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abstract: Autonomy and independence were the key values in Western European philosophy, 
psychology, politics and pedagogy in the 20th century. They are essential in the development 
of a democratic society (Benson and Voller, 1997). Autonomy in foreign language learning ap-
peared in the 1960s and 1970s while in 1971 the Council of Europe established the Modern 
Languages Project and founded the Foreign Languages Didactic Centre (CRAPEL) at the Uni-
versity of Nancy, France specializing in systems of learning in autonomy. The theories linking 
autonomy with peer feedback are those of Bound (1988) who defines the features and behaviour 
characteristics of an autonomous student. Bound (1988) suggests that an autonomous student 
undertakes initiative in the areas which require cooperation with other group members and be-
ing responsible for their development as well as considering a teacher to be an advisor is what 
brings autonomy close to peer feedback.
 Peer feedback is one of the methods in teaching foreign languages where feedback to a stu-
dent is given by another student, not a teacher. This allows for more opportunities for the student 
to learn from each other. Peer feedback in foreign language learning provides variety in teach-
ing as well as develops students’ autonomy in the learning process. Dam (1995) and Pawlak 
(2006) suggest that learner autonomy makes use of peer assessment in the form of peer support 
and cooperation, whereas the role of the teacher is that of a supporting scaffolding and creating 
room for the development of autonomy.
 The aim of this article is to answer the question as to whether it is possible to achieve stu-
dent autonomy in English by giving oral presentations and by being assessed by one’s peers 
where the teacher’s role is that of a supervisor, advisor and guide. In this approach the teacher is 
not the only person providing feedback.

keywords: autonomy, development of autonomy, peer feedback, modern language teacher, re-
sponsibility of a learner, oral presentations
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1. Introduction

1.1. historical background of autonomy in learning

Autonomy and independence were the key values in Western European philosophy, 
psychology, politics and pedagogy in the 20th century. They are essential in the devel-
opment of a democratic society (Benson and Voller, 1997; after Pawlak, 2006). Au-
tonomy in foreign language learning appeared in the 1960s and 1970s while in 1971 
the Council of Europe established the Modern Languages Project and founded the 
Foreign Languages Didactic Centre (CRAPEL) at the University of Nancy, France 
specializing in systems of learning in autonomy. Autonomy in language learning 
has its roots in the radical proposals for the reform of the educational system sug-
gested by Dewey, Kilpatrick, Freire, Illich and Roger (Pawlak, 2006), which stressed 
the role of the student in the process of learning everything. Moreover, views on the 
psychology of learning were changing, promoting auto regulation (students are able 
to develop abilities of effective learning) and self-organisation (this is the ability to 
reflect on one’s educational experience) in the learning process – constructivism.

In the communicative approach to the learning process the stress has been shifted 
from the methods of teaching to the methods of learning. Also, in the era of globali-
sation and global communication, the number of foreign language learners has grown 
rapidly and people learn English for such varied reasons and purposes that institu-
tions are not able to fulfil the educational needs of every learner. Consequently, it 
has become vital to create and shape autonomous learning attitudes and behaviour.

The theories linking autonomy with peer feedback are those of Bound (1988), 
who has defined features and behaviour characteristics of an autonomous student. 
Bound suggests that an autonomous student undertakes initiative in the areas which 
require cooperation with other group members and being responsible for their de-
velopment as well as considering a teacher to be an advisor is what brings auton-
omy close to peer feedback.

2. the shift in the role of the teacher

Traditionally in the twentieth-century system of education as equally earlier the role 
of a teacher was perceived as that of a person who takes full control of the students’ 
learning process, somebody who is a supervisor of the classroom and the group of stu-
dents and who has the only right to decide about the content of the lesson, the choice 
of the textbook, the choice of the teaching methods (traditional ones). This situation 
may still be observed in the school environment (Polish schools) where a teacher is 
“the boss” for the students or pupils. Such type of the teacher uses a specific course-
book as the basis for the lessons and has full control of the learning process. Educa-
tional programmes have long been written and prepared in such a way as to give the 
teacher supervision over the students. Furthermore, the form of exams prevailing at 
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present is tests, which do not necessarily give either the teacher or the student the 
possibility of developing any form of autonomy. Finally, there exist other restrictions, 
such as for instance, institutional ones, which discourage teachers from promoting 
autonomous behaviour. Educational authorities are not in favour of the initial com-
motion and anarchy in the classroom which heads for autonomy. Also parents, not 
only of primary school children but also of secondary school students who are very 
often in the process of growing up and who are suspicious of any forms of innova-
tion and believe that it is the duty of the teacher to be responsible for the learning 
process: for its effects as well as for the success of their children. Because of this, 
students themselves may be against their own autonomy in the learning process and 
very often do not understand why they have to make independent decisions. They 
may even fear being independent and, thus, may have a low self-esteem.

2.1. teacher’s approach

However, nowadays the role of the teacher is slowly and gradually changing and 
teachers themselves see the necessity for this change. Due to the fact that autonomy 
is a kind of psychological state (Pawlak, 2006), it can be taught by a teacher only 
through making students aware and willing to be more independent. Some special-
ists such as Dickinson (1993) and Wilczyńska (1999) talk about “half-autonomy,” 
in which students take actions which prepare them for autonomous learning. Here, 
the approach of the teacher is crucial and helpful for the students.

What seems to be very important in the development of the autonomous stu-
dent is the teacher’s approach to assessment. It is essential for the teacher to stop 
the habit of picking up on (or pointing out) only the faults, mistakes and inefficien-
cies/inadequacies when checking or controlling students written or oral work. It is 
important to notice and appreciate those student abilities which have developed, 
to appreciate the development of skills. The deficits which appear in the course of 
learning and which are traced should be used for better preparation and planning 
of the further language learning process. Such planning can be used in the develop-
ment of student self-assessment (Pawlak, 2006). At this point the role of the teach-
er is shifted again, now the students themselves are aware of the necessity of self-
assessment and can gain the knowledge as to how to do it. The modern approach 
to studying and testing suggested by the European Council and methodology and 
didactic specialists (Komorowska, 2002: 155) states that self-assessment can serve 
as the supplementation of the vision of student knowledge and abilities. A modern 
teacher is advised to (Komorowska, 2002) lead the process of assessment parallel to 
the process of learning, not at the end of the given stage of education. Such teacher 
should stress students’ abilities and progress, not their weaknesses and mistakes. 
A teacher should also provide the student with useful information about the ways 
of further learning in the future. This approach is called “alternative assessment.”

The classroom research I lead focuses on the attempt to check if it is possible 
to develop student autonomy through peer feedback given after oral presentations 
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received by means of comments and assessment carried out through the Pegaz 
platform. This is my research question.

Before the classroom research I assumed that students can feel motivated by 
the fact that they would be assessed by their peers, not the teacher, that they would 
try to give their classmates positive feedback, focusing rather on their classmates’ 
attempts, abilities rather than the mistakes and inadequacies of their presentations 
(what is good enough and what must be improved). The research was to check if 
my assumptions were correct.

3. Stages and procedures

To answer this question the research was conducted in two phases.

Phase I

Phase I took place at the beginning of the winter semester of 2012/13 in an EFL 
class of 20 B2 level students (21–22 years old) doing their third semester of 
English as a foreign language course at the university. At the end of the course 
each student is required, as a part of the final exam, to deliver a 15–20 minute 
speech in English focusing on their degree specialization. To prepare for this 
final presentation the students are asked to deliver a few (usually two or three) 
shorter (5 to 10 minute) speeches. Firstly, to prepare for this task, the students 
were shown sample presentations, were pre-taught specialist presentation vo-
cabulary and listened to an interview on “How to deliver formal talks such as 
presentations, lectures” (Language Leader Upper Intermediate course book, 
p. 14). This theoretical part was followed by a practical phase, in which students 
were asked to give two presentations while being assessed by their peers on the 
basis of a questionnaire. The assessment process took place on the Pegaz plat-
form where students posted their comments about each presentation and where 
they could use the forum to talk about the presentations and the speakers. The 
comments were then gathered and read by me. The students were to focus on 
a series of problems such as:

1. understanding the presentation itself,
2. body language and the speaker’s posture,
3. eye-contact with the audience,
4. target audience,
5. reasonable pace of speaking,
6. technique of explaining complicated terms,
7. being nervous,
8. pronunciation and grammar.
All the problems were included in the questionnaire which students were asked 

to fill in when their peers were speaking. The follow up was a group discussion 
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about the speech and the speaker and the assessment of the speech. Here is the ex-
ample of a questionnaire for the audience (questionnaire 1 in the appendix).

Phase II

Phase II took place in the middle of the spring semester 2012/13 before the final exam 
speech. Students took part in the mock exam delivering their speech in the version 
they had prepared for the final exam. Again this time a similar assessment procedure 
took place and the group discussed the students’ speeches, giving their feedback. 
Additionally, each student was asked to fill in a questionnaire on self-assessment in 
relation to the possible progress made and the general feeling and opinion about the 
classroom research, receiving feedback and the possible autonomy gained by each 
student during this classroom research. The self-assessment comments were included 
in the form of the following questionnaire (questionnaire 2 in the appendix).

4. data collection and analysis

The data sources were the questionnaires of peer feedback on students’ presen-
tations, the students’ comments posted on Pegaz as well as the questionnaire for 
the presentation-givers (speakers) concerning the influence of peer feedback on 
achieving correctness in presentations, speakers’ feelings about being assessed 
by classmates, as well as speakers’ opinions about peer feedback and autonomy.

analySiS and reSultS Of the claSSrOOm reSearch

Analysis of Phase I

Analysis of the first questionnaire enabled me to gain access to students’ comments 
taken while listening to their peers’ presentations. Students were able to precisely 
assess the speakers and point out the faults as well as the advantages of their pres-
entations. They could judge whether a speaker was nervous and describe particular 
aspects of their nervousness, extensive use of unwelcome body language or gesture 
such as: touching their hair and face, adjusting their clothes, waving their hands in 
front of their body. Positive aspects were also noticed such as:

• Standing in the upright position.
• Keeping eye-contact with the audience and smiling.
• Making a general good impression.
Students were in favour of a standing position rather than a sitting position while 

giving presentations. The observers did not feel ashamed or shy to comment on 
and assess the others’ work and gave their opinion openly and honestly. The same 
refers to discussing the content, technical form and understanding of the presen-
tation itself. Students praised interesting and stimulating introductions containing 
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such elements as: introducing oneself, giving a brief account of one’s specializa-
tion and the topic of presentation, giving and discussing a presentation plan and 
then developing each point gradually in the course of talking.

Summing up, all students enjoyed the part of assessing other speakers, and tried 
to do their job professionally and competently.

Analysis of Phase II

On the other hand, being assessed and analysed was a totally different situation. 
When filling in the final questionnaires at the end of the classroom research students 
gave opinions about how they felt receiving peer feedback in public or receiving 
peer feedback in comparison to a teacher’s feedback and how peer feedback could 
influence the development of their autonomy in learning English.

The results of this analysis can be presented in the form of the following charts 
showing exactly how many students gave specific answers to the questionnaire 
questions.

Chart one – How do you feel when your classmates comment on your work in public?

Chart two – How do you think the classmates’ comments about your oral presen-
tation should be expressed?

Chart three – Would you like your oral presentation to be filmed for educational 
purposes?

Chart four – Do you think peer feedback in class can help to develop your auton-
omy in language learning?

I would like to present some of the answers:
• If peer feedback is good enough and professional and fair it can be useful.
• Maybe students can see more than a teacher who has seen many presenta-

tions and could have got into a routine.
• It can help to a small extend.
• No, because I do not trust my peers to be correct on matters of grammar.
• Possibly peer feedback could make me want to learn more and provide a va-

riety of comments.
• Yes, definitely it can develop self-confidence.
• There should be more cooperation than evaluating the peers, due to the fact 

that students can be stressed when their friends point out their mistakes, peer 
feedback can cause a barrier in a group – becoming a social issue.

To sum up, the classroom research proved to some extend that for some stu-
dents with a suitably open character and personality experiencing peer feedback can 
help to develop autonomy in learning a language and mastering oral presentation 
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skills. 40% of students (as shown in the diagram) felt motivated when receiving 
peer feedback, they were willing to accept their peers’ comments and use them, 
introduce and incorporate them into their speeches in future.

30% of students were definitely against receiving peer feedback of any kind, 
they seemed to be too ashamed to listen to any assessment being given in front of 
the whole class or even in a small group. This group of students would only ac-
cept face-to-face comments or those given to them in a written form. Still, 20% of 
them would be willing to listen to their colleagues’ assessment and profit from it. 
However, 20% of students were generally against the very idea of peer feedback 
being introduced in the learning process. They were only able to accept a teacher’s 
assessment: “only a teacher can show us the way to learn,” “I don’t trust my peers, 
I don’t trust them to be correct in matters of grammar.”

how do you think the classmates’ comments  
about your oral preformance should be expressed?

openly  
in front of the class

in small groups face-to-face in a written form

12

10

8

6

4

2

0

how do you feel when your classmates comment 
on your work in public?

yes, it’s motivating it’s embarassing, i don’t like it i don’t have an opinion

12

10

8

6

4

2

0
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Such an approach apparently seems to be the traditional lecture-based learning 
method, they tend to perceive the role of the teacher as the main source of infor-
mation/knowledge and the only person who has the right to assess, test and cor-
rect students. According to Pawlak (2006) these students lack the ability of self-
directing and the lack of autonomy which is probably, as Pawlak suggests, the 
consequence of their earlier educational experience, lacking in the ability of their 
teacher to develop their autonomous behaviour. Students have to be taught how to 
take control and be responsible for their learning process.

Consequently, as autonomy is some kind of a psychological state (Pawlak, 
2006), it can be taught only through making students aware and willing to be more 
independent. Some specialists such as Dickinson (1993) and Wilczyńska (1999) 
talk about “half-autonomy,” in which students take actions which prepare them 
for autonomous learning.

Learning to be autonomous and developing autonomy is a very complex pro-
cess, as some students have (which my action research showed) a negative atti-
tude to taking control of their learning process, they may be afraid to make deci-
sions independently or else they may have low self-esteem. It is crucial that very 
often teachers prefer to base their work on a specific course book and have full 
control over the process of studying rather than to give their students the possibil-
ity of choice and the possibility of making their own decisions about their learn-
ing. An autonomous student seems to be more demanding and he/she requires 
a teacher’s constant development, looking for new techniques and materials to 
suit the students’ expectations. Thus, the question which I asked at the beginning 
of my research seems to have a positive answer under the condition that there is 
a specific and suitable learning environment and students are willing to be or just 
to try to be independent and take responsibility for their learning and the learn-
ing of their peers.

I have proved in my research that a teacher should take actions to show their 
students the way to develop autonomy in learning and that this is a worthwhile 
procedure. What seems to prove the above is the percentage of students (40%) who 
responded positively to my proposal of taking part in such research, and who were 
willing and open enough to both give and accept peer feedback and learn from it, 
which contributed to the development of their autonomy and conviction that it was 
the right and appropriate way of doing it.
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appendix

questionnaire 1:  
3.1. Oral preSentatiOnS queStiOnnaire

TOPIC: ________________________________________________

1. Did you understand the presentation? (circle your answer)
2. Everything / most of it / only some parts / nothing.
3. Was it interesting for you? Why?
4. What was the speaker’s posture and body language like?
5. Nervousness? Comment on it.
6. Maintaining eye-contact with the audience? Yes/no?
7. Pronunciation and grammar?
8. Pace of speaking: too slow / good tempo / too fast / difficult to understand.
9. How were the difficult terms explained?
10. Your mark for the speech from 1–10 and comment on it.

questionnaire 2: 
queStiOnnaire – peer feedBack in Oral preSentatiOn 
claSSeS

1. How do you feel when your classmates comment on your work? Circle the cor-
rect answer

 a) it’s motivating b) it’s embarrassing, I don’t like it c) I don’t have an opinion

2. Would you yourself give your feedback about your classmates’ oral presentation?

 a) yes, willingly b) no, definitely not c) I don’t know

3. How do you think classmates’ comments about your oral performance should 
be expressed:

a) Openly in front of the whole class
b) In small groups when hot everybody hears the comments
c) In a face-to-face interaction, your classmate speaks only and directly to you
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d) In a written form, written comments being handed in only to you
e) Other, please stipulate  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

4. Would you like your oral presentation to be filmed/recorded for educational pur-
poses/to be evaluated and assessed by your peers?

a) yes, it could be interesting to see myself talking, see how I behave, what body 
language I use
b) yes, but only to be shown and watched in my class
c) yes, but I don’t want my classmates to watch the recording
d) yes, but only for the teacher to watch and comment on
e) no, I don’t like to be filmed
f) definitely no

5. Would you take your classmates’ comments about your oral performance seriously?  
Would you learn from them and be willing to make the suggested changes?

a) yes b) no c) other, please stipulate  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

6. How do you understand the term “peer feedback?”
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

7. How do you understand the term “student’s/learner’s autonomy?”
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

8. Do you think that peer feedback in class can help to develop your autonomy in 
language learning? (the teacher is only a guide) How?
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

9. What is learner autonomy to you?

a) it’s the ability to be responsible for one’s own learning
b) it’s a matter of the learner’s psychology and his/her attitude to learning
c) it’s the recognition of the rights of the learner within an educational system
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d) it needs peer support and cooperation to develop
e) other, please stipulate  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

10. Do you think learner autonomy can be developed through peers assessing your 
oral presentations?

a) yes, why? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .
 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

b) no, why? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

Thank you for taking the time to fill in the questionnaire.


