing.’ Vocabulary: Description, Acquisition and Pedagogy.  

Ed. Norbert Schmitt and Michael McCarthy, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,  

1997. 303-320. Print. 

 

Reinders, Hayo. ‘Towards a Classroom Pedagogy for Learner Autonomy: A Framework of  

Independent Language Learning Skills.’ Australian Journal of Teacher Education  

35.5 (2010): 40-55. Print. 

 

Richards, Keith. ‘“Being the Teacher”: Identity and Classroom Conversation.’ The University  

of Warwick. 2006. Web. 3 Feb. 2013. [http://go.warwick.ac.uk/wrap] 

 

Rogers, Carl R. Client-centered Therapy: Its Current Practice, Implications, and Theory.  

Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1965. Print. 

 

Schmitt, Norbert. ‘Vocabulary Learning Strategies.’ Vocabulary: Description, Acquisition  

and Pedagogy. Ed. Norbert Schmitt and Michael McCarthy, Cambridge: Cambridge  

UP, 1997. 199-227. Print. 



SEB 83 

 

 

 

 

Thanasoulas, Dimitrios. ‘What is Learner Autonomy and How Can It Be fostered?’ The  

Internet TESL Journal 6.11 (2000): n.pag. Web. 15 Jan. 2013.  

[http://iteslj.org/Articles/Thanasoulas-Autonomy.html] 

 

Ushioda, Ema. ‘Motivating Learners to Speak as Themselves.’ Identity, Motivation and  

Autonomy in Language Learning. Ed. Garold Murray, Xuesong Gao and Terry Lamb. 

Bristol, Buffalo and Toronto: Multilingual Matters, 2011. Print. 

 

Van de Poel, WAM Carstens, and John Linnegar. Text Editing: A Handbook for Students and  

Practitioners. Brussels: Antwerp University Press, 2012. Print. 

 

van Dyk, Tobie, and Albert Weideman. ‘Finding the Right Measure: From Blueprint to  

Specification to Item Type.’ Journal for Language Teaching 38.1 (2004): 15-24. Print. 

 

van Lier, Leo. Interaction in the Language Curriculum. Awareness, Autonomy & Authenticity.  

New York: Longman Publishing, 1996. Print. 

 

Vlaams Verbond van het Katholiek Secundair Onderwijs. ‘Engels. Eerste graad. Leerplan  

Secundair Onderwijs.’ VVKSO, Sept. 2011. Web. 24 Jan. 2013. [http://ond.vvkso- 

ict.com/vvksomainnieuw/leerplanpubliek.asp?NR=2011/002] 

 

Vlaams Verbond van het Katholiek Secundair Onderwijs. ‘Engels. Tweede Graad ASO.  

Leerplan Secundair Onderwijs.’ VVKSO, Sept. 2012. Web. 24 Jan. 2013.  

[http://ond.vvkso-ict.com/vvksomainnieuw/leerplanpubliek.asp?NR=2012/006] 

 

Vlaams Verbond van het Katholiek Secundair Onderwijs. ‘Engels. Derde Graad ASO.  

Studierichtingen Zonder Moderne Talen.’ VVKSO, Sept. 2004. Web. 24 Jan. 2013. 

[http://ond.vvkso-ict.com/vvksomainnieuw/leerplanpubliek.asp?NR=2004/042] 

 

Walters, JoDee and Neval Bozkurt. ‘The Effect of Keeping Vocabulary Notebooks on  

Vocabulary Acquisition.’ Language Teaching Research 13.4 (2009): 403-423. Print. 

 



 

 

I 

 

Appendix 1: An illustration of materials for corner work 

 At the start of this corner work concerning food and drinks, the pupils are provided with the 

following ‘contract’: 

What’s on the menu today?  

 

 

* After having finished an exercise, be sure to have a look at the questions on the ‘route card’ to see whether you 
have to consider your answers as sufficient (+) or substandard (-). Also read the aim of each exercise; this might 
come in handy while preparing for the test.  

 

 The corners in which the pupils will do these exercises concern: 

- a memory corner: this corner contains two copies of two memory games (cf. exercise 1); 

- a PC corner: both ‘May I take your orders?’ and ‘Now eat it!’ should be executed here (cf. 

exercise 2 and 5); 

- a reading corner: this corner contains some textbooks to do exercise 3 with; 

- a creativity corner in which to execute exercise 4. 

There are also dictionaries at hand in every corner.  

 The symbols used represent the following: 

 
Target time of execution.  

There is a key at hand to correct the 

exercise. 

 
Work individually. 

 
The teacher will correct this exercise. 

 
Pair work. 

  

 

 The pupils are free to do the exercises in the order they want to, but after each exercise are obliged 

to complete their contract as well as the route card. These documents allow them to reflect on their 

achievements. The route card concerning ‘What’s on the menu today?’, as well as the reading 

exercise, can be found on the following pages. 

 

 To foster the learners’ well-being in these autonomously executed exercises, enough time should 

be provided for them to do at least one of the ‘I am allowed to’-exercises as well. 



 

 

 

 

 

1. Memory 

 If you made more than two mistakes, indicate ‘ – ‘. 

 Write down the words that you couldn’t match with the right picture or consider to be very hard to remember. 

 

Difficult word(s):      

……………………………..     

……………………………..     

……………………………..     

……………………………..     

……………………………..     

……………………………..     

……………………………..     

……………………………..     

……………………………..     

……………………………..     

 

While preparing for the test of unit 5, be sure to study all vocabulary concerning food. 

 

 

2. May I take your orders? 

 If there are two or more questions which you could not answer, indicate ‘ – ‘. 

OR 

 If your neighbour thinks he was the one that answered all questions orally, instead of answering them together 

with you, indicate ‘ – ‘ as well. 

 If you had problems doing the exercise, listen to the conversation once again and try to find out what you did 

wrong/ misunderstood. Write down your conclusion. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

Based on this conversation, you should be able to (take an) order in a restaurant. 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Teatime or coffee break? 

 If you made more than two mistakes (in the second part of the exercise!), indicate ‘ – ‘. 

 If you had problems doing the exercise, read the text once again and try to find out what you did wrong/ 

misunderstood. Write down your conclusion. 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

This text contains some important vocabulary concerning food and drinks, which you should study to prepare for the 

test. Also make sure that you are able to read and understand similar texts (by deriving the meaning of difficult words 

from the context). 

 

 

4. Let’s become a food maker! 

 The teacher will tell you whether to indicate ‘ + ‘ or ‘ – ‘. 

 If you made any spelling errors, correct them: 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

You should be able to use vocabulary concerning food in a creative manner and in a suitable context. 

 

 

5. Now eat it! 

 If you had more than 3 (spelling) errors, indicate ‘ – ‘. 

 If you made any spelling errors, correct them: 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………

…………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

You should be able to understand the main idea of a heard (song)text (by deriving the meaning of difficult words from 

the context).

Route Card 



 

 

III 

 

3. Teatime or coffee break?  
 
 

a. Pre-reading: Read these statements and tick off whether they are true or false in your opinion.  
 

 Pre-reading session Reading session 

STATEMENTS TRUE FALSE TRUE FALSE 

1.   Tea drinking was invented by the British in the Elizabethan era (2
nd

 half of the 16
th
 century).     

2.   The tea plant is grown in Britain.     

3.   Drinking tea is good for your health.     

4.   Afternoon tea in Britain is at 5 p.m.     

5.   It is advisable to drink tea during examination periods.     

6.   You should pour milk first and then add tea, and not the other way around.     

7.   Coffee comes from Africa.     

8.   Coffee had been known in the Muslim world for many centuries before it came to the West.     

9.   Drinking coffee is bad for your health.     

10. The word ‘coffee’ actually means ‘wine’.     

 
b. Reading: Now read the text about tea and coffee in your PB p. 104-105 to check your guesses. Tick off the correct 

alternatives in the right-hand column.  
 
 
 

 
3. Teatime or coffee break? 
 
 

a. Pre-reading: Read these statements and tick off whether they are true or false in your opinion.  
 

 Pre-reading session Reading session 

STATEMENTS TRUE FALSE TRUE FALSE 

1.   Tea drinking was invented by the British in the Elizabethan era (2
nd

 half of the 16
th
 century).    x 

2.   The tea plant is grown in Britain.    x 

3.   Drinking tea is good for your health.   x  

4.   Afternoon tea in Britain is at 5 p.m.    x 

5.   It is advisable to drink tea during examination periods.   x  

6.   You should pour milk first and then add tea, and not the other way around.   x  

7.   Coffee comes from Africa.   x  

8.   Coffee had been known in the Muslim world for many centuries before it came to the West.   x  

9.   Drinking coffee is bad for your health.    x 

10. The word ‘coffee’ actually means ‘wine’.   x  
 

b. Reading: Now read the text about tea and coffee in your PB p. 104-105 to check your guesses. Tick off the correct 
alternatives in the right-hand column.  
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Exercise corner 3 - Reading Comprehension 



 

 

 

Appendix 2: Pre-patterned diary 
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Appendix 3: Bookmark (pre-patterned diary) 

 

 

 

 
Vocabulary strategies 

1. Theme 
Place the word in a suitable 

thematic category. 

E.g.: ‘haggis’ and ‘custard’ belong to 

the general field of ‘food’ 

2. Stress & Plural form 
Write down the new word, indicate 

its word stress, and put it in the 

plural. 

E.g.: product - products 

3. Definition 
Provide a definition in English. 

E.g.: to repeat = to say again 

4. Sentence 
Use the word in a meaningful 

sentence. 

5. Synonyms 
Look for words with comparable 

meanings. 

E.g.: large = fat = long 

6. Antonyms 
Provide the opposite(s). 

E.g.: big >< small 

7. Related words 
Look for related nouns, verbs, 

adjectives. 

E.g.: to repeat - a repetition – 

repetitive 

8. Miscellaneous 
Write down what this word 

reminds you of, e.g.: expressions, 

words that rhyme with it, the 

place where you encountered it,… 

(Be creative!)  

9. Drawing 
Concrete words can be drawn. 

E.g.: a tree – the branches, the 

leaves,… 
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Appendix 4: Vocabulary test unit 4 (fourth grade) 

 

First name & last name:    Class: 

Date:          /25 

 
Test:  Vocabulary Unit 4  

1. IN THE FOLLOWING LOGBOOK TEXT SOME WORDS HAVE BEEN LEFT OUT.   /8 

- IN THE LEFT-HAND COLUMN, PUT AN “X” WHERE A WORD HAS BEEN OMITTED.   

- IN THE RIGHT-HAND COLUMN, CIRCLE THE WORD THAT HAS BEEN OMITTED. 

 

A SLIGHTLY DIFFERENT HOLIDAY 

Last year, I did not spend my holiday, but I 

stayed at my cousin’s near Bruges. When I 

arrived, she me with plenty of information about 

the region and introduced me to her help, Leila. 

Afterwards, she left to do some more filming in 

Cannes.  

I really enjoyed my in the luxury of her home 

and I really liked Leila, because every day she 

filled the fridge to the with delicious goodies and 

snacks. 

My cousin does not live far from the city centre, 

which is in history and tradition. At the same 

time, visitors can always be of a warm welcome 

in the shops and bars. This was really a holiday 

of a lifetime. 

outdoors – abroad – out of town 

country house – shed – residential area 

donated – equipped – provided  

live-in – residential – residing  

 

stay – living - residence 

top – brim – edge  

 

steeped – immersed – buried  

ensured – insured – assured   

  



2.   FILL IN THE GAPS.          /10 
 

 

 

Hotel Nadir in Castelsardo is a superb 4 star hotel 

situated in a panoramic position over the sea. The hotel 

is completely air-conditioned and fully equipped to satisfy 

the guests' r……………………………………... . 

The hotel consists of 27 twin rooms and 5 junior suites, 

furnished in a modern style and fitted with satellite TV, 

safety box, mini bar and hair…………………………… . Rooms equipped for the a…………………………… of guests with 

special needs can be found on every floor. Rooms are a…………………………… on a half board basis. Breakfast and dinner 

are served in the lovely terraced restaurant with a spectacular panorama of the Gulf of Asinara. Upgrades to rooms with a sea 

v…………………………… and balcony can be obtained for an a…………………………… cost. 

There is access to a public beach just 200 metres from the hotel. If you want to explore the area there is a public shuttle bus 

that takes you to the centre of Castelsardo or the beaches in Lu Bagnu. In Castelsardo you can r…………………………… 

cars, motorbikes, bicycles, rubber boats, water scooters. Other …………………………… include guided excursions to the 

National Park of Asinara, fishing excursions, off road excursions, hiking, and guided visits to the ethnographic or archeological 

museum. Only 15 km from the hotel, on the coastal road, hidden in green s……………………………, there is a fantastic 

aquatic park called 'Water Paradise’. You can also take advantage of the bus service to and from the major 

l…………………………… (places) in the North of the island.  

 1 

 1 

equirements 

dryer ccommodation 

vailable 

dditional iew 

facilities / amenities 

ent 

urroundings 

ocations 



3. WHAT DOES YOUR FAVOURITE HOLIDAY COTTAGE LOOK LIKE?            /7 

 DRAW A light bulb, A swing, AND A chimney IN A SUITABLE PLACE. 

 DRAW (AT LEAST) FOUR OTHER OBJECTS OR ROOMS THAT CAN BE FOUND IN OR AROUND YOUR FAVOURITE HOLIDAY HOME. NUMBER THESE OBJECTS AND WRITE THE 

CORRESPONDING WORDS DOWN IN THE BOX. 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

1. …………………………………… 2. ……………………………………  

3. …………………………………… 4. ……………………………………  
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Appendix 5: Vocabulary test unit 3 (sixth grade) 

Name & Surname:     Class: 

Date:          /30 

Test:  Vocabulary Unit 3 

2. FILL IN THE GAPS.         /11 

The 20th century was the age of f…………………….  f…………………….: coal, oil and natural 

gas. They might become …………………… in the foreseeable future. The costs associated 

with our ……………………. (current) energy system are immense. 

G.…………………. w……………………. can cause all kinds of catastrophes. The carbon 

dioxide ……………………. must be reduced by at least 70 per cent. A shift to 

r……………………. energy is necessary.  

Europe g……………………. about 70 per cent of the total capacity of wind power. Wind 

resources onshore, as well as ……………………., could provide more than four times global 

electricity c……………………… . 

Solar ……………………. is another option, since photovoltaics can easily be connected to 

the electricity ……………………. . 

3. IN THE FOLLOWING TEXT SOME WORDS HAVE BEEN LEFT OUT.    /9 

- IN THE LEFT-HAND COLUMN, PUT AN “X” WHERE A WORD HAS BEEN OMITTED.   

- IN THE RIGHT-HAND COLUMN, CIRCLE THE WORD THAT HAS BEEN OMITTED. 

Since the first drilling was built in 

Pennsylvania in 1859, petroleum have 

been looking for “the black gold” in places 

that were likely to produce oil worth 

extracting in quantities. 

These materials may well be exhausted in 

the future, but even this thesis is not 

generally accepted. Saudi Aramco, the 

rug - rig - rag - riff 

bores - engineers - hoses - producers 

 

 

applicable - viable - verifiable - pliable 

dry - rough - crude - raw 

inevitable - predictable - probable - foreseeable 

 

ossil uels 

depleted    

present 

lobal arming 

emission(s) 

enewable 

enerates 

offshore 

onsumption 

power 

grid 
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world’s largest oil, maintains that 

recoverable are sufficient for another 140 

years, provided demand remains stable 

on the present level. 

 
Many think that this theory will be an 

excuse for continuing the use of natural 

resources. 

bore - company - giant - customer 

stocks - resources - sources - supplies 

 

 

 

naturists - socialists - environmentalists - aids 

profitable - profligate - considerate - intricate 

 

4. PROVIDE THE WORD THAT MATCHES THE DESCRIPTION.     /5 

- People who feel that things are going very badly and are likely to get even worse are 

……………………………………………………………… . 

- The opposite of deep water is ………………………………… water. 

- If you ………………………………… something, you control it and keep it within limits. 

- Ingenuity means being skilled at inventing new things. However, if you are an 

………………………………… person, you are innocent, trusting, and honest. 

- If you make a ………………………………… of something, you make fun of it and 

make it appear worthless and foolish. 

 
5. WRITE THE CORRESPONDING WORDS DOWN IN THE BOX.     /5 

    

 4.           5. 

          2. 

1. 

 

 

3. 

doom-mongers 

shallow 

curb 

ingenuous 

mockery 
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Appendix 6: Survey – Evaluation of the pre-patterned diary 
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Appendix 7: Survey – Evaluation of the blank diary 
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