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THE BRIEF HISTORY OF THE CONCEPT OF LEARNER’S AUTONOMY

Autonomy, generally, is not seen as a method or a behavior to be taught. On the contrary, it is
understood as innate part of a human nature (Hofinek, 2007, 8) which is usually exercised over
different areas of our life not only in the process of language learning. By nature, we are all
autonomous from our birth since we in a great degree, however, not always consciously, control what
we learn during different developmental learning stages. Frequently, even young children display
their autonomy clearly when they choose to learn particular undesirable behavior, for e.g. saying
inappropriate words. As it can be seen, the notion of autonomy is not a recent model of fashion, but
it has always been present in a subject’s life (Mykhalchuk & Simko, 2021, 136).

Although a considerable interest in “learner’s autonomy” has been the matter of the last thirty
years, because the ideas of learners directing and controlling their own learning emerge even from
such an ancient history as Sung Dynasty around the year 1100. As a Chinese scholar Chu Hsi claims:
“If you are in doubt, think it out by yourself. Do not depend on others for explanation. Suppose there
was no one you could ask, should you stop learning? If you could get rid of habit of being dependent
on others, you will make your advancement in your study” (Benson 2001, 56).

As Benson puts forward, numerous great scientists of the past evidently believed in
autonomous learning. “You cannot teach a man anything: you can only help him find it within
himself” (Benson, 2001, 23). Rousseau’s Emil proposes a model of education that respects learner’s
natural impulses and inclinations and leaves the learner to experience the natural consequences of
their actions (Benson, 2001, 24).

Going closer according to the history of learner’s autonomy, it is necessary to mention
American philosopher and educational reformist John Dewey. In the first half of the twentieth century
he and his problem-solving method laid a foundation for constructivist theories that are nowadays
proposed as a theoretical basis for autonomy in language education (Benson, 2001, 26).

Project method was expanded in the educational philosophy at the beginning of the twentieth
century by William Kilpatrick, who provided a lot of opportunities for autonomous learning. The last
emphasizes students’ problem solving with “as little teacher direction as it is possible. The teacher is
seen more as a facilitator than a deliverer of knowledge and information” (Wikipedia, 2024) and

students are allowed and encouraged to direct their own learning by their individual interests.
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The term “learner’s autonomy” has been a “buzz” word in the language education for more
than thirty last years. The origin of this concept goes back to 1971 when the Centre de Recherches et
d’Applications Pédagogiques en Langues (CRAPEL) was founded by Yves Chalon who has been the
“father” of the theory of learner’s autonomy, as one of the outcomes of the Council of Europe’s
Modern Languages Project (Benson, 2001, 8; Smith, 2006, 5).

The term itself was coined by Henri Hofinek, the successor of Chélon at the position of the
CRAPEL leader (in 1981 in his report to the Council of Europe). Although, as Smith (2006, p.6.)
presents, the first publications on this topic appeared in 1977 (Harding-Esch) and 1979 (Hofinek,
2007). Nevertheless, the terms have been used were “individualisation”, “independence” and “self”
— these are terms and their definitions were sustained in the academic discourse until recently mainly
in Anglo-French environment. After 1981 academic circles gradually started to adopt the term
“learner’s autonomy” and finally by the year 1997 “all titles of books (dealing with the notion of
learner’s autonomy) published in that year had “autonomy” as the main component” (Smith, 2006,
6).

At the very beginning the focus of learner’s autonomy movement was used according to
education of adults. The self access learning centers were equipped with a rich collection of authentic
materials which were meant to develop self-directed learning and autonomy outside the classroom
and thus without a teacher. However, P. Benson (2001, 9) summarizes the experience of thirty years
of these centers as rather questionable: “...there is no necessary relationship between self-instruction
and the development of autonomy, and ... under certain conditions self-instructional modes may even

inhibit autonomy”.
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