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Challenges and Opportunities of Fostering Learner Autonomy and Self-Access
Learning During the COVID-19 Pandemic

Fawzi Al Ghazali, TRENDS Research & Advisory, Abu Dhabi, United Arab Emirates

Abstract

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has represented a substantial challenge to educators
worldwide with almost no predefined plans to deal with the negative outcomes of such crises
and emergencies. The closure of schools and universities has forced public and private
educational institutions to look for alternative methods for students to continue learning and
understanding the remaining syllabi. Since attending on-campus classes has become
impossible, and congregating in public places has become limited, self-access and virtual
learning have become popular teaching modes implemented through self-access platforms.
This paper sheds light on the negative consequences of COVID-19 on L2 learning and the
different pathways self-access and virtual learning provide to students who have been
deprived of face-to-face instruction. It also outlines the opportunities and challenges of these
digital learning forms and online platforms that enhance self-access learning. Moreover, this
paper provides an analysis of the practical mediums that foster learner autonomy in L2
settings and the responsibilities of students, teachers, and educational authorities in
facilitating self-access learning. This paper eventually proposes that disrupted classes do not
necessarily mean disrupted learning when self-access learning is facilitated, appropriate
training is given, and students’ motivation and autonomy are enhanced.

Keywords: self-access, learner autonomy, virtual learning, COVID-19, technological

platforms

The New Normal Culture after COVID-19

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has impacted all aspects of life and has had
socioeconomic, political, and pedagogic implications. A ‘new normal’ culture has emerged,
and the lifestyle of people has changed drastically. Social gatherings, celebrations, and social
events may have even become illegal in some places, and taking protective measures has
become a part of the culture. The educational sector has been particularly affected, and many
schools have had to close their doors as well. As reported by UNESCO (2020), around 1.5
billion learners (91% of total enrolled students in schools) were affected and were unable to
benefit from face-to-face teaching following the restrictions implemented by countries to
contain the virus. The outbreak of COVID-19 is not the only pandemic to have invaded the
world in recent decades; similar pandemics and natural disasters have taken place globally

like SARS in 2002 and the HiN; Flu in 2009 (Cauchemez et al., 2014). These pandemics may
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not be the last, and there is strong likelihood that situations like the COVID-19 pandemic will
reoccur in the future. In reaction to such disruptions, many countries have begun to set up
plans for dealing with education issues during crises and emergencies. The Chinese
government, for instance, banned face-to-face teaching and launched an initiative entitled
‘Disrupted Classes — Undisrupted Learning.” This initiative aimed at providing flexible
learning options through Self-Access Centers (SACs), Independent-Learning Centers (ILCs),
and virtual materials found online to millions of students from their homes.

This paper was inspired by the unprecedented change which has occurred in the
education sector in which schools and teachers have become facilitators of learning and are
no longer the sole sources of knowledge; other avenues exist. It sheds light on the features
and characteristics of flexible and distance learning modes including their implementation,
advantages, and disadvantages. It also suggests that learner autonomy and self-access should
be approached and understood by students nowadays. In addition, the paper provides
conceptual, practical, and virtual tools for promoting self-access and learner autonomy

through technological platforms.

COVID-19 and Virtual Learning

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has forced students to miss opportunities
for attending regular classes and enjoying face-to-face interaction with teachers and other
learners. This disruption has forced schools and universities to offer alternative methods to
their conventional teaching modes in classrooms, such as distance and blended/flexible
learning forms. In the realm of discussing implications of COVID-19 on self-access learning
and learner autonomy, it is necessary first to reflect on the different forms of self-access and
virtual learning.
Self-Access and Virtual Language Learning Types

According to Herrera Diaz (2012, p. 54), self-access refers to the “organization of
learning materials and equipment to make them available and accessible to students without
necessarily having a teacher there.” A SAC, in addition, refers to the “system which makes
materials available to language learners so that they can choose to work as they wish, usually
without a teacher or with very limited teacher support” (p. 54). However, this understanding
only covers the physical side of self-access represented in provision of learning resources.
Benson et al. (2016, p. 3), conversely, argue that “self-access facilities are person-centered

social learning environments that actively promote language learner autonomy both within
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and outside the space. Students are provided with support, resources, facilities, skills
development, and opportunities for language study and use.” This understanding interprets
self-access as a learning engagement initiated by the individual learner and influenced by
interrelated variables like learner willingness and motivation.

Distance learning, similarly, is viewed as a way of studying for a school or university
degree mostly at home by receiving and submitting work by email or over the internet. As per
Cambridge Online Dictionary (2020), distance learning is used synonymously with online
and e-learning. It refers to the “way of studying in which students do not attend a school,
college, or university, but study from where they live, usually being taught and given work to
do over the internet.” Online and e-learning are two forms of distance learning in which
courses are delivered virtually via the Internet. Distance learning also includes “School of the
Air” which is available in remote places that are disadvantaged by lack of online
communications and electronic devices. Education for those students is facilitated by radio,
and students are only assessed at the end of each educational cycle (Rahman, 2018).

Blended learning, likewise, is “an approach to learning that combines face-to-face and
online learning experiences. Ideally, each type will complement the other by using its
particular strength” (Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary, 2020). This innovation aims at
integrating online media with traditional teaching not only to supplement the missing gaps of
traditional teaching but also to transform the overall class activities into a pedagogically
valuable manner. As argued by Teachthought (2020, para. 7), “successful blended learning
occurs when technology and teaching inform each other: Material becomes dynamic when it
reaches students of varying learning styles ... In this scenario, online education is a game-
changer, not just a supplement for the status quo.”

Flexible learning, moreover, adopts a broad understanding of learning by offering
choices in the educational environment and customizing a given course to meet the needs of
individual learners. Lee and McLoughlin (2010) define flexible learning as a “set of
educational approaches and systems concerned with providing learners with increased choice,
convenience, and personalization to suit their needs” (p. 61). In addition, Huang et al. (2020)
view flexible pedagogy as a “learner-centered educational strategy, which provides choices
from the main dimensions of study, such as time and location of learning, resources for
teaching and learning, instructional approaches, and learning activities” (p. 2). The learner

hereby is not passive but has insights on how to enhance assimilation of the course content.
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Advantages of Self-Access and Virtual Learning Approaches

According to Mahlangu (2018), self-access and virtual learning approaches encourage
features like complex communication and digital literacies by using advanced technological
levels and shifting learners from using traditional textbooks to utilizing virtual learning for
assimilation of a course content. This learning innovation has become crucial during the
COVID-19 period since it encourages “student-faculty contact, cooperation among students,
and active learning. It also gives prompt feedback, emphasizes time on task, communicates
high expectations, and respects diverse talents and ways of learning” (Baldwin & Jesus, 2017,
pp. 1-2). Students can review lecture content before attending a class and approach the online
materials whenever and wherever they want. Moreover, self-access and virtual learning “are
available 24/7, location independent, and provide effective and efficient training means for
learners in geographically dispersed areas and across time zones” (Wong & Daniell, 2007, p.
46).

At times of crises and emergencies like COVID-19, the provision of online self-
access materials, proper technological infrastructure, fast Internet connection, continuous
power supply, and modern online platforms are necessary to facilitate virtual learning.
However, these may not bring optimal outcomes unless active strategies are put in place to
foster learners’ autonomy to take charge of their own learning. Hence, the dissemination of
technology via self-access learning can be efficient, yet it does not guarantee that actual
learning will occur or that the learning process will take care of itself; learners’ willingness

and motivation are crucial and reinforcing them is necessary.

Nature and Characteristics of Learner Autonomy

Holec (1981) defines autonomy as the “ability to take charge of one’s own learning”
(p. 3). This includes ability to “set learning goals, determine learning content and progress,
choose learning techniques, monitor self-learning processes, and conduct self-assessments”
(p. 3). This construct improves learning performance and promotes the cultivation of lifelong
learning abilities (Zhou & Li, 2020). For Holec, the ability to take charge of learning is not
innate but promoted informally via naturalistic means or formally via systematic, deliberate
ways. In this sense, autonomy is not the outcome of learning but a construct reflected in the
students’ awareness, self-determination, and self-direction to achieve learning goals.
Littlewood (1996), in addition, correlates autonomy with “capacity of thinking and acting

independently that may occur in any kind of situation including, of course, a situation where
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the focus is on learning” (p. 428). This stance sets autonomy within any context and any
learner given that he is able to take decisions and hold responsibility for learning. Autonomy
also can be underpinned or undermined according to whether the learning context is
facilitating or debilitating (Woods, 2006). Moreover, enhancing learner autonomy is not
limited to technical, psychological, or political support but remains open to different possible
sources of insight for practice (Smith, 2003, p. 255).

Holec (1981) links autonomy with awareness of metacognitive strategies and practical
modalities of decision-making. These strategies include the ability to fix objectives and adapt
them to evolving difficulties, the ability to define the contents and progression of learning,
the ability to choose effective methods for engaging in language activities, the ability to
monitor the procedures of acquisition through self-assessment, and the ability to evaluate
what has been acquired. In language learning, metacognitive strategies refer to “higher order
executive skills that entail planning, monitoring, or evaluating the success of a learning
activity” (O’Malley & Chamot, 1990, p. 44). These metacognitive strategies are linked with
cognitive strategies, and they may come before, with, and after them (Dickinson, 1996;
Wenden, 1998). For Skehan (1989), cognitive strategies are techniques ‘FOR’ learning and
metacognitive strategies are techniques ‘ABOUT’ learning. That is, cognitive strategies are
wrapped with metacognitive or “Regulatory Strategies” (p. 237). Hence, metacognitive
strategies organize the external framework of learning processes where cognitive strategies
operate (Wenden, 1991). Peacock (1999) believes that awareness of metacognitive strategies

is a key requisite in the practice of autonomy and effective self-directed learning.

Fostering Learner Autonomy

Fostering learner autonomy is influenced by both teachers and learners’ beliefs about
this construct. Language teachers should know that autonomy is an appropriate and desirable
goal for all students. For Scharle and Szabo (2000), “no student is completely without a sense
of responsibility and we are not likely to meet the ideal student, either. Personality traits,
preferred learning styles, and cultural attitudes set limits to the development of autonomy” (p.
5). In addition, autonomy is not an ‘All-or-Nothing’ concept. Nunan (1997) claims that “I
should like to emphasize the point that fully autonomous students are a rarity” (p. 201).
Moreover, autonomy is not an abdication of the teacher’s role. Thavenius (1999) argues that
“developing learner autonomy involves a lot more for the teacher role than most teachers

realize ... It is not a matter of changing teaching techniques; it is a matter of changing teacher
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personality” (p. 159). Furthermore, language teachers should build trust between them and
students and allow students to feel that a safety net exists to support them. They should
respect students, understand their needs, be positive to their opinions, and help them build
self-confidence and self-esteem.
Approaches to Fostering Self-Access Learning and Autonomy

Benson (1997) discussed three approaches to fostering autonomy. The first is the
technical approach which relies on the provision of self-access resources and technical
support in a convenient place like a SAC or an ILC. However, McDonough (2002) suggests
that focusing on learning resources and learner training makes students behave in the same
way as usual, and this contradicts the ideologies of autonomy which relies on helping
students to take decisions based on available choices. Benson’s (1997) second approach is the
psychological approach which assumes that students’ willingness and readiness to assume
responsibility are the impetus that drives them to assume autonomy. Students’ agency,
motivation, and enthusiasm are key elements that determine degree of autonomy (Gao et al.,
2004). This psychological perspective does not underestimate the role of SACs in language
development. These places provide physical opportunities for autonomy to be displayed
(Greenback, 2008). However, Reinders and Lewis (2006) point out that “efficacy of these
places is increased when there is a thirsty learner who is willing to take all possible accounts
for inventing learning paths” (p. 273). The third is the political approach which is driven by
the belief that the educational context is influential in fostering autonomy. From this
perspective, autonomy is influenced by the social milieu with its ideologies and beliefs. As
argued by Winch (1999), in some Middle Eastern contexts, learner autonomy is viewed as a
threat of the teacher’s authority as being the main provider of information. In other contexts,
social autonomy is viewed by certain regimes as threat of their existence (Phillips, 2003).
However, in crises like the COVID-19 pandemic, the provision of digital resources facilitates
self-access and virtual learning and promotes learner autonomy as well.
Teachers and the COVID-19 Pandemic

During the COVID-19 pandemic and other pandemics in which students are unable to
attend classes at schools, teachers seem to have additional responsibility in enhancing
students’ autonomy and self-access learning. As proposed by Al Ghazali (2013), teachers
should raise students’ consciousness of metacognitive strategies in terms of how to set
learning agenda and assess language development. Acquisition of this skill reduces

dependence on teachers and increases collaboration with other cohorts. Teachers should also
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be aware of students’ learning agendas and linguistic needs. Students’ activities are often
goal-oriented and goal-driven, and their enthusiasm increases the more they realize that the
given tasks achieve their learning objectives (Lantolf, 2000). Teachers, in addition, should
establish SACs / ILCs and integrate them with the curricular system. These self-access
centers provide students with opportunities to be more independent and take responsibility for
their learning. In addition, these centers cater for their needs and learning agenda which
might be difficult to achieve via face-to-face instruction. All in all, fostering autonomy needs
setting the mood for autonomy, improving syllabi design, and enhancing self-access learning
(Ramirez Espinosa, 2015). During the current situation of the COVID-19 pandemic outbreak
in which teachers have less control over students, the optimal education option is to boost
self-access and independent learning.
Educational Authorities and the COVID-19 Pandemic

The learning context directly impacts the practice of autonomy and self-access
learning. As outlined by Al Ghazali (2013), the educational authorities should firstly adopt
autonomy as a social educational aim. It cannot be promoted in contexts in which it is viewed
as socially undesirable or nationally as unfavorable pursuit. Authorities should also improve
the educational content and adapt the applied syllabi and assessment techniques with the
limitations imposed by COVID-19 restrictions including school closure and home quarantine.
In addition, they should accept teachers’ autonomy and offer them flexibility to carry out the
necessary modifications in the taught materials and assessment techniques. In educational
settings in which the learning objectives are defined from the top, teachers’ autonomy
becomes limited, and their duties are confined to teaching regular classes using predefined
teaching methods and assessment techniques.
Self-Access Technology and the COVID-19 Pandemic

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in closure of schools and colleges,
and hence online platforms and self-access technology have been approached to facilitate
remote learning. As Benson (1997) notes, the use of technology is related to the technical
approach of fostering autonomy and self-access learning. Given the unprecedented
development in technological applications, a number of platforms are created and can be
utilized to facilitate self-access learning during closure of schools and universities. For
instance, younger learners can use “Eduflip Demo Class Platform”. It is user-friendly and
presents learning materials in a simple, interesting way. Also, “BrainPOP” provides online

self-access resources at different subjects such as languages, math, science, and social
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sciences. It keeps young learners engaged in the learning activities through funny animations
and pictures. This platform gives suggestions for both synchronous and asynchronous
approaches to online learning. More advanced learners could use “Newsela” platform. It has
an enormous archive of highly engaging articles which students can read independently
online. Each article is available at multiple levels to match the different linguistic levels of L2
students. “Kahoot” is another self-access platform that provides user-generated multiple-
choice quizzes for learners to review their knowledge independently. Moreover, through self-
access, students can use “Fipgrid Video” platform to get more thoughtful feedback from other
peers on their assignments. It is a powerful platform and allows for posing questions and
getting responses from students in videos. It allows for debates and discussion of responses
with the minimum time constraints.

For college and university students, self-access can facilitate group work and sharing
ideas through the “Padlet” platform. The self-access resources on Padlet offer spaces for
students to share and develop ideas through brainstorming, discussions, and project work.
Self-access can also allow for creating video tutorials while recording the screen content
through the “Screencastify” platform. It is more efficient with IT and science that require
displaying objects and images in courses like medicine, engineering, botany, and technology.
Through self-access, some students may use “Podcast” to share daily experiences with their
fellows or reflect on achieved class project. The “Seesaw” platform is another self-access
platform. It inspires students of all ages and allows for taking pictures and recording videos to
capture learning in a portfolio. It enables families to monitor the achievement of their
children. Furthermore, self-access can help students to create surveys online using “Google
Forms”. It provides different templates to compose questions and mark them. These ten self-
access platforms enhance students’ autonomy and represent a viable substitute of classroom
teaching during periods of pandemics like the current COVID-19.

Challenges to Self-Access Learning

Self-access offers students opportunities to be more independent in mapping their
study and applying the learning strategies that cope with their favorite learning styles.
However, some students with a traditional mindset find it difficult to adapt themselves with
self-access and virtual learning mediums due to some challenges. The first challenge facing
self-access is linked with technical issues (Kumar, 2015). In less advantaged places, many
students neither have computers nor Internet connection which means that self-access

resources would not be available to them. The second challenge facing self-access is related
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to students’ digital and computer literacy. Some students might be adept at using social media
applications, yet they lack the technological skill necessary to utilize self-access resources.
The third challenge students encounter in self-access and virtual learning is time
management. Young teenagers often have daily commitments that might distract them from
following on self-access learning. The fourth challenge of self-access is related to students’
self-motivation which ebbs and flows according to their knowledge of dealing with online
learning applications. Students with positive online learning attitudes will be more
enthusiastic to deal with self-access and virtual learning materials than who reject it. Hence,
the unequal distribution of technological facilities and applications among students can create
what Rigney (2010) calls the ‘Matthew Effect.” This means that students in privileged
learning environments will benefit further from access to a robust remote learning ecosystem,
suffering few deficits in their learning. Disrupted learning for those students does not
represent a problem since they can benefit from online self-access resources. On the other
hand, students who live in “environments that do not have the infrastructure to cope with
remote learning will be left with limited, or no, compensatory educational provision. They
will be disadvantaged by a lack of learning materials and opportunities for learning gains and
will suffer due to either a complete shut down or partial and inadequate measures” (Hughes,
2020, p. 6).

Overcoming Challenges of Self-Access Learning

To enhance self-access and virtual learning, Hughes (2020) provides some conditions
that include ensuring digital equity among students, providing clear expectations to guide
students, staff, and parents, establishing daily schedules for follow-up and assessment,
choosing the right tools and platforms and sticking to them, providing robust learning in
terms of teaching and feedback, designing independent learning that does not require further
support from parents, and addressing the emotional side to avoid distractions and enhance
students’ enthusiasm.

Similarly, Huang et al. (2020) provide guidelines for self-access learning. First,
educational institutions should ensure the availability of a “reliable network infrastructure
which can handle millions of users simultaneously to support smooth online learning
experience without interruption when providing synchronous online teaching, using
interactive learning resources, and collaborating with peers via social platforms” (p. 40).
Second, educational institutions should provide user-friendly tools and consistent platforms

in finding and processing information. Third, self-access learning should be interesting and
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engaging. This entails “providing interactive suitable digital learning resources, such as
online video micro-courses, e-books, simulations, animations, quizzes, and games” (p. 40).
Fourth, self-access platforms should guide learners to apply effective activities both
individually and in groups. This instructional practice includes “using online communities
and social networks to ensure regular human interactions and to address potential online
challenges, such as learners’ perceived loneliness or helplessness” (p. 40).

From a psychological perspective during the current COVID-19 pandemic, Gonzalez
(2020) proposes certain techniques to be followed with self-access and virtual learning.
Students should have “WINGS’ of voice and choice. They should feel free to express their
views and select from a number of options what they find efficient in their learning. In
addition, they should be allowed to SHARE not to SHOW the knowledge they already have.
To foster self-access learning during the COVID-19 pandemic, summative exams should be
replaced with project-based learning and evaluation. This requires understanding the different
milestones of project achievement. Providing positive encouragement and feedback also
increases students’ motivation and enthusiasm to consider self-access as a trusted learning

option.

Conclusion

The unprecedented impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on continuity of the traditional
functions of schools and university has been prominent, and many academic institutions that
were not prepared to deal with natural crises and emergencies were strongly affected
negatively. The above discussion in this paper could have some implications. Firstly, the
philosophy of learning should be drastically modified, and self-access learning should be
facilitated through online and digital resources. This learning approach should not be
considered as a temporary solution during pandemics but rather a learning philosophy liable
to enhance students’ independence and autonomy. Secondly, necessary training should be
provided to students on dealing with digital technologies and online platforms for educational
purposes. Many students could not use the new media applications for learning purposes.
Thirdly, it is necessary to foster students’ autonomy and responsibility in language learning
and increase their awareness that language development could be achieved through different
pathways like self-access. Eventually, the learning context should be improved, and students’

evaluation should shift from formative and summative tests to projects and case studies.
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