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Autonomy as a predictor of English
proficiency
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Learner autonomy is often regarded as essential to increased English
learning (e.g., Benson, 2001; Little, 1991; Cotterall & Crabbe, 1999).
However, there have been relatively few quantitative studies that
support claims that EFL autonomy influences English proficiency.
The present study examines the predictive potential of EFL autonomy
on English language learning as measured by the Test of English for
International Communication (TOEIC). A sample of 204 engineering
students from a Japanese technical college took an 18-item EFL
autonomy questionnaire. After verifying construct validity of the EFL
autonomy questionnaire items using Rasch item fit analysis (Rasch,
1960), the data were factor analyzed into two distinct constructs.
Results from a multiple regression analysis revealed that both factors
from the EFL autonomy questionnaire significantly predicted TOEIC
scores and accounted for approximately 14% of differences in English
achievement.'
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Pioneered by Holec (1981), the term “learner autonomy” became
a catch phrase in foreign language education in the 1990s (e.g.,
Benson & Voller, 1997; Dickinson, 1995; Little, 1991). Mainstream
North American educational theorists of self-regulation learning
(SRL) described autonomy as a process of adjusting goals, strategies,
and motivations for general learning (Butler & Winne, 1995; Carver
& Scheier, 1990; Winne, 1995a). On other hand, main proponents
of foreign language learner autonomy defined it as an “ability” or a
“capacity” for self-directed learning. This capacity for organizing
one’s learning is theorized to include the five steps of (a) setting goals,
(b) determining learning content, (c) choosing methods of learning,
(d) monitoring learning progress, and (e) reflecting on what has
been learned (Cotterall & Crabbe, 1999; Holec, 1981; Little, 1991;
Littlewood, 1996).

In addition to managing or understanding the process of language
learning, elements of metacognitive behavior, or learning strategies,
have been considered an element of learner autonomy (e.g., Cohen,
1998; Oxford, 1989, 1990a, 1990b; Wenden, 1987). Benson (2001)
claimed that “learners who achieve proficiency in foreign languages”
did so as at least partly as a result of exerting control over learning
processes, including the use of self-management strategies to initiate,
control, or direct learning processes (p. 65). He refined learner
autonomy into the three components of learning management,
cognitive processes, and learning content, stating that the components
were “clearly interdependent” (p. 50).

The importance of learner autonomy in Japan
Beginning with Rubin’s 1975 seminal study of the “good learner”
(Rubin, 1975), teachers and researchers in both English as a Second
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Language (ESL) and English as a Foreign Language (EFL) contexts have
argued that “good language learners” necessarily are autonomous
language learners and have extolled the benefits of incorporating
autonomous teaching practices, autonomy-encouraging materials, and
autonomy-directed learning principles into ESL courses and program
curricula (e.g., Cotterall, 2000; Esch, 1996; Little, Ridley, & Ushioda,
2003; Littlewood, 1999; Naiman, 1975, 1996; Nunan, 1988, 1997;
Pemberton, Edward, Orr, & Pierson, 1996).

In Japan, the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and
Technology (MEXT) revised its educational policies to include the
encouragement of EFL autonomy as an educational goal (MEXT, 2003).
Educators based in Japan have published several EFL autonomy-related
articles and books, including the importance of cultural context (Aoki
& Smith, 1999), the relation with cooperative learning (Murphey &
Jacobs, 2000), and the use of language learning strategies (Learning
Strategy Study Group of Japan Association of College English Teachers,
2005, 2006). A popular Japanese language monthly magazine about
English education even devoted an entire issue to EFL autonomy,
considering potential benefits for Japanese learners and how to
incorporate autonomy into classroom practice (The English Teachers’
Magazine, February 2008).

Indeed, a common thread among EFL autonomy-related research
is a focus on learner-centered classroom activities that promote
autonomy. For example, the action research reported in several edited
books focused primarily on classroom practices such as the use of
portfolios and self-reflective questionnaires (Barfield & Nix, 2003;
MacKenzie & McCafferty, 2002; McCasland & Robertson, 2005; Skier
& Kohyama, 2006). The classroom-based action research in these
publications generally examined ways of encouraging EFL autonomy in
the language classroom, with a majority of studies reporting participants
for their thoughts and perceptions of learner-centered activities using

individual interview or questionnaires. However, few studies listed
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the participants’ English proficiency level and none demonstrated
any measurable improvement of English proficiency as a result of EFL
autonomy-based classroom practice.

Remaining questions ahout learner autonomy

Despite the quantity of publication of articles and books regarding
EFL autonomy theory and principles, however, there is still an overall lack
of generalizable empirical evidence that autonomy leads to increased
foreign language proficiency. Benson (2001) acknowledged the “pressing
need for empirical research” to demonstrate a clear connection between
EFL autonomy and increased language proficiency (p. 189). In addition to
evidence of increased language proficiency due to EFL autonomy, a major
aim of such research is the creation and verification of tools for assessing
EFL autonomy (Breen & Mann, 1997; Benson, 2001). The vast majority of
such tools in the field of SLA are qualitative in nature.

Current available EFL autonomy research primarily consists of interview
case studies, diary studies, or learner histories of autonomous learning and
strategy usage by the so-called good learner, which typically are limited to
a handful of advanced ESL students studying in English-speaking countries
(e.g., Benson, 2007; Benson & Nunan, 2005; Cotterall, 2008; Wenden,
1987; Yang, 1998). While case studies and learner histories can shed light
on an individual language learner’s strategy use and success in language
learning, itis difficultto generalize findings from studies with small numbers
of highly proficient study participants to larger sample populations of low to
medium-proficient students. Unfortunately, there seem to be few existing
quantitative studies directly concerning EFL autonomy, particularly for
learners in an EFL context, even including studies (Cotterall, 1995, 1996)
aimed at learner beliefs about autonomy.

Additionally, there is a lack of empirical evidence demonstrating that
autonomous behaviors, such as choosing materials and performing self-
evaluation and reflection, are related to or influence English proficiency.
There have been a few studies in an English-language, North American
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context that demonstrated a connection between autonomy behaviors and
beliefs and overall academic performance as measured by course grades
(e.g., Cantwell & Moore, 1996; Garcia & Pintrich, 1996); however, there
is little convincing empirical evidence that EFL autonomy directly leads
to or predicts improved foreign language performance. Finally, there is
no empirical evidence that improved EFL autonomy can help Japanese
students improve their English proficiency.

The multi-dimensional nature of autonomy has perhaps made
quantifiable empirical studies of EFL autonomy difficult to implement.
Benson (2001) pointed out that the three learner autonomy components
of learning management, cognitive processes, and learning content were
“clearly interdependent” (p. 50), and that measuring each individual
component of autonomy was difficult due to the “fact that autonomy is
clearly a multidimensional construct” (p. 51). While it may be a simple
matter of semantics, the issue as discussed by Benson is clearly one of
the multidimensional nature of the concept, rather than the construct, of
autonomy, as constructs by definition must be unidimensional (Thurstone,
1931; Wright, 1999). However, given that the concept of language learner
autonomy may very well be multidimensional, a plausible first step for
measuring learner autonomy therefore is to create measurement tools
that demonstrate the unidimensionality of individual constructs of EFL
autonomy.

Shimo (2008) first attempted to determine the number of constructs
in EFL autonomy for a Japanese learner population by using an 18-
item questionnaire designed to measure the multi-construct nature of
autonomy according to goal-setting, planning methods of learning,
choosinglearning materials, and reflecting on language learning. In a study
with 106 Japanese university students, she found two factors (Orientation
towards improving learning environment and Orientation towards
reflective learning), the latter of which significantly correlated (r = .27)
with the scores from a mid-term examination using TOEIC-style reading
and listening questions (N = 97). In a follow-up study with 148 Japanese
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university students (Shimo, 2009), the same 18-item questionnaire was
implemented both at the beginning and at the end of a fourteen-week
term. Two components were found in the pre-term questionnaire, while
for the end of term questionnaire a three-component solution (Enhancing
learning opportunities, Reflecting on language abilities, and Planning/
Reflecting on learning processes) was eventually decided upon (Shimo,
2009, p. 41). The question whether the questionnaire contains two or
three factors remains open to examination. The answer may be related to
construct validity, the demonstration of which may improve the external
validity and generalizability of existing study results.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of the present study was not only to validate constructs
present in the EFL autonomy questionnaire (Shimo, 2008, 2009), but
also to examine the degree to which EFL autonomy can predict English
language learning proficiency for a Japanese student population
measured by a widely-used standardized exam. Construct validation was
examined using Rasch item fit analysis (Rasch, 1960), which assisted in
questionnaire revision to provide more consistent results across sample
populations. The ability of EFL autonomy to predict English proficiency
was examined by factor analyzing the questionnaire data and using the
resultant EFL autonomy factor scores as predictors of scores from the
Test of English for International Communication (TOEIC) in a multiple

regression analysis.

Methods
Participants

Students from a technical college (kousen) participated in this
study. The total participant N-size was 204; however, data from 19
participants were removed due to incomplete, illegible, or set response
patterns (i.e., answering all questions with the same response) that
would adversely affect the correlational matrixes in later analyses. The
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resulting N-size was 185, comprising 164 third-year students (high
school senior equivalent) and 21 first-year students from the Faculty
of Advanced Engineering (senkoka, university third year equivalent).
Third-year students were taking one 90-minute four-skills English class
and one 45-minute conversational English class per week in a 30-week
academic year, for a total of 67.5 English classroom hours. First-year
senkoka students were taking one 90-minute four-skills English class
for 30 weeks, and one 90-minute technical English writing course for
15 weeks, for a total of 90 English class hours.

Measurement instruments

Two instruments were used in this study. The first was the EFL
autonomy questionnaire created by Shimo (2008), which consisted of
18 items (see Appendix). The questionnaire was implemented during
class at the end of May, in the week following the spring mid-term
examination. Students were informed that participation was voluntary
and that responses to the questionnaire would not influence their
course grades in any way.

The second instrument used was the TOEIC-IP exam. The exam was
given to all students in the study during the first week of April and
the results were returned to them in class at the time of questionnaire
implementation. The combined TOEIC scores were used as self-
reported by participants, M = 315.5, SD = 71.72. Although TOEIC has
been criticized for its error margin (see the Discussion section), TOEIC
was used to measure students’ English proficiency for two reasons.
First, TOEIC is by far the most widely-used English proficiency exam
in Japan, with over 940,000 students sitting for the exam in 2008 to go
along with 778,000 general test takers (Transition in TOEIC Test-taker
Numbers, n.d.). Second, as a standardized exam of English proficiency,
TOEIC provides a greater degree of external generalizability than in-

house exams or course grades.
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Analysis Technigues

The study used four techniques of data analysis: (a) Rasch
measurement analysis, (b) parallel analysis, (c) exploratory factor
analysis, and (d) multiple regression analysis. Rasch analysis was used
to examine the quality of the individual questionnaire items. Parallel
analysis and exploratory factor analysis were used in conjunction to
determine the number of factors represented by the data. Multiple
regression analysis was used to determine the relationship between
factors of EFL autonomy and English proficiency as measured by TOEIC.

Rasch analysis. Data from the EFL autonomy questionnaire was first
analyzed according to the Rasch model using WINSTEPS 3.63 software
(Linacre, 2006) to check for construct validity. The Rasch model (Rasch,
1960) mathematically transforms raw data scores into logarithms and
then places both item responses and persons on the same log-odds
scale for the purposes of determining construct unidimensionality and
item difficulty (Bond & Fox, 2007).

The primary method of checking for measurement construct validity
was the examination of item fit, which refers to how well each item
measures the intended construct. When measuring related constructs,
item fit has been demonstrated to be a more accurate estimation of
construct validity than Cronbach’s alpha, which is highly dependent
upon the number redundant items and is largely irrelevant to
dimensionality or construct validity (Cortina, 1993; Embretson & Reise,
2000; Green, Lissitz, & Mulait, 1977; Schmitt, 1996; Smith, E., 2002;
Smith, R., 2000; Sijtmas, 2009). Moreover, item fit statistics can also
indicate item and person responses that misfit the model as a result
of carelessness, response set answering, or item bias (Wolfe & Smith,
2007b, p. 211).

Item fit was measured by infit and outfit statistics, which have
both an unstandardized form and a standardized form. Infit and outfit
mean squared fit statistics are chi-square ratios that determine how
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well the observed data fit the probabilistic expectations of the Rasch
model (Bond & Fox, 2007, p. 238). The mean squared statistics can
also be transformed into standardized z-scores, which approximate a
normalized distribution (Bond & Fox, 2007, p. 57). Fit statistics thus
improve generalizability of questionnaire study results across samples
(Wilson, 2005; Wolfe & Smith, 2007a; Wright, 1996).

Based on the results in Shimo (2008, pp. 166-167), two sets of
items were examined for item fit to their expected constructs. Items
1,4,5,8, 10, 11, 14, and 16 were examined for fit to the intended
construct Orientation towards improving learning environment, while
items 2, 3,6, 7,9, 12, 13, 15, 17, and 18 were examined for fit to
the intended construct Orientation towards reflective learning. The infit
statistic focuses on the performance of participants whose responses
are closest to the endorsability difficulty of the items, and thus infit is
typically considered more important than outfit (Bond & Fox, 2007, p.
57). Therefore in this study, an infit mean squared statistic of between
.75 and 1.3 and an infit standardized z-score of between -2.0 and
2.0 were used as the criterion for good item fit to the construct (Bond
& Fox, 2007, p. 240), with a mean squared fit statistic of 1.0 and a
standardized z-score of 0 indicating ideal fit to the proposed construct
model. Misfitting items were removed prior to factor analysis, since such
items add error to the measurement and thus reduce generalizability
of the results.

Monte Carlo parallel analysis and factor analysis. A parallel analysis
was run to determine the number of factors present in the data (Horn,
1965). The Monte Carlo PCA for Parallel Analysis program (Watkins,
2000) generated a list of random eigenvalues based on the number of
questionnaire items and the number of participants. Factors extracted
from the data set obtained from the participants were compared to the
random eigenvalues from the parallel analysis to assist in determining
how many factors to retain. Following parallel analysis, the data were
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factor analyzed using principal components analysis in SPSS 15 to
confirm the number of factors present in the data and to determine
whether the items loaded onto their hypothesized constructs.

The sample size for factor analysis was N = 185, with 13 item
variables. Although Tabachnick and Fidell (2007, p. 613) recommended
an N-size of 300 cases as “comfortable,” they also noted that strong
factor loadings might require as few as 150 cases. Stevens (1996)
suggested a minimum of five cases per variable, making N = 65 the
minimum sample size required for this study. Guadagnoli and Velicer
(1988) additionally indicated that factors consisting of four or more
loadings above .60 were reliable regardless of the sample size. Finally,
Stevens (2009) noted that reliable factors may be indicated by an
“average of the four largest loadings” above .60 (p. 333) and suggested
that the most important determinations for factor analysis reliability
were the factor loading strengths and the number of variables per factor.
Thus, reliability of the factor analysis for the sample size could only be
determined following examination of the resultant item factor loadings.

Multiple regression analysis. Factor scores for items on each factor of the
foreign language learner autonomy questionnaire were used as predictor
variables of the outcome variable, combined TOEIC scores, to determine
the effect of learner autonomy on English learning for the sample population.
Stevens (2009, p. 117) recommended 15 cases per independent variable,
while Tabachnick and Fidell (2007, p. 123) recommended the formula N
> 50 + 8m, where m is the number of independent variables. Thus, based
on each of these recommendations, the sample size (N = 185) was more
than adequate for multiple regression analysis.

Resuits
Rasch Analysis
Item fit analysis statistics indicated that five items out of 18 did
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not fit the model for each hypothesized construct (see Appendix). Fit
statistics for items 4 and 14 on the intended construct Orientation
towards improving learning environment, and for items 3, 9, and 17
on the intended construct Orientation towards reflective learning
failed to fit the model. A closer look at the wording of the five items
revealed that all could have been perceived by participants as being
concerned with abilities and testing rather than with aspects of learner
autonomy. These items were eliminated from further analysis, leaving
a total of 13 questionnaire items. The remaining items were examined
again for item fit analysis, and measures were obtained to show the
relative strength of the item based on distributed t-scores (Table 1). The
construct “Orientation towards improving learning environment” had a
Rasch item reliability of .97, and the construct of “Orientation towards

reflective learning” had a Rasch item reliability of .98.

Table 1. Item Fit Statistics for Orientation Toward Improving Learning
Environment and Orientation Towards Reflective Learning

Infit Outfit
Item Measure Mean Infit Mean Outfit
Z-Score Z-score

Square Square

Orientation Toward Improving Learning Environment

15 44.43 1.28 2.5 1.40 3.3
5 52.79 1.28 23 1.22 1.8
18 47.46 92 -7 1.00 .0
11 60.01 99 -1 .82 -1.4
16 51.03 .95 -4 .88 -1.1
8 43.10 .83 -1.6 .89 -1.0
1 51.19 82 -1.7 75 -2.3
Orientation Towards Reflective Learning

12 47.19 1.16 1.5 1.17 1.6
6 37.66 1.13 1.3 1.13 1.2
13 49.29 1.06 .6 1.04 4
2 54.00 93 -7 .94 -5
7 56.95 .85 -1.5 .84 -1.5
10 5491 81 -1.9 83 -1.7
Notes. “Measure” = item difficulty as measured by t-scores, with a

mean of 50; N = 185.
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Tabhle 2. Comparison of Eigenvalues from a Randomiy-generated Data Set
and the Sample Data

Factor Actual Random value
Eigenvalue from from parallel Decision
number :
sample analysis
1 6.33 1.46 Accept
2 1.40 1.35 Accept
.83 1.25 Reject

Monte Carlo Parallel Analysis and Factor Analysis

To verify the number of factors to be extracted from the data set, a Monte
Carlo Parallel Analysis was run (Watkins, 2000). Random eigenvalues
generated from the parallel analysis compared to results from the factor
analysis of data in the study indicated the presence of two factors (Table 2).

Following confirmation of the number of factors, factor analysis was
conducted (Table 3). The KMO measure for sampling adequacy was .905,
and the Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity was significant at .000, supporting the
factorability of the correlation matrix. A varimax rotation was used to assist
in interpreting the results, using a minimum of .40 for factor loadings
(Stevens, 2009, p. 333). The first factor consisted of seven items ranging
in factor loadings from .57 to .80, while the second factor consisted of six
items ranging in factor loadings from .61 to .81. Two items, item 2 and item
10, loaded onto both factors at above the .40 cut-off point. Total variance
accounted for by both factors was 59.4%. The strength of the factor
loadings exceeded the minimum recommended for determining reliable
factors (Guadagnoli & Velicer, 1988; Stevens, 2009); thus, assumptions for
the factor analysis were met and the results should be considered valid for
this sample.

Multiple Regression Analysis
Factor scores from the EFL autonomy questionnaire items were

correlated with combined TOEIC reading and listening scores to
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Table 3. Factor Analysis of Foreign Language Learning Autonomy for a
Japanese University Sample

Factor
Item Item description 1 2 n?

3 I usually try to be in touch with English outside 80 23 69
class

| I am usually willing to read in English; for 76 30 61
example, I read English newspapers and books ) ' '
I am usually willing to watch English TV programs

5 . . . J4 07 55
and/or listen to English radio programs

16 I usgally try to seek opportunities to speak in 73 o4 53
English

1 I am usually. w1111ng to write in Epghsh; ‘ for 70 22 53
example, [ write email or keep a diary in English

18 Tusually study Enghsh by using learning materials 68 39 62
of my own choice
I usually think whether my English learning

15 . . . S7 0 32 43
materials and dictionaries are useful or not

12 I usually think why I did so when I made mistakes 09 81 66
in English exercises
I usually check what I don’t understand in my

6 . . A8 71 54
English homework in some way

7 [ usually plan my English studying 29 71 58

13 I usually think whether my way of studying 2 71 57

English is effective for me or not

2 [ usually have a plan about how to study English .44 .66 .63

I usually set goals on my own about studying

10 English

54 .61 .66

Notes. Principal component analysis with varimax rotation was used.
F1= “Orientation toward improving language learning environment”
(o = .88); F2= “Orientation towards reflective learning” (o = .86); h* =
commonalities; N = 185.
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Table 4. EFL Autonomy Predictors for the Independent Variahle TOEIC
Scores

Factor B SEB S t

Orientation towards improving 135 060 335 4877
learning environment : : . .

1Orieq‘cation towards reflective 176 069 176 2.562%*
earning

Notes. R?* = .14; Adjusted R* = .13; N = 185.
*p < 01

determine the feasibility of a multiple regression analysis. TOEIC scores
correlated significantly (p <.01) with both Orientation towards improving
learning environment (r = .34) and Orientation towards reflective learning
(r=.18). The two EFL autonomy factors correlated significantly with each
other (r = .64). Although Tabachnick and Fidell (2007, p. 125) indicated
that correlations as high as .6 may pose problems in interpreting multiple
regression analysis results, examination of the regression residual plots
revealed that the assumption of lack of multicollinearity had been
met. Checking the Mahalanobis distances and Cook’s Distance also
verified that no outliers were present in the data. Thus, the assumptions
of multicollinearity, homoscedasticity, outliers, and independence of
residuals among the two factors from the EFL autonomy questionnaire
and the combined TOEIC scores were checked and met for multiple
regression analysis.

A hierarchical regression analysis was performed, with Orientation
towards improving learning environment and Orientation towards
reflective learning as independent predictor variables, and TOEIC scores
as the dependent outcome variable (Table 4). Results indicated that both
EFL autonomy factors predicted TOEIC scores, F(2,181) = 15.176, R* =
.14, p =.000, with EFL autonomy accounting for 14% of the variances in
TOEIC scores. The change in R? indicated that the construct Orientation
towards improving learning environment alone accounted for 11% of the

differences in TOEIC scores among sample participants.
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Discussion

The first conclusion to be drawn from the results is the stability
of the constructs represented by the questionnaire items. Five of
the original 18 items—3, 4, 9, 14, and 17—were found to misfit
their intended constructs in the Rasch analysis. Two of these items
(9 and 17) were similarly removed in Shimo (2009) on the basis of
low commonality values during factor analysis. Removal of the five
misfitting items resulted in two unidimensional constructs with Rasch
item reliabilities of .97 and .98. Parallel analysis and factor analysis
confirmed the presence of two independent, but related, constructs
in the data, with the two constructs accounting for nearly 60% of the
variance. Therefore, it is reasonable to expect similar results from future
studies using the EFL autonomy questionnaire in this study.

The second conclusion to be drawn concerns the degree to which
EFL autonomy can predict English learning outcomes. Among the study
participants, 14% of the differences in TOEIC scores were predicted
by EFL autonomy variables. Furthermore, 11% was predicted only by
the construct Orientation towards improving learning environment. In
other words, students who actively sought English language learning
materials in addition to the regular classroom materials tended to have
higher combined TOEIC scores.

The multiple regression results for Orientation toward improving
learning environment can also answer the question of the degree to
which EFL autonomy leads to an increase in English proficiency. The
standardized beta weight scores (B) of predictor factors in multiple
regression analysis are directly related to the standard deviation of the
outcome variable. Thus, if students” responses to EFL autonomy items
were to change by one standard deviation unit, their TOEIC scores would
also change by one standard deviation unit. For the sample in this study,
the TOEIC standard deviation was 71.72; multiplying .335, the beta
of the construct Orientation towards improving learning environment,

times the TOEIC standard deviation revealed that an increase in
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students’ orientation towards improving learning environment (i.e.,
actively searching and discovering English learning materials outside
the classroom) of one standard deviation would predict an increase of
roughly 24 points on the TOEIC.

On the other hand, the standard error of measurement of TOEIC is 25
points for each section of the test, and the error between two different
test implementations may be as high as 35 points (TOEIC Examinee
Handbook, 2008, pp. 19-20). Thus, it is difficult to prove with 100%
degree of certainty whether the difference in TOEIC scores for the study
sample was caused by the presence of EFL autonomy. An additional
point regarding the use of TOEIC as a measure of English proficiency is
the overall passive nature of the test items. Although an initial validity
study sponsored by ETS indicated medium to strong correlations among
various subsections of TOEIC and speaking and writing measurements
(Woodfard, 1982), results from an examination of EFL autonomy and
a direct measurement of “active” English proficiency skills such as an
oral interview or essay writing may differ from the current study.

Regardless of the statistical validity problems associated with TOEIC
as a measurement instrument, the use of TOEIC to demonstrate English
proficiency has legitimate face validity for students in this study. Many
students at technical colleges transfer to four-year universities at the end
of the five years of the main program via university hennyuu (transfer
entrance) examinations, many of which use TOEIC scores as a major
measurement, if not the sole measurement, of students’ English abilities.
Students who wish to obtain employment as a technician at a Japanese
company are likewise expected to submit TOEIC scores, which can
sometimes determine the outcome of job interviews. Therefore, the
ability to find language learning materials in order to offset decreased
English class contact hours can literally affect the future careers of the
engineering students in this study.
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Conclusion

The results of this study indicated that the participants with the
autonomous language learning habit of seeking English learning
materials outside the regular class texts tended to have greater English
proficiency than their peers who did not have seek self-selected
materials outside class. The participants had minimal classroom
exposure to English during a typical week, with two hours and fifteen
minutes for the third-year students and three hours for the first-year
senkoka students. Increasing exposure to English learning materials
was therefore particularly relevant for students in this study given the
limited amount of study time available to them.

The current study has contributed to the field of foreign language
learner autonomy research by answering the call of Benson (2001) for
the demonstration of a connection between learner autonomy and
English proficiency. The EFL autonomy questionnaire by Shimo (2008)
was found, after revisions, to predict English proficiency as measured
by the TOEIC.

However, limitations to the study raise further questions. The
participants were all engineering majors, with a relatively low
proficiency level of English as measured by TOEIC, who had limited
English language classroom time. Therefore, reasonable questions to
examine in further research studies include:

e To what degree does EFL autonomy vary among students

majoring in different academic fields?

e To what degree is the amount of weekly English classroom hours
related to EFL autonomy?

e Is EFL autonomy more or less effective at increasing English
proficiency for low-, intermediate-, or high-level proficiency
students?

e Would EFL autonomy predict a greater amount of English
proficiency as measured by other forms of standardized English
assessment (e.g., TOEFL scores or Cambridge Proficiency Exam
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levels)?
* Does EFL autonomy lead to increased English proficiency for all
language skills or only for some? Which ones and how much?
Future research should examine these and other related issues
concerning EFL autonomy in order to provide empirical evidence of
its effectiveness over traditional teacher-centered approaches to EFL
classroom instruction. Further iterations with larger samples of students
in different learning contexts may verify the EFL learner autonomy
questionnaire across samples consisting of different study majors,
in different educational contexts, and at different levels of English
proficiency.

Note
"Preliminary results from this study were presented at the JALT CUE
2009 Conference at Tezukayama University, on October 17, 2009.
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Anpendix
EFL Learner Autonomy questionnaire [Shimo, 2008, 2009)

1.

10.

11

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17

I am usually willing to read in English; for example, | read
English newspapers and books.

[ usually have a plan about how to study English.

*1 usually look back at my mistakes in English quizzes.

*| usually think about what kinds of English skills I want to
improve.

I am usually willing to watch English TV programs and/or listen
to English radio programs.

[ usually check what | don’t understand in my English homework
in some way.

[ usually plan my English studying.

[ usually try to be in touch with English outside class.

*| usually understand which English skill (for example, reading,
grammar, listening, etc.) | am poor at.

[ usually set goals on my own about studying English.

. I am usually willing to write in English; for example, | write

email or keep a diary in English.

[ usually think why I did so when | made mistakes in English
exercises.

| usually think whether my way of studying English is effective
for me or not.

*I am usually willing to take tests such as TOEIC in order to
know my own English proficiency.

| usually think whether my English learning materials and
dictionaries are useful or not

[ usually try to seek opportunities to speak in English.

. * usually understand which English skill (for example, reading,

grammar, listening, etc.) | am good at.
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18. 1 usually study English by using learning materials of my own
choice.

* ldentified as a misfitting item in Rasch analysis and removed prior to
factor analysis and multiple regression analysis.
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