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“Teaching’em how to Fish”
The Importance of Learner Autonomy 
in adult ESL Education



Pair-Share Activity – What is Learner Autonomy?
w

 



What does Learner Autonomy mean?

Learner autonomy refers to the capacity of adult learners to 
take charge of, take responsibility for, and control their own 
learning journeys. Rather than being passive recipients of 

instruction, autonomous learners are active participants who 
set their own goals, choose their own learning strategies, and 

self-evaluate their progress.

 



Core Characteristics

1- Active Ownership
2- Goal-oriented

3- Metacognitive Awareness
4- Self-reflection

5-Resourcefulness

 



Why Learner Autonomy Matters?

1- An autonomous learner is a lifelong learner
2- Autonomous learners tend to be more engaged, 

empowered, independent, and responsible.
3- This approach humanizes learners by showing sensitivity to 

their individual needs and preferences
4- This approach acknowledges that learning is not equivalent 

to “being taught”.

 



How well do you know your 
students?
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Student Goals: Why Study English?



How can schools facilitate learner autonomy?

1- Curriculum, : interest-based content, learning strategies, 
enabling self-assessment, Can-Do statements

2- Creating choices: shifting away from cookie-cutter 
teacher-led courses to variety of content to accommodate 
different needs and interests. 

3- Knowing their students. Placing students’ needs at the 
center, fostering self-awareness and metacognition

 



How can schools facilitate learner autonomy?
4- Instructor training: scaffolding independence, provide 
choices, project-based learning, guide goal-setting and 
encouraging reflective learning

5- Teaching Learning Strategies:  vocabulary learning 
methods, listening (gist vs detail) & reading strategies (Skimming, 
scanning), using authentic materials

6- Resources: Provide access to self-study materials, online 
resources, and libraries.

 



What we do at ILSC to encourage Learner Autonomy

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA-NC
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Pre-Arrival

• Online Language Assessment

• Capturing Student Goals with our online 
assessment

• Pre-Arrival Course Selection

• Access to the ILSC App 



Pre-Arrival

• Pre-Arrival Assessment – Goal Question

Questions asked:

1. Why do you want to study at ILSC?

2. My primary goal is:  (students have a drop-down menu of various 
    goals to choose from i.e. To study at a college or university)





At ILSC
• Access to the ILSC App

• Creating awareness of goals. These are 
transferred to our Student Management 
System (SMS) & goals are transferred to the 
Progression Report.

• First week Survey to students

• Offering PDs to Instructors



At ILSC

Goals in our SMS:



At ILSC

• Offering content for self-directed learning

• Evaluation & feedback throughout the course 
& at the end (Progress reports)

• Having/creating diverse set of options for 
studies in additional sessions



Courses Available

Variety in 
Options



Progress Report: Goals



Post ILSC

• Students keep all books/materials received for 
post ILSC study

• Offering content for self-directed learning

• Access to the ILSC APP



Post ILSC: Online Practice



What are you doing at your school to encourage 
learner autonomy?
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Key Take-Aways

• Autonomy is a skill

• Teachers Guide the process

• Small Changes Matter



Pair-Share Activity
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Activity: From Teacher-Led to Learner-Led

Task (small group):

1. Common ESL Activity
2. Identify where the teacher controls the learning
3. How can we redesign to make it more learner led?



Activity: From Teacher-Led to Learner-Led

Activity: From Teacher-Led to Learner-Led
Level: CLB 4–5 (Low-Intermediate)
Skill Focus: Speaking – Making Appointments by Phone
Time: 30–40 minutes

Part 1: The Traditional (Teacher-Led) Version
Objective
Students will practice making a doctor’s appointment by phone.

Procedure
• Teacher presents model dialogue on board.
• Teacher explains vocabulary.
• Students repeat sentences.
• Students practice the exact dialogue in pairs.
• Teacher corrects errors.



Activity: From Teacher-Led to Learner-Led

Where the Teacher Controls Learning
• Chooses topic
• Provides script
• Controls language
• Leads correction
• No strategy instruction
• No reflection



Activity: From Teacher-Led to Learner-Led

Choice

Instead of only “doctor’s appointment,” learners choose:
• Doctor
• Dentist
• Hair salon
• Child’s school
• Job interview

They can also choose:
• Phone call role-play
• Voice message
• In-person conversation

✔ Learners select a scenario relevant to their life.



Activity: From Teacher-Led to Learner-Led

Strategy Instruction 

Teacher models and names strategies:
• Write key phrases, not full sentences
• Use a question checklist
• Practice asking for repetition
• Listen for key information (date, time, name)

Teacher says explicitly:
• “You can use this strategy when you call outside of class.”

Students create a small cue card using these strategies.



Activity: From Teacher-Led to Learner-Led

Practice 
Pairs role-play using their own scenario and cue cards.

Teacher:
• Observes
• Takes notes
• Delays correction

Encourage self-correction first:
• “Did that sound clear?”

“What strategy did you use?”



Activity: From Teacher-Led to Learner-Led

Reflection (5 minutes)

Students answer:
1. What was difficult?
2. What strategy helped you most?
3. How confident do you feel (1–5)?
4. Would you feel ready to do this in real life?

Optional:

Students set a real-world goal:

“This week, I will call to…”



Activity: From Teacher-Led to Learner-Led

Teacher-Led Learner-Led
One script Multiple choices
Full sentences given Students build own language
Immediate correction Guided self-monitoring
No strategy focus Explicit strategy teaching
No reflection Structured reflection

What Changed?


