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Abstract 

Learner autonomy is a key objective in higher education language programs. Social-emotional 

learning has been proposed as a pedagogical approach to support autonomy by addressing 

learners’ emotional and social competencies, notably self-awareness and social awareness. 

This mixed-methods, quasi-experimental pretest–posttest study in a university English 

preparatory program investigated the impact of embedding SEL activities into a seven-week 

course on learners’ autonomy development. The experimental group (n = 21) received SEL-

infused instruction targeting self-awareness and social awareness, while the control group (n 

= 21) followed the same syllabus without SEL content. Learner autonomy was measured pre- 

and post-intervention using a learner autonomy scale, and qualitative data (weekly Padlet 

reflections and a final opinion paper) captured learners’ perceptions of the learning process. 

Quantitative results showed that the experimental group achieved greater gains in autonomy 

compared to the control group. Qualitative findings, analysed through Zimmerman’s self-

regulated learning framework, revealed that SEL activities supported learners in setting 

personal goals, employing learning strategies, and collaborating with peers. These results 

underscore the pedagogical value of integrating SEL into L2 instruction to foster learner 

autonomy, highlighting that strengthening learners’ emotional and social skills can enhance 

their self-regulation and overall engagement in language classrooms. 

Keywords: learner autonomy, social-emotional learning, self-awareness, social awareness, 

self-regulated learning, higher education, L2 education 

 

 

"The only person who is educated is the one 

 who has learned how to learn and change." 

 – Carl Rogers, 1969 

 

In second-language (L2) education, two areas of growing emphasis are the promotion 

of learner autonomy (LA) and the incorporation of social-emotional learning (SEL) 

dimensions into teaching. LA is commonly positioned as a cornerstone of learner-centred 

pedagogy, foregrounding learners’ agency and responsibility for shaping how they learn. 

SEL, in turn, is typically defined as the development of competencies that help learners 
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understand and manage emotions, build relationships, and make responsible decisions, most 

prominently organised around competencies such as self-awareness and social awareness 

(CASEL, 2025). Meta-analytic evidence from general education links SEL-oriented 

programmes with gains in learners’ engagement and achievement (Durlak et al., 2011), and 

work in L2 education has increasingly argued that SEL is relevant to L2 learning because L2 

classrooms are inherently social, identity laden, and affectively demanding (Pentón Herrera, 

2020). 

Within higher education (HE) L2 contexts, examining the intersection between SEL 

and LA is timely and consequential, particularly because LA is enacted within social contexts 

and relationships (Little, 2007; Murray, 2014). From this perspective, LA is not the absence 

of others but a capacity often enabled through interdependence, including learners’ ability to 

collaborate, negotiate meaning, and engage productively with peers. Accordingly, learners 

who develop stronger self-awareness and social awareness might be better positioned to 

exercise autonomy in ways that are purposeful and sustainable in the L2 classroom and 

beyond. Against this backdrop, the present study explores how SEL-oriented practices, with a 

specific focus on self-awareness and social awareness, might foster LA in HE L2 instruction. 

 

Learner Autonomy in Second-Language Education 

Recent scholarship conceptualises LA in L2 education as a multidimensional, socially 

situated, and developmentally dynamic capacity. LA is increasingly understood as an 

emergent construct that is enacted and, at times, constrained through interaction among 

learners’ agency, tasks, tools, and institutional conditions, which makes conceptual clarity and 

operational precision especially important (Stringer, 2024). Empirical research also suggests 

that autonomy can be observed through self-regulated engagement in digital and hybrid 

environments. For example, autonomy-related differences appear in time management and 

pacing behaviours captured via learning analytics, even when learning gains do not always 

diverge neatly across learner profiles (Ko et al., 2024). Recent syntheses of technology-

supported self-regulated language learning similarly indicate that digital tools can support 

autonomy-relevant processes such as planning, monitoring, and collaboration, while also 

underlining a persistent design tension. Autonomy tends to strengthen when choice is paired 

with structure, feedback loops, and social support rather than open-ended flexibility alone 

(Yu, 2023). Importantly, autonomy outcomes are not purely individual, since constraints and 

obstacles in L2 learning beyond the classroom, including environmental and social barriers, 

remain a salient part of how autonomy is experienced and sustained in real settings (Gardner 
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et al., 2023). Taken together, these insights highlight the need for institutional structures that 

support LA across physical and digital spaces. 

Methodologically, the question of how autonomy is measured remains central. LA 

research has historically foregrounded qualitative approaches that can capture autonomy as 

lived practice in context, including learners’ narratives, reflective accounts, and situated 

decision making. At the same time, recent syntheses argue that quantitative and mixed-

method approaches are not conceptually misplaced, provided that researchers specify what 

exactly is being operationalised and triangulate evidence across indicators rather than treating 

any single score as autonomy itself (Chong & Reinders, 2022). In practice, this has meant 

combining validated self-report measures of autonomy-related beliefs and behaviours with 

behavioural traces (for example, pacing and time use indicators) and learning outcomes, 

particularly in technology-mediated environments (Ko et al., 2024; Nguyen & Habók, 2021). 

Historically, the turn toward LA in L2 education informed practical infrastructures, 

most notably self-access learning and language centres, intended to extend autonomy support 

beyond classroom time and to provide material, social, and advisory resources for learner-

directed work (Little, 2015). Contemporary equivalents of self-access are increasingly hybrid 

and distributed. Alongside physical self-access learning centres, LA is now mediated through 

online platforms, learning management systems, and curated digital resource ecosystems. 

Human support structures such as advising, consultations, and mentoring can also play a 

central role by strengthening relational support and sustaining reflective engagement that 

guides learners’ decisions about goals, strategies, and resources (Üstündağ Algın et al., 2022). 

Evidence from the pandemic period shows that synchronous online advising and consultations 

can remain autonomy supportive and motivationally viable, and learners report wanting such 

services to continue as a stable component of self-access provision (Andersson & Nakahashi, 

2023; Güven Yalcin, 2021; Mynard et al., 2023). Recent observations from Europe likewise 

show that institutions operationalise self-access support through blended spaces, advising, 

learner development initiatives, and social learning opportunities (Mynard, 2024). Overall, the 

current trajectory is not away from self-access but toward reconfiguring self-access 

infrastructures to integrate learner choice with guidance, community-based support, and 

scalable digital provision (Little, 2015; Mynard, 2024). In this framing, LA is not reduced to 

individual independence but can flourish collectively within supportive self-access 

infrastructures that connect learners to people, practices, and possibilities (Murray, 2018; 

Mynard & Shelton Strong, 2022). 
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Social-Emotional Learning 

SEL is commonly defined as the development of competencies that help learners 

understand and manage emotions, build supportive relationships, and make responsible 

decisions (CASEL, 2025). A robust evidence base links SEL programmes with improved 

academic outcomes and reduced emotional distress, although effects can vary across cultural 

and institutional contexts, which underscores the importance of local adaptation (Chen & Yu, 

2022; Taylor et al., 2017; Weissberg, 2019). In L2 education, SEL offers a complementary 

lens for understanding how learners sustain engagement, manage affective demands, and 

participate constructively in the social life of the classroom, especially in HE, where 

communication can be high stakes, and interaction is central to learning (Pentón Herrera, 

2020). Recent work in HE L2 contexts further suggests that SEL-oriented activities can 

strengthen classroom climate and foster capacities such as emotion regulation, empathy, and 

teamwork, which are plausibly relevant to how LA is enacted and sustained through 

relationships and participation (Herasymenko & Muravska, 2024). 

 

The CASEL Framework  

Within the broader SEL landscape, the CASEL framework organises SEL around five 

broad and interrelated competency domains, namely self-awareness, self-management, social 

awareness, relationship skills, and responsible decision making (CASEL, 2025). The present 

study focuses on self-awareness and social awareness. CASEL defines self-awareness as the 

ability to understand one’s own emotions, thoughts, and values and how they influence 

behaviour across contexts, including recognising one’s strengths and limitations with a well-

grounded sense of confidence and purpose. Social awareness, in turn, concerns the ability to 

understand others’ perspectives and empathise with individuals from diverse backgrounds, 

cultures, and contexts, including understanding broader historical and social norms for 

behaviour in different settings (CASEL, 2025). In an L2 setting, these competencies can be 

operationalised through reflective and interactional practices that support LA, including 

articulating goals aligned with learners’ identities, monitoring affect during communication, 

seeking feedback and support, and collaborating with peers in ways that sustain engagement 

and ownership. 

 

Linking SEL and LA in Self-Access Settings 

LA in HE L2 learning is understood as a capacity enacted through both self-regulation 

and socially mediated participation rather than as solitary independence (Murray, 2014). This 



SiSAL Journal Vol. 16, No. 4, December 2025, 653–672  

 
 

657 

makes a self-access learning context especially suitable for examining the SEL and LA link, 

because self-access provision is designed to extend autonomy support beyond classroom time 

by combining learner choice with guidance, peer interaction, and developmental resources, 

thereby creating an institutional ecology where autonomy can be exercised without being 

equated with isolation (Mynard, 2024). Within such ecologies, autonomy is more likely to 

strengthen when learners experience a supportive climate and have scaffolds that help them 

sustain purposeful engagement. From this perspective, SEL-oriented practices can be viewed 

as complementary supports for autonomy-oriented pedagogy. In particular, self-awareness can 

help learners identify goals, strengths, and affective responses to challenge, while social 

awareness can support help-seeking, collaborative learning, and constructive participation 

with peers, all of which can make autonomous engagement more durable and sustainable in 

practice (CASEL, 2025; Mahoney et al., 2021). These considerations motivate an empirical 

test of whether embedding SEL activities focused on self-awareness and social awareness in 

HE L2 instruction yields measurable gains in LA relative to a comparison condition without 

SEL. 

RQ: How, and to what extent, does embedding SEL activities focused on self-

awareness and social awareness in HE EFL courses foster learner autonomy, 

compared with a control condition without SEL? 

Methodology 

Context and Participants 

This quasi-experimental study was conducted in the English preparatory school of a 

public university in Ankara, Türkiye. Learners enrolled in the preparatory programme must 

reach CEFR C1 proficiency across all four language skills to enter their degree programmes. 

Two intact B1 level classes were selected through convenience sampling, prioritising practical 

accessibility and voluntary participation (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2017; Patton, 2002). The 

experimental group (n = 21; 10 women, 11 men; age 18 to 20) followed a seven-week 

syllabus totalling 21 class hours that embedded the CASEL competencies of self-awareness 

and social awareness (CASEL, 2025) within the existing skill-based English curriculum. 

There were two reasons for focusing on these two CASEL competencies: (1) the brief 

duration of the intervention, and (2) the aim of enabling participants in the experimental group 

to deeply internalise self- and social awareness. The control group (n = 21; 11 women, 10 

men; age 18 to 21) completed the same syllabus without explicit SEL content and served as 

the comparison condition. 
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Institutional ethics approval was obtained, and all participants provided written 

informed consent. Although optional and ungraded, all experimental participants completed 

weekly Padlet reflections and a final opinion paper, indicating strong engagement. 

 

Research Design 

An embedded mixed-methods, quasi-experimental pretest–posttest design was 

employed. The SEL-enriched instructional program served as the independent variable and 

targeted self-awareness and social awareness activities aligned with the CASEL framework. 

The dependent variable was LA, measured using the Learner Autonomy Scale (LAS; Orakcı 

& Gelişli, 2017). Quantitatively, the LAS was administered to both groups before and after 

the intervention to examine change in LA. The LAS was administered in Turkish, which 

matched participants’ first language and therefore required no translation. This helped reduce 

potential comprehension-related measurement error. The scale was used with permission. 

Qualitatively, participants in the experimental group produced weekly Padlet reflections and a 

final opinion paper, providing an emic account of how the SEL-aligned instruction shaped 

their learning experiences. The qualitative strand was embedded within the experimental arm 

to elaborate and help explain the quantitative patterns, and integration was undertaken at the 

interpretation stage. 

 

Procedure 

As outlined in Tables 1 and 2, the seven-week, SEL-enriched program integrated face-

to-face sessions in the Independent Learning Center (ILC), a self-access learning facility 

providing computer-based materials, internet access, and print resources for independent and 

group study (Uzun, 2014), with structured out-of-class activities explicitly targeting self-

awareness and social awareness. To illustrate how the program supported LA, we present two 

exemplar tasks from Week 4 (self-awareness) and Week 5 (social awareness). Each task 

followed a before, during, and after sequence: (a) a pre-session Padlet prompt serving as an 

advance organizer; (b) guided discussions in the ILC to scaffold communicative speaking and 

strategy use; and (c) a post-session Padlet reflection to consolidate learning and plan next 

steps. This recurring sequence reflects an adapted Gradual Release of Responsibility approach 

in which support is progressively faded from guided collaborative work toward independent 

reflection and planning (Fisher & Frey, 2008). 
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Table 1  

SEL Intervention Overview (Self-Awareness) 

SEL Focus Learning Objectives Tasks & Activities 

Self- Awareness  

Padlet Visuals of 

Week 4 

Before & After 

 

 

Understand → Analyse: Use 

Plutchik’s Wheel to classify 1–

2 current emotions and explain 

triggers in 2–3 sentences. 

 

Analyse → Apply: Students 

analyse how the emotion 

affects their learning and select 

one concrete regulation 

strategy from week-2 to use 

this week. 

 

Create: Design a one-week 

micro-goal. 

Evaluate → Apply: Present 

their plan briefly and request 

one peer suggestion. 

Before – Padlet hook: Post 2–

3 sentences answering “Which 

emotions are you into these 

days and why?” after checking 

Plutchik’s Wheel. 

 

During – ILC discussion: 

Pair/small-group talk using 

sentence starters (e.g., “I’ve 

been feeling … because … / 

When …, I tend to feel …”). 

Each student chooses one 

feasible strategy and sets a 

micro-goal; collects one peer 

suggestion. 

 

After – Padlet reflection: 

From Fredrickson’s 10 Positive 

Emotions, choose one to 

cultivate this week and list 2–3 

specific actions to elicit it. 

Note. Learning objectives are phrased with Bloom’s revised taxonomy to ensure observable, measurable outcomes (Anderson 

& Krathwohl, 2001). 
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Table 2  

SEL Intervention Overview (Social awareness) 

SEL Focus Learning Objectives Tasks & Activities 

Social Awareness  

Padlet Visuals of Week 

5 

Before & After 

 

 

Understand → Analyse: 

Summarise a peer’s viewpoint 

accurately (e.g., X suggests 

that… / From Y’s 

perspective…) and identify 

one similarity/difference with 

one’s own view. 

 

Analyse → Apply: Express 

respectful (dis)agreement with 

one reason/example (e.g., I see 

your point; however, / I used 

to think…, now I realize…). 

 

Evaluate: Explain one benefit 

of multiple perspectives for 

learning/community and 

justify it briefly. 

 

Create: Propose one inclusion 

action to bring different voices 

into next week’s tasks 

 

Before – Padlet hook: “Dali 

vs. Picasso: two great artists, 

two very different 

perspectives. What might 

explain this difference? What 

do you think?” 

Post 2–3 sentences; reply to 

one peer using a perspective-

taking stem (From your 

angle…, I notice…, I 

wonder…). 

 

During – ILC discussion: 

Pair/small-group Perspective 

Carousel 

1. Summarise a peer’s 

view. 

2. State your stance 

(agree/disagree + one 

reason/example). 

3. Note one common 

ground the pair/group 

shares. 

(It seems…, In my 

view…). 

 

After – Padlet reflection: 

After watching “Perspective 

Matters!”, post one thing you 

learned from a peer’s 

perspective and 2–3 specific 

inclusion actions you will try 

next week.  

 
Note. Learning objectives are phrased with Bloom’s revised taxonomy to ensure observable, measurable outcomes (Anderson 

& Krathwohl, 2001). 

 

Data Collection Instruments 

Data were collected using one quantitative measure and two qualitative sources (see 

Table 3). Using multiple sources enabled methodological triangulation and strengthened the 

credibility of the findings by allowing convergence across outcomes and participant accounts 
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(Denzin, 2012). In addition, the qualitative sources provided explanatory insight into how the 

SEL-enriched instruction was experienced and how it may have supported LA. 

 

Table 3  

Data Collection Instruments 

Instrument or data 

source 

Purpose Format and timing Example item or 

prompt 

Learner Autonomy 

Scale (LAS) 

(Orakcı & Gelişli, 

2017) 

Detect change in 

learner autonomy 

before and after the 

intervention 

Fourteen items, 

single-factor, five-

point Likert-type 

scale (1 = strongly 

disagree, 5 = 

strongly agree); 

Items 9 and 14 

reverse-coded; 

administered in 

Week 1 and Week 7; 

used with 

permission. 

“İngilizce öğrenirken 

sorumluluk almak 

isterim.” (I would 

like to take 

responsibility when 

learning English.) 

Padlet reflections Capture session by 

session insights on 

how the SEL lessons 

affected autonomy 

Fourteen short, 

open-ended prompts 

(two per week: one 

pre-session and one 

post-session) 

completed by the 

experimental group; 

voluntary and 

ungraded. 

“After this week’s 

self-awareness 

activity, what 

English learning 

goal did you set for 

yourself, and how 

did you pursue it?” 

Final opinion paper Provide a holistic 

account of how the 

SEL enriched 

syllabus influenced 

autonomy 

One-page opinion 

paper submitted in 

Week 7 by the 

experimental group; 

voluntary and 

ungraded. 

“Describe two 

concrete ways the 

self-awareness and 

social awareness 

tasks changed the 

way you take 

responsibility for 

your English 

learning. 

 

Data Analysis 

Quantitative Analysis 

Quantitative data were analysed using SPSS 28. LAS total scores were treated as 

approximately interval-level. Prior to inferential analyses, the data were screened for outliers 

and checked for assumptions relevant to t tests. All tests were two-tailed with alpha set at .05. 
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Analyses proceeded as follows: (1) descriptive statistics were computed for each group at pre-

test and post-test (Table 4); (2) an independent-samples t test on pre-test scores examined 

baseline equivalence (Table 5); (3) paired-samples t tests within each group assessed pre-to-

post change (Table 6); and (4) an independent-samples t test compared gain scores (post–pre) 

between groups, with Cohen’s d reported as an effect size (Table 7). 

 

Qualitative Analysis 

Qualitative data from Padlet reflections and final opinion papers (Table 8) were 

analysed using reflexive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2021) with a primarily theory-

driven, deductive orientation informed by Zimmerman’s self-regulated learning (SRL) model 

(Zimmerman, 2000). The analysis involved repeated close readings for familiarisation, line-

by-line initial coding, and the organization of codes into higher-order patterns mapped to the 

SRL phases: (1) forethought (goal setting), (2) performance control (strategy use and 

monitoring), and (3) self-reflection (self-evaluation). Throughout coding, the researcher 

attended specifically to how participants’ accounts indexed self-awareness and social 

awareness in relation to these self-regulatory processes. To enhance analytic credibility, an 

audit trail and analytic memos were maintained, and preliminary patterns were reviewed 

through participant feedback with six volunteers. In addition, a large-language model 

(ChatGPT) was used as an auxiliary analytic lens to surface alternative coding suggestions 

and potential blind spots; final coding decisions and theme development remained researcher-

led. 

 

Findings 

The findings unfold in two aligned strands. Quantitative results first establish how LA 

scores shifted during the intervention, highlighting both within-group gains and between-

group contrasts. The ensuing qualitative themes then contextualise these score changes, 

revealing how participants drew on CASEL’s self- and social awareness competencies across 

SRL phases. Together, the strands offer a coherent account of not only how much autonomy 

improved but also how learners enacted that improvement. 

Table 4 shows that pre-test autonomy scores were comparable in the experimental 

group (M = 57.95, SD = 7.90) and the control group (M = 59.71, SD = 9.10), suggesting 

similar starting levels (see Table 5 for the baseline comparison). At post-test, the experimental 

group’s mean autonomy score increased (M = 63.33, SD = 4.97), whereas the control group’s 

mean remained largely stable (M = 59.33, SD = 8.53). The smaller post-test standard 
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deviation in the experimental group suggests reduced variability in autonomy scores 

following the intervention. 

 

Table 4 

Descriptive Statistics for Autonomy Scale Scores  

 Pre-test   Post-test   

Group n M SD n M SD 

Experimental 21 57.95 7.90 21 63.33 4.97 

Control 21 59.71 9.10 21 59.33 8.53 
Note. M = mean; SD = standard deviation. Scale range = 14–70; higher scores indicate greater perceived autonomy. 

Table 5 reports independent-samples t tests comparing the experimental and control 

groups at pre-test and post-test. The pre-test comparison indicated no statistically significant 

group difference, t (40) = −0.67, p = .51, supporting baseline comparability. At post-test, the 

between-group difference was not statistically significant at α = .05, t (40) = 1.86, p = .07, 

although the mean difference was in the expected direction. The primary between-group test 

of intervention impact is therefore evaluated using gain scores (Table 7). 

 

Table 5 

Experimental and Control Groups’ Independent-Samples t Test Scores 

 Group n M SD T(df) p 

Pre-test Experimental 21 57.95 7.90 -0.67(40) .51 

 Control 21 59.71 9.10   

Post-test Experimental 21 63.33 4.97 1.86(40) .07 

 Control 21 59.33 8.53   

Note. Two-tailed tests; α = .05. 

Table 6 illustrates within-group changes in LA from pre-test to post-test. The 

experimental group showed a statistically significant increase in LA scores from pre-test (M = 

57.95, SD = 7.90) to post-test (M = 63.33, SD = 4.97), t (20) = 4.24, p < .001. In contrast, the 

control group did not show a statistically significant change (pre-test: M = 59.71, SD = 9.10; 

post-test: M = 59.33, SD = 8.53), t (20) = −0.47, p = .64. Taken together, these within-group 

results are consistent with an intervention-related improvement in autonomy in the 

experimental group. 
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Table 6 

Experimental and control groups’ paired-samples t tests scores 

 Group n M SD T(df) p 

Pre-test Experimental 21 57.95 7.90   

 Control 21 59.71 9.10   

Post-test Experimental 21 63.33 4.97 4.24(20) < .001 * 

 Control 21 59.33 8.53 −0.47(20) .64 

Note. p values are two-tailed.  

Table 7 reports an independent-samples t test comparing gain scores (post-test minus 

pre-test) between groups. The experimental group showed a substantial increase in learner 

autonomy (M = 5.38, SD = 5.82), whereas the control group showed little change on average 

(M = −0.38, SD = 3.71). The between-group difference in gain scores was statistically 

significant, t (40) = 3.83, p < .001, with a large effect size (Cohen’s d = 1.18). These results 

provide strong quantitative evidence consistent with an intervention-related improvement in 

learner autonomy. 

 

Table 7 

Independent-Samples t Test Results for Change (Pre-Post) in LA 

Group n M SD t p d 

Experimental 21 5.38 5.82 3.83 < .001 * 1.18 

Control 21 –0.38 3.71    

Note. Gain scores were computed as post-test minus pre-test. d = Cohen’s d 

Table 8 summarises how participants’ reflections indexed autonomy-relevant 

processes across Zimmerman’s SRL phases, with patterns interpreted in relation to CASEL-

aligned competencies of self-awareness and social awareness. In the forethought phase, 

learners described becoming more intentional about goal setting by writing down personal 

learning goals, which helped sustain commitment and focus (e.g., P4, P9, P16). They also 

reported anticipating likely obstacles and translating these into concrete plans for managing 

study time and attention (e.g., P5, P11, P20). In the performance control phase, participants’ 

accounts emphasised socially mediated regulation through peer interaction. Peer-to-peer 
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strategy exchange was described as a resource for discovering more effective approaches to 

learning (e.g., P3, P7, P12), while real-time collaborative monitoring and feedback supported 

noticing and correcting errors during tasks (e.g., P8, P15, P18). In the self-reflection phase, 

learners reported engaging in evidence-based self-review (e.g., watching recorded 

performance) to identify areas for improvement (e.g., P2, P14, P21), and adapting subsequent 

strategies in response to peer feedback (e.g., P6, P13, P19). Overall, these themes help 

contextualise the quantitative gains by illustrating plausible mechanisms through which self- 

and social-awareness-oriented activities supported self-regulatory engagement and the 

enactment of LA. 

 

Table 8 

Qualitative Themes mapped onto Zimmerman’s SRL Phases and CASEL Competencies 

SRL Model Emergent sub-theme Illustrative quotation  

Forethought phase 

(goal-setting → self-

awareness) 

Personal learning goals 

written down 

“Clearly setting weekly learning 

goals made me feel more committed 

and kept me consistently focused” 

(P4, P9, P16). 

 Anticipating personal 

obstacles 

“Identifying possible distractions in 

advance helped me develop specific 

strategies to manage my study time 

effectively” (P5, P11, P20). 

Performance Control 

phase (strategy use 

and monitoring → 

social awareness) 

Peer-to-peer strategy 

exchange 

“Regularly exchanging study 

techniques with classmates allowed 

me to discover more efficient ways to 

learn” ( P3, P7, P12). 

 Real-time collaborative 

monitoring 

“Receiving immediate feedback from 

peers during tasks helped me quickly 

notice and correct my mistakes” ( P8, 

P15, P18). 

Self-reflection phase 

(self-evaluation → 

self-awareness) 

Evidence-based self-

review 

“Watching my recorded performance 

helped me clearly identify what 

needed improvement for next time” 

(P2, P14, P21). 

 Adapting strategies after 

peer feedback 

“Suggestions from classmates 

prompted me to adjust my methods, 

significantly improving my learning 

outcomes”( P6, P13, P19). 

Note. Participant numbers represent multiple learners expressing similar sentiments.  
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Discussion  

The results of this study provide converging quantitative and qualitative evidence that 

SEL competencies, self-awareness and social awareness, in a HE L2 course can foster LA. 

Quantitatively, the experimental group that underwent the 7-week SEL-infused curriculum 

showed higher gains on the LAS compared to the control group. Qualitatively, learners’ 

Padlet reflections and opinion papers illustrated how this growth in autonomy took shape. 

Learners in the SEL-integrated class reported heightened awareness of their own learning 

processes, more confidence in self-directed study, and greater willingness to collaborate with 

peers. These self-reported changes align with known benefits of SEL in L2 education, such as 

improved learner engagement, reduced anxiety, and enhanced interpersonal skills (Bai et al., 

2024; Billy & Garriguez, 2021). Notably, the qualitative data help explain why the SEL-

infused intervention succeeded in promoting LA. Learners mentioned that guided self-

reflection (a key component of self-awareness) helped them identify their strengths, 

weaknesses, and needs in learning. This mirrors findings that self-awareness plays a critical 

role in improved learning, enabling learners to focus efficiently on what they need to learn 

(Yazigy, 2021). In  this  study, as learners became more aware of their emotions and habitual 

learning practices, they were better able to set personally meaningful goals and monitor their 

progress, aligning with Storey’s (2019) findings on the role of SEL-informed instruction in 

strengthening self-regulatory learning. 

Furthermore, learners in the experimental group reported a stronger sense of 

community and improved skills in understanding others, evidence that the social awareness 

component of SEL was actively at work. They described activities like peer feedback, group 

problem-solving, and discussions of personal experiences, which cultivated empathy and 

active listening. These SEL skills created a more supportive, trusting learning environment, in 

which students felt safe to take risks and were more inclined to share ideas or ask questions. 

Such an environment can promote LA by providing teacher and peer-based social support that 

strengthens learners’ interaction engagement, thereby creating sustained opportunities to 

practice self-directed learning behaviours (Liu et al., 2023). In other words, LA in L2 learning 

does not develop in isolation; rather, it is nurtured in collaborative environments where 

learners feel emotionally secure and mutually supported (Little, 2015). The salience of this 

social dimension was evident in our participants’ accounts, which highlighted increased peer 

learning and empathy. This pattern aligns with prior work suggesting that SEL-informed 

classroom norms, such as cooperation and respectful communication, can strengthen peer 

collaboration and foster more authentic interaction in L2 settings (Melani et al., 2020). When 
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SEL is integrated into learner-centred pedagogy, it may initiate a virtuous cycle in which 

learners become progressively more capable of directing their learning and approaching new 

challenges with greater confidence. Our SEL group appeared to exemplify this process. As 

learners became more self-aware and socially attuned, they reported greater willingness and 

capacity to initiate learning tasks, regulate their study habits, and extend their learning beyond 

the classroom. 

It is also worth noting that our mixed-methods design revealed nuances that a single 

method might have overlooked. Quantitatively, the overall pattern indicated a positive shift in 

LA in the experimental group; however, this improvement was not uniform across all learners 

over the seven-week period. A small number of final opinion papers mention discomfort with 

the increased responsibility, despite voluntary participation, or challenges in balancing 

collaborative learning with personal self-management. These accounts help contextualise the 

quantitative gains by underscoring that autonomy is a complex, developmentally emergent 

capacity rather than an immediate outcome of short-term instructional change. Importantly, 

voluntary participation does not necessarily mean that a program will align equally well with 

every learner’s needs, readiness, or preferred learning orientations; heterogeneous 

responsiveness is therefore an expected feature of educational interventions rather than 

evidence that the program contradicts its pedagogical intent. This variability in responsiveness 

highlights the importance of teacher training that equips instructors to diagnose differing 

readiness for autonomy and to calibrate SEL-informed scaffolding (e.g., by sequencing 

responsibility, offering structured choice, and gradually releasing support to meet learners 

where they are). 

 

Limitations  

While these findings are encouraging, several limitations should be considered when 

interpreting the results. First, the intervention was relatively brief (7 weeks); given that learner 

autonomy is likely to develop over longer trajectories, the present results primarily reflect 

short-term change. Second, because the reflections were produced in English as an L2, some 

intended nuance may not have been fully expressed. Finally, the single-site context and small 

sample size limit the transferability of the findings, as contextual factors such as proficiency 

level, institutional culture, and instructor expertise in SEL may shape the observed effects. 
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Recommendations for Teacher Training and Institutional Support 

A practical route to sustaining LA is to foreground teacher autonomy in professional 

learning by giving L2 educators genuine voice and choice, protected time for reflection, and 

collegial support (Üstündağ-Algın & Karaaslan, 2023; Üstündağ-Algın et al., 2025). Teacher 

training can operationalise this through brief co-designed reflection prompts on emotions and 

values, lightweight peer-feedback routines, and mentoring or advising conversations that help 

educators make sense of their work and act with agency (Üstündağ-Algın, 2023; Üstündağ-

Algın et al., 2025). Evidence from blended L2 learning further suggests that flexibility 

without sufficient guidance can increase the need for monitoring and structured support, 

particularly among lower-achieving learners, reinforcing the case for systematic autonomy-

building training alongside instructional innovation (Karaaslan & Kılıç, 2019). Institutions 

can sustain this ecology by protecting time for recurring professional learning, aligning 

recognition systems with inquiry-oriented teaching, and modelling empathy-based leadership 

that normalises sharing and collaborative decision-making (Üstündağ-Algın et al., 2022). 

 

Conclusion 

By embedding self-awareness and social awareness activities into an L2 course, this 

study demonstrated measurable gains in LA, supported by learners’ own accounts of change. 

Situated within the broader literature, the findings suggest that SEL can provide a strong 

foundation for autonomy by addressing emotional and social dimensions of learning that are 

often underdeveloped in traditional instruction. Despite its contextual and methodological 

constraints, the study reinforces the view that effective L2 education extends beyond 

linguistic input and includes the development of self-directed, emotionally aware learners. For 

educators and program designers, the implication is that SEL-informed instruction can 

strengthen LA, particularly when accompanied by teacher training that equips instructors with 

the knowledge and tools to integrate SEL meaningfully into L2 learning. Ultimately, such 

integration may help foster learners who are proficient in English, resilient, reflective, and 

prepared to thrive beyond the classroom. 
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