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Abstract 

Autonomous language learning, which can be defined as learners’ taking control of 

their language learning, has recently seen a growing interest both from researchers 

and practitioners. It has been suggested that autonomous language learning is more 

effective than learning non-autonomously. Therefore, there have been educational 

interventions with several technologies with the aim of promoting autonomous 

language learning, and it has been observed that technology can support 

autonomous language learning in many ways. However, most existing studies have 

generally focused on the effect of one specific technology and without a clear theory 

to explain the relationship between autonomous language learning and technology. 

The present research argued that preventing learners from choosing technologies 

freely is incongruent with one of the most important elements of autonomous 

language learning, which is the freedom to make choices. Therefore, in order to 

shed fresh light on the relationship between technology and autonomous language 

learning, the present study aimed to explore the affordances of digital technologies 

for autonomous language learning by adopting the tenets of the theory of 

affordances.  

In contrast to previous studies, this study conceptualized technology as a digital 

environment rather than as a device or tools system and explored this relationship 

through the lens of technologies which the students had already been using, thereby 

without limiting them into one single technology. It used Q methodology pursuant 

to the aim of providing a systematic analysis of the affordances of digital 

technologies for autonomous language learning. Within its bespoke data collection 

structure, twenty participants from an upper-secondary school in Norway were first 

interviewed with semi-structured interviews. In the second tier of data collection, 

data were collected from a different group of twenty-four participants with nominal 

group technique. After the analysis of data from first two tiers, a set of forty-five 

single statements were generated to be used in the third and last tier of the data 

collection. By online means, forty-two students were asked to sort and rank these 

statements (Q-sort) concerning the aim of research (i.e., the affordances of digital 

technologies for autonomous language learning). Findings suggest that digital 

technologies afford learners to find their own English learning resources; learn 

English in more natural ways; and learn English in a more systematic and organised 

way. In light of results, it can be argued that educational interventions with one 

specific technology restrict how autonomous language learning can manifest itself. 

It could also be suggested that learners need to be allowed more freedom to choose 

technologies if the hidden affordances in digital environments are to be realized and 

attended to for autonomous language learning. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction 

This thesis is the outcome of a Q-methodological research study which investigated 

the relationship between digital technologies and autonomous language learning. 

The research focused on what affordances digital technologies can provide to the 

learners of English as a foreign language in an upper-secondary education level in 

the Norwegian context so that they can take control of their learning. This chapter 

provides a background to the study by giving a reflexive account of the researcher’s 

positionality to the research; expanding on the philosophical and pedagogical 

underpinnings of learner autonomy; elaborating on the educational curriculum in 

Norway; stating the purpose of the research; presenting the research question, 

research rationale and the research aim, and it concludes by describing the overall 

structure of the thesis. 

1.1 Background to the researcher and positionality 

Part of the interest in researching the relationship between learner autonomy and 

technology comes from my background as an educator and researcher. Cohen, 

Manion and Morrison (2018, p. 302) argues that ‘[researchers] bring their own 

biographies and values to the research situation’, and it is possibly because of that 

a researcher does not start their study ‘with a clean sheet’ (Denscombe, 2014, p. 



   

 

2 

88). These arguments in educational research literature suggest that a researcher 

should reflect on their background for the purposes of positionality. Therefore, this 

section will present a background account of mine as a teacher and researcher which 

shaped my personal motivation to start this research which is to explore the 

relationship between autonomous language learning and digital technologies within 

the tenets of the theory of affordances by adopting a mixed-method case study 

approach and by using Q-methodology. 

During my BA study, I studied a number of courses such as “Classroom Techniques 

in Teaching English to Young Learners, Materials Development and Adoption, 

Language Testing and Evaluation, Educational Technologies and Materials 

Development, and Computer-Assisted Language Learning” and these courses 

strengthened my view as a trainee teacher that the students should not be dependent 

on their teachers in learning English as a foreign language. Yet, when I went to a 

secondary school for my “Teaching Practice” course, I observed that the students 

were mostly dependent on their teachers and did not have much control over their 

learning. There was a mismatch between what I was studying and what was 

happening in the schools. At these days, this discrepancy sparked a curiosity in me 

about how the learners of English could be helped to have more control over their 

language learning and made me consider studying more about this issue, which two 

years later would lead me to do a masters’ study and immediately after a PhD 

research. 

Having graduated from my BA in English Language Teaching degree in 2010, I 

started working immediately as an English teacher at a university in Turkey where 

I taught both general English and English for specific purposes courses. During my 
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two-year teaching career, I believed that the students in my classes should not be 

teacher-dependent students who would see their teacher, me, as the only source of 

information to learn English. I believed that these students should be taking as much 

control over their learning as possible because their teachers, whether me as their 

English teachers or their other subject teachers, would not be with them all the time 

after they have graduated from the university. The school could only offer them 

certain hours of English lessons, but there was no end to learning English. 

Therefore, they should be able to take more control over their learning and make 

the best of the opportunities to learn English outside the classroom to improve their 

English language skills. In my English for specific purposes classes such as English 

for tourism and foreign trade, I believed that my students should especially be 

taking charge of their learning. The reason was that they would be looking for and 

possibly working in tourism and foreign trade jobs where they would not only need 

general English skills but more specialised level of English. Therefore, it was 

important for my students to manage their learning, and even continue learning 

English outside the classroom. 

My belief in that autonomous language learning is an important capacity for 

language learners grew stronger when I started working in the Self-Access Centre 

for Language Learning at the University of Reading after I started my PhD 

studentship. I could observe students who were studying academic English and 

other modern foreign languages looking for extra resources such as books, audio 

materials or peer support from more advanced learners or speakers of their target 

language(s). I could see that the students had to do ‘extra’ studying after they 

have left their classrooms to improve their language skills. While I could observe 



   

 

4 

this as an administrative staff at my workplace, I was probably feeling the same 

things as these learners because I was learning German as a foreign language. I was 

enrolled on a German language course at the university, but it was only three hours 

a week. Therefore, to improve my German language skills, I was doing extra out-

of-class study such as reading books, following news websites and listening to 

music in German. 

While I believed that autonomous language learning was an important capacity to 

become more effective language learners, in terms of use of digital technologies, I 

positioned myself with the belief that digital technologies could provide 

opportunities to students to take control over their learning. Reflecting on my 

teaching role, I had to follow a certain syllabus for English courses at the university 

with my fellow teachers, and therefore digital technologies could provide learners 

with more opportunities to practice English. I could still encourage my students to 

make use of digital technologies which they could access from their smartphones, 

desktop computers or laptops. For example, I used to encourage my students to 

listen to audio materials in English on the Internet, or watch movies in English. As 

an important sign of taking control over their learning, some of my students would 

sometimes share their learning strategies such as joining online chat programs 

where people from other countries would also join and chat in English. In a similar 

vein, I could observe how digital technologies could be useful for learners to take 

control over their language learning with the learners who used to come and study 

in SACLL where I was working during my PhD studentship. Some of the students 

used to do extra practice on writing and reading skills on ‘Road to IELTS’ 

software on SACLL computers, watch movies in English by borrowing DVDs from 
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SACLL archive or do online quiz at Quizlet website. By such ways, I believed that 

digital technologies would provide opportunities to students that they could not get 

in the classroom. 

Yet, I was also critical about how digital technologies could be supportive of 

autonomous language learning from some other aspects. First of all, a ‘one-size-

fits-all’ understanding would not ‘fit all the students’. In 2012, I stopped 

teaching English at my university in Turkey and came to the UK for my MA study. 

When I left my job, the university in Turkey started an online English teaching 

programme in which all the students who were to take English courses at the 

university at that time would study English on an asynchronous language learning 

software which they could access online. One year later, I did research for my 

master’s dissertation and I explored the attitudes of students towards learning 

English via such an online platform without the presence of a teacher. One of the 

findings from this research (Karaoz, 2013) was related to autonomous language 

learning. According to the results, while some students could select where they 

would like to learn rather than coming to school and taking control over the time 

when they would like to do learning, some other students felt that such an online 

course would cause them distraction when learning English. Also, for some 

students, the content of the online course was not relevant for their future 

employment since the content was designed for General English courses rather than 

English for specific purposes. 

To sum up, my work experience as a teacher of English and administrative support 

worker in SACLL and my research experience from my master’s study 
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contributed to my beliefs that language learning could not be refined within the 

limits of physical classrooms. For successful foreign language learning, learners 

should be taking any opportunities outside the classroom to help them improve their 

target language skills. In this regard, digital technologies can offer opportunities to 

language learners which they could not normally get solely from their teachers. 

However, one single digital technology would not cater to the needs of every 

language learner. Particularly when more and more people have more access to 

digital technologies, limiting the learners to one single digital technology would 

also be in incongruent with their capacity to take control over their learning. 

Therefore, in this research, I aimed at exploring what digital technologies could 

offer to language learners in terms of autonomous language learning from the 

perspective of multiple digital technologies. 

To realise my research aim, I wanted to situate my study at a school abroad. I 

wanted to explore the practices of students abroad learning English by using digital 

technologies. In order to recruit participants, I first contacted colleges in the UK 

where English was being taught as an ESOL course and where digital technologies 

were being used by the students and the teachers. As finding a school that could 

accommodate my research was proving hard, I expanded my search to schools 

abroad where English was being taught as a foreign or second language and the 

digital technologies were being used by the students as well. In the end, a secondary 

school in Norway where English was being studied as a foreign language and the 

multiple digital technologies were being used for learning by the learners 

themselves agreed to take part in my study. Therefore, the Norwegian context was 

selected to situate my research to explore what digital technologies could offer to 



   

 

7 

learners in terms of autonomous language learning from the perspective of multiple 

digital technologies due to its suitability for my research aim. As I read more about 

autonomous language learning in the Norwegian context, I observed a gap in terms 

of the use of digital technologies and autonomous learning of English as a foreign 

language, which supports the focus of my research. 

1.2 Background of autonomy in language learning 

In addition to a personal motivation to understand the relationship between 

autonomous language learning and technology, there are also philosophical, 

theoretical and pedagogical rationales for autonomous language learning, as well. 

In the English Oxford Living Dictionary (2018), the concept of "autonomy" is 

defined as "the right or condition of self-government" and "freedom from external 

control of influence; independence" ("autonomy", 2018). Etymologically, it comes 

from a combination of two separate words in Greek; autos means self, and nomos 

refers to law ("autonomy", 2018). In that sense, the concept of autonomy can be 

traced back to Ancient Greece where it was used to refer to self-governing states 

with their laws, hence, originally the concept of autonomy is derived from a 

political context. Despite being a political concept, autonomy was later applied to 

individuals as a philosophical concept (Benson, 2011). Particularly, the works of 

18th and 19th-century European philosophers such as Immanuel Kant (1724-1804) 

and John Stuart Mill (1806-1873) became the roots of the idea of personal 

autonomy (Benson, 2011). 
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Firstly, Immanuel Kant became influential in terms of bringing the idea of personal 

autonomy into prominence. Kant’s perception of personal autonomy reflects an 

ideal of a society which is comprised of self-governing individuals. It is also drawn 

from Kant that in a society "individuals should be treated as ’ends’ in themselves, 

and never as ’means’ towards other ends" (Benson, 2011, p. 50). Secondly, John 

Stuart Mill was another influential philosopher in terms of inspiring the concept of 

personal autonomy. Mill supported the principle that "individuals should be free to 

act as they wish, so long as their actions do not cause harm to others" (Benson, 

2011, p. 50). For Mill, an ideal society was comprised of such individuals who 

enjoyed their freedom while maintaining mutual respect with other individuals in 

society. From the principles of these two philosophers, it can be understood that it 

is the wellbeing and freedom of individuals within a society that matter most 

(Benson, 2012). Yet, the idea of personal autonomy as an aspiration brings about 

the question of how an individual can realise personal autonomy. 

Wall (2003, p. 308) suggests that there are a number of requirements for an 

individual to realise personal autonomy. 

To realize autonomy, one needs several things. One needs at least (1) 

the capacity to form complex intentions and to sustain commitments, 

(2) the independence necessary to chart one’s own course through life 

and to develop one’s own understanding of what is valuable and worth 

doing, (3) the self-consciousness and vigour necessary to take control 

of one’s affairs, and (4) access to an environment that provides one 

with a wide range of valuable options. Elements (1) and (3) refer to 

mental capacities and virtues. Element (2) refers to one’s relations 

with other persons who could exercise power over one. Element (4) 

refers to the environment in which one lives. 
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Benson (2011) elaborates on Wall’s (2003) requirements to realize autonomy, 

suggesting that they indicate freedom from internal and external constraints. While 

elements 1 and 3 refers to internal and psychological constraints, elements 2 and 4 

are more related to external constraints which an individual needs to deal with. 

According to Wall (2003, p. 308), it is those latter external constraints that the 

authorities in a governing state should be concerned with and "protect the 

independence of its subjects and ensure that they have access to a wide range of 

valuable options". This is because "the state is generally not an effective instrument 

for cultivating mental capacities and virtues" Wall (2003, p. 308). Therefore, the 

onus is on the individual to master internal constraints while authorities in an ideal 

state respect the freedom of individuals who aspire to live autonomously. 

On this basis, promoting individuals’ personal autonomy has been among the long-

term objectives of liberal education systems. It was assumed that one of the most 

important aims of education was "to develop in individuals the ability to make their 

own decisions about what they think and do" (Boud, 1988, p. 18), and autonomy in 

learning is clearly fundamental to this notion. An extract from the Norwegian 

National Common Core Curriculum for primary and secondary education, which 

constitutes the basis for creating other subject curricula at various stages of 

education, exemplifies this: 

Education shall provide learners with the capability to take charge of 

themselves and their lives, as well as with the vigour and will to stand 

by others. [Education] must teach the young to look ahead and train 

their ability to make sound choices, allow each individual to learn by 

observing the practical consequences of his or her choices, and foster 

means and manners, which facilitate the achievement of the results 

they aim at. The young must gradually shoulder more responsibility 

for the planning and achievement of their own education - and they 
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must take responsibility for their own conduct and behaviour. (Trebbi, 

2008, p. 42) 

This illustrates the kind of autonomous person the state wants learners to become. 

One possible reason for promoting autonomy through education is that education 

makes the concept of autonomy less abstract and tangible. To put it another way, 

education as a setting and process can contextualise autonomy. However, even if 

personal autonomy becomes the goal of education, it may not be realised at the end 

of the education process. Boud (1988, p. 20) argues that: 

As long as autonomy remains as an abstract concept divorced from 

any particular situation, it can be an ideal to which we can aspire, but 

it is not something which we can realistically expect to emerge from 

any given course. 

Benson (2011, p. 53) elaborates on this argument, stating that: 

A commitment to the fostering of learner autonomy within educational 

processes [...] takes us a step further than a more general commitment 

to the fostering of personal autonomy as an eventual outcome of these 

processes [italics in original]. 

Therefore, it is possible to understand that to achieve personal autonomy as a goal 

of education, learners should exercise autonomy during their education. According 

to Benson (2000), being free from constraints in learning and providing learners 

with a satisfying variety of learning choices within the learning environment can, 

indeed, be regarded as non-radical components of learners’ rights that lead to 

personal autonomy. In other words, Benson (2009, p. 26) states that teachers, or 

those in the role of educators, should take over the responsibility to "support their 

[learners’] autonomy as far as we [teachers] are able by creating the conditions in 

which it [autonomy] can flourish". Only then, as Boud (1988) put it, can autonomy 
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become ideologically dreamed and desired and be more likely to be achieved as a 

goal rather than becoming a concept divorced from a specific situation and 

environment.  

 According to the ideological argument for autonomy in learning, it is the right of 

an individual to have the freedom to make his or her own decisions in education as 

well as in other areas of life. For this reason, autonomous learning practices are 

considered "emancipatory practices, contributing to the good of the individual and 

of society" (Ciekanski, 2007, p. 112). Turning to language learning, the topic of the 

present study, for Hamilton (2013, p. 18), being autonomous in language learning 

has more wide-ranging effects beyond learning, including an individual’s ability to 

"communicate independently". According to Littlewood (1996, p. 429), being able 

to learn and communicate independently are "major factors enabling a person to 

make choices in life", which ultimately "contribute to each learner’s autonomy as 

an individual". In a similar vein, Macaro (2008, pp. 59-60) states that: 

Having a choice in their [learners’] own language learning means the 

language learner or user taking control not only of the language being 

learnt, but also of the goal and purpose of that learning [since] 

autonomy resides in being able to say what you want to say rather 

than producing the language of others. 

Within this perspective, autonomy in language learning can be considered as a 

subset of autonomy in learning as a whole, where learners can exercise being 

autonomous within the process of education. By having choices and making 

decisions about their language learning, learners can learn to become autonomous 

in their life after education. Particularly, what Macaro (2008, p. 60) refers to as 

one’s being able to "say what [s/he] want[s] to say rather than producing the 
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language of others" is in line with what Wall (2003, p. 308) refers to as developing 

"one’s own understanding of what is valuable and worth doing" as a requirement to 

become an autonomous individual. 

Apart from its philosophical underpinnings, autonomy in language learning has 

been regarded as important for a number of other reasons. From a psychological 

perspective, learners will learn a language more successfully when they take 

responsibility for their learning because cognitive, social and affective dimensions 

also matter in the learning process (Dickinson, 1987). For Crabbe (1993, p. 443), 

once a learner is in charge of his or her learning, learning becomes "more 

meaningful, more permanent, [and] more focused on the processes and schemata of 

the individual". Furthermore, it has been suggested that autonomy can increase 

language learners’ motivation to be more committed to the language learning 

processes once they are more involved and proactively engaged in these processes, 

especially through reflection on their learning (Dafei, 2007). Lastly, autonomous 

language learning is particularly important when "the increased need for 

plurilinguistic competence" has become one of the "constant changes the modern 

world is undergoing" (Vázquez, 2016, p. 97). Within this constantly changing 

environment, it is difficult for learners to rely on formal language education within 

educational institutions throughout their life. Therefore, learners need to acquire 

lifelong learning skills through autonomous language learning practices (Ciekanski, 

2007) to "acquire the knowledge and skill they want" (Crabbe, 1993, p. 443), 

particularly once they have left formal education (Le, 2013). 
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1.3 The rationale for the research 

Given its importance, there existed a relationship between digital technologies and 

learner autonomy. Technology is generally related to an individualised and learner-

centred form of education, and it is generally believed that individuals learn better 

and more successfully when they “use technology to participate [in learning] on a 

flexible and autonomous basis” (Selwyn, 2017, p. 148). In the 1970s, autonomy as 

a concept was introduced into language learning field when self-access centres for 

language learning were established by the Centre for Research and Pedagogical 

Applications in Language Learning (CRAPEL), and technology played an 

important role in terms of facilitating autonomous language learning (Lai, 2017). 

The learners in such centres were provided with computer programs for language 

learning activities in (Lai, 2017), and they were able to make decisions regarding 

their own learning objectives, progress and assessment (Riley & Zoppis, 1985). 

Since then, due to this growing interest in learner autonomy in language learning 

and continuing technological developments, noticeable attempts have been made 

with technology-based approaches to foster learner autonomy in language learning 

(Benson, 2011). As Schmenk (2005, p. 107) states, "the popularity of learner 

autonomy may be at least partially related to the rise of computer technology and 

the growing importance of computers in language learning environments 

worldwide". 

While technology may have the potential to provide opportunities for autonomous 

language learning, the mere presence of technology (e.g. mobile devices and the 

internet) and their use for personal needs, particularly beyond the classroom 
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environment, do not necessarily result in autonomy in language learning 

(Stockwell, 2012). Arnó–Macià (2012, p. 96) concurs, arguing that the presence of 

technology does not directly lead to autonomous language learning, but it can 

facilitate it "as long as appropriate conditions are met, such as providing choices, 

relevant materials, learner training, reflection, scaffolding, and support". Indeed, 

the notion of ‘appropriate conditions’ is also emphasized by Benson (2011, p. 2), 

who suggests that learner autonomy can be developed when suitable conditions are 

provided: "One condition for the development of autonomy is the availability of 

opportunities to exercise control over learning". Yet, it can be argued that providing 

the students with an appropriate technological environment does not guarantee that 

they will realize their autonomous language learning capacity (Mason, 2001). In 

addition to that, it can also be argued that an attempt to foster learner autonomy 

through one particular technology-based practice may not appeal to each learner at 

the same level. Therefore, the benefits of the opportunities provided by technology 

are likely to differ from one learner to another. For this reason, as Hamilton (2013) 

argues, if educators’ purposes are to provide "the conditions in which it [autonomy] 

can flourish" (Benson, 2009, p. 26), "it is necessary that we have a clearer 

understanding about the nature of the relationship between technology and 

autonomy" (Hamilton, 2013, p. 10). 

Based on such calls in the literature to look at this relationship much closer, this 

research’s rationale is to explore this relationship between technology and 

autonomous language learning from the perspectives of students at a Norwegian 

upper-secondary school with a focus on how students use digital technologies on 

their own without the direct control of their teachers for learning English. The study 
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has been situated at a Norwegian school because no studies so far looked at this 

relationship in the Norwegian context, thereby creating a scope for a clear 

understanding of what such ‘conditions in which [autonomy] can flourish’ (Benson, 

2009, p. 26) from students’ perspectives.  

This research will be a single case study, and it will be focusing on the Northview 

School which is an upper-secondary school in Norway (the research site will be 

referred with a pseudonym of Northview School hereafter). The findings are likely 

to have implications for senior leaders and teachers of English within Northview 

school in terms of pedagogical recommendations to foster autonomous language 

learning of their students by using digital technologies. The findings from this 

research may also have relevance to teachers of English as a foreign language in 

other contexts, and possibly for other language teachers, too. 

As it will be further discussed in section 1.5 “Background to the education system 

and curriculum in Norway”, the national curriculum of Norway does not prescribe 

methods for teachers to use for their teaching. Yet, English subject curriculum, for 

example, states competence aims which can be seen as a combination of 

autonomous language learning and use of digital technologies, such as “[to] select 

different digital resources and other aids and use them in an independent manner in 

own language learning” (Utdannings-direktoratet, 2013).  As a result, such 

competence aim requirements in the curriculum and lack of guidance in terms of 

methods to be used to meet such competence aims pose the risk of teachers turning 

to more teacher-centred teaching practices to achieve competence aims (Haglund, 

2018). Therefore, findings from this study can shed a light on how teachers of 

English as a foreign language can facilitate autonomous language learning while at 
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the same time meeting the competence aims in the curriculum by using digital 

technologies. 

With its focus on language learner autonomy, this study is not the first one in the 

Norwegian context. There have been studies related to language learner autonomy. 

For example, Knaldre (2015) compared two Norwegian national curricula to find 

out how learner autonomy is promoted within each curriculum. In another study, 

Haglund (2018) investigated English as a foreign language teachers’ perceptions of 

learner autonomy at the upper-secondary level of education. In terms of the 

relationship between learner autonomy and technology, Cruaud (2018) studied the 

relationship between gamification and language learner autonomy by looking at 

how a gamified web-based application which was developed for French as a foreign 

language in upper-secondary school in Norway could support autonomous 

language learning. Yet, the focus of this study was on a single web-application and 

French as a foreign language. In another study, Vestnik (2020) investigated how 

teachers of English as a foreign language facilitate learner autonomy in Norwegian 

high schools but without a clear focus on the use of digital technologies. Therefore, 

this study also aims to fill this gap in the literature in the Norwegian context by 

looking at the relationship between digital technologies and learner autonomy in 

English as a foreign language in a Norwegian upper-secondary school. 

1.4 Aims of the research 

The main aim of this research is to find out what autonomous language learning 

related affordances that digital technologies provide to students who study English 
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as a foreign language in a Norwegian upper-secondary school. It aims to investigate 

and understand the relationship between technology and autonomous language 

learning with regards to the affordances that digital technologies provide to learners 

to take control of their learning. As a result, informed recommendations can be 

made for future technology-based practices to develop language learner autonomy. 

To achieve this aim, this research uses the theory of affordances (Gibson, 1979) as 

a theoretical framework to explain the relationship between technology and learner 

autonomy in language learning. This research also shifts the focus from one single 

technology to explore the digital technologies that the learners were using at the 

time of the research as part of their English language learning experiences. While 

focusing on multiple digital technologies, this research conceptualises technology 

as a digital environment rather than as a tool or a device. 

Under this aim, this research did not make a distinction between in-school provision 

and out-of-school provision of autonomous language learning. In fact, it aims to 

find out what affordances that digital technologies, whether they are used inside or 

outside the school, provide to students for autonomous language learning. Still the 

school learning may have provided an input on autonomous language learning 

outside the school. Curricular activities and tasks assigned by the teacher to be 

completed outside the school may have also shaped the ways how students were 

studying autonomously. Yet, this study focused on affordances of digital 

technologies without making a distinction between inside and outside the school. 
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1.5 Background to the education system and curriculum 

in Norway 

This research adopted a case study approach to explore the relationship between 

autonomous language learning and digital technologies, and a secondary school in 

Norway was selected for the site where this research was situated. This section will, 

therefore, present background information and a reflection and discussion of the 

structure of the curriculum in Norway with a particular focus on the subject 

curriculum of English as a foreign language. Yet, to make this discussion and 

reflection on curriculum more meaningful, this section will first present a brief 

overview of information about the education system in Norway.  

1.5.1 Structure of the education system in Norway 

The education system of Norway can be traced back to cathedral schools in middle 

ages, but it was with the reforms starting in the mid-18th century that education 

began to take its current structure in Norway. In 1889, seven-year primary 

education was made compulsory for children aged between seven and fourteen, and 

this was later increased to nine years with the educational reform in 1969. In 1974, 

a comprehensive school system was introduced for the primary and lower 

secondary levels while selective school placement system was discarded (Trebbi, 

2008). In the meantime, the upper secondary schooling was re-organised in 1976 

following the changes in the educational system in 1974. Before 1974, upper 

secondary schools consisted of gymnas which provided education particularly to 

prepare the students for higher education and yrkesskoler which provided 
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vocational education. Both these schools were merged and unified into one school 

and what is currently known as videregånde skole was created. According to Trebbi 

(2008, p. 40), such reforms in 1974 and 1976 aimed to maintain a continuous 

education for every student regardless of their background and “to provide equal 

access to education- education being viewed as a means of overcoming social 

inequality”, which resulted in individual differences of the students in terms of 

learning being taken into consideration during teaching. Therefore, it is claimed 

that the roots of learner autonomy can be traced back to the years in the mid-1970s 

in the education system in Norway (ibid). 

The reforms in the 1990s brought about a number of other changes in the structure 

of the education system in Norway (Eurydice, 2019a). First of all, the nine-year 

compulsory education for primary and lower secondary schools was increased to 

10 years. In 1994, students were also given a statutory right to continue to upper 

secondary education once they finished their primary and lower secondary 

education. While this upper level of secondary education has not been made 

compulsory, the students who wish to continue their education are entitled to this 

right. Finally, the education system in Norway took its current structure with 

another educational reform in 2006, Kunnskapsløftet, which means Knowledge 

Promotion. With this latest educational reform, the structure of the education 

system in Norway can be represented in Figure 1 (Eurydice, 2019b). 
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Figure 1 Structure of the education system in Norway 
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Within this structure, Barnehage refers to the early childhood education and care 

level in the Norwegian education system. It is not a compulsory level, but the 

children can go to barnehage from the age of one until the age of six when they start 

the primary level of education. The compulsory ten-year education, grunnskole, 

starts at the age of six and it is comprised of two main stages. These are barnetrinnet 

which refers to primary level and covers grades one to seven, and ungdomstrinnet 

which refers to lower secondary school level and covers grades eight to ten. After 

the students have finished their grunnskole education, they can start upper 

secondary education which is videregående opplæring in Norwegian, and it covers 

the grades eleven, twelve, and thirteen. The students at upper secondary education 

are aged between sixteen and nineteen, but some students can be older than this age 

group. While this level of education is not compulsory, as it has been stated, the 

students have a statutory right to continue their upper secondary education. The 

upper secondary school can take up to four years depending on the education 

programs. As it can be seen from the area highlighted with yellow and brown colour 

in Figure 1 above, upper secondary school in Norway comprises of general studies 

programmes, which are also called studieforberedende utdanningsprogram (study 

preparatory education program) and vocational education and training programmes, 

which is referred as yrkesfaglige utdanningsprogram in Norwegian. 

Finally, the students can continue to study at a college or university after they have 

finished their upper secondary education. Higher education level is structured in the 

form of a bachelor degree which takes three years; master degree which is two 

years; and three-year PhD level. Yet, the students may also opt to study at fagskoler 
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which provides a vocational education within the timeframe of half a year to two 

years. 

1.5.2 Structure of English subject curriculum in Norway and how 

it was implemented in the research site 

English is one of the core compulsory subjects taught at every grade in Norwegian 

schools, from grade 1 in primary school to the end of upper secondary education. 

English subject curriculum is represented with ENG01-03 code. It is given a 

varying number of teaching hours according to the school grades. In grades 1-4, 

English is given 138 teaching hours while this increases to 228 hours in grades 5 to 

7. In the lower secondary school which comprises the grades 8-10, it is given 222 

teaching hours. When it comes to upper-secondary education, it is given 140 

teaching hours in the first year (VG1) of general studies programmes, but when it 

comes to vocational educational programmes, the teaching hours are divided as 84 

hours in the first year (VG1) and 56 hours in the second year (VG2) of upper 

secondary education (Utdannings-direktoratet, 2013). 

While the English subject curriculum is a single document, it is implemented in 

schools in the light of other legal documents. The first and foremost of these 

documents is the Education Act of Norway (Act relating to Primary and Secondary 

Education and Training, 1998) which regulates primary and secondary education 

levels in Norway. This act constitutes the basis of the further legal documents which 

constitute the curriculum for education in Norway including English subject 

curriculum. The current curriculum in Norway was established with the education 

and curriculum reform of Kunnskapsløftet which translates as Knowledge 
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Promotion (LK06) (henceforth, LK06 curriculum) in English, and it came into 

effect with the 2006/07 school year. LK06 curriculum consists of a number of 

different regulatory documents which are related to one another. These are the 

regulations of the Education Act: 

- National core curriculum for primary, secondary and adult education in 

Norway (Utdannings-direktoratet, 2011a) 

- Quality framework (Utdannings-direktoratet, 2011b) 

- Subject and hourly distribution (Utdannings-direktoratet, 2019) 

- Curricula for subjects (Utdannings-direktoratet, 2013) 

National core curriculum is the overall curriculum for the primary, secondary, and 

adult education in Norway, and it elaborates on the main objectives in the Education 

Act of Norway. It constitutes a ‘binding foundation for the development of separate 

and subject curricula at different levels of education’ (Trebbi, 2008, p. 42), and it 

is comprised of the core ‘values and visions’ for the education levels from primary 

to adult education (Knaldre, 2015, p. 40). Quality framework, or Principles of 

Training in another name, represents a bridge between the national core curriculum 

and the subject curricula (Utdannings-direktoratet, 2011b). The principles within 

this document are based on the values and visions in the core curriculum, and it 

expands on how education is carried out according to the laws and regulations. 

Similar to the national core curriculum, the principles of the quality framework are 

valid for all educational levels. The essential principles which are outlined and 

explained in the quality framework include social and cultural competence, 

motivation for learning, learning strategies, student participation, tailored training, 

roles and competences for teachers and instructors, home collaboration and 
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collaboration with the local community (Utdannings-direktoratet, 2011b). Subjects 

and hourly distribution regulation provides an overall guideline to schools and it 

outlines how many teaching hours each subject should be given in primary and 

secondary education (Utdannings-direktoratet, 2019). Finally, curricula for 

subjects deal with the curriculum of individual subjects. Each subject’s curriculum 

starts with the purpose of the relevant subject and continues with main subject areas 

which explain how the competence goals should be understood and education 

should be provided. Each subject curriculum also specifies the competencies for 

different stages at the primary and secondary level and explains the basic skills 

which are required to achieve competences within each subject. 

English language’s importance is recognized within the subject curriculum’s 

purpose section: 

English is a universal language. When we meet people from other 

countries, at home or abroad, we need English for communication. 

English is used in films, literature, songs, sports, trade, products, 

science and technology, and through these areas many English words 

and expressions have found their way into our own languages. When 

we want information on something of private or professional interest, 

we often search for it in English. In addition, English is increasingly 

used in education and as a working language in many companies 

(Utdannings-direktoratet, 2013, p. 2). 

It is possible to understand from the quote above that it is important for students in 

the Norwegian context to master English language skills not just for academic 

success, but because English has been a universal language. It is also highlighted 

in the subject curriculum that English will provide learners with opportunities in 

terms of personal development. The purpose of the English subject curricula (2013, 

p. 2) states that: 

It is also important to establish our own goals for learning, to determine 

how these can be reached and to assess the way we use the language. 
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Learning English will contribute to multilingualism and can be an 

important part of our personal development. […] English as a school 

subject is both a tool and a way of gaining knowledge and personal 

insight. It will enable the pupils to communicate with others on 

personal, social, literary and interdisciplinary topics. The subject shall 

help build up general language proficiency through listening, speaking, 

reading and writing, and provide the opportunity to acquire information 

and specialised knowledge through the English language. Development 

of communicative language skills and cultural insight can promote 

greater interaction, understanding and respect between persons with 

different cultural backgrounds. Thus, language and cultural competence 

promote the general education perspective and strengthen democratic 

involvement and co-citizenship. 

Based on this purpose, English subject curriculum is structured into four main 

subject areas of competence aims. Overall, the concept of competence aims has 

been one of the most important changes with the new LK06 curriculum, and they 

describe what each student should be able to once they have finished certain stages 

of education. The competence aims of English subject curriculum is organised with 

four main subject areas as shown in Table 1, but these aims vary according to the 

stages of education (Utdannings-direktoratet, 2013). Currently, the competence 

aims are specified to be achieved after year 2, year 4, year 7, and VG1 for general 

studies and VG2 for vocational education programmes. 
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Table 1 Main subject areas in English subject 

Year Main subject areas 

1-10 

Vg1 

Vg2 

(vocational 

education 

programme) 

 

Language 

learning 

 

Oral 

communication 

 

Written 

communication 

 

Culture, 

society and 

literature 

Language learning subject area is related to what it takes to learn a language other 

than a student’s first language. This subject area focuses on ‘knowledge about the 

language, language usage and insight into one’s own language learning’ 

(Utdannings-direktoratet, 2013, p. 3). It is possible to understand from the 

competence aims after VG1 for general studies and VG2 for vocational education 

programmes in this subject area that studies aim to make students more independent 

in their language learning by making them more reflective on their language 

learning. For example, in terms of monitoring progress, the students are expected 

to be able to “evaluate own progress in learning English” (Utdannings-direktoratet, 

2013, p. 10). In a similar vein, the students are also expected to be able to “evaluate 

different digital resources and other aids critically and independently and use them 

in own language learning” (Utdannings-direktoratet, 2013, p. 10). Finally, in 

language learning subject area, the students are expected to have gained skills to 

continue learning English beyond what they have been provided by the school. For 
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example, one competence aim states that the studies in English subject should aim 

at enabling the students to “evaluate and use different situations, working methods 

and learning strategies to further develop one’s English-language skills” 

(Utdannings-direktoratet, 2013, p. 10). 

The second main subject area, oral communication, focuses on students’ 

developing an understanding of and using English language ‘by listening, speaking, 

conversing and applying suitable communication strategies’ (Utdannings-

direktoratet, 2013, p. 3). The students are expected at this subject area to be able to 

“evaluate and use suitable listening and speaking strategies adapted for the purpose 

and the situation”. It is also important in this subject area that the students develop 

a repertoire of English vocabulary, idiomatic structures and grammatical patterns. 

For example, one competence aim states that the students should be able to 

“understand and use a wide general vocabulary and an academic vocabulary related 

to his/her own education programme” (Utdannings-direktoratet, 2013, p. 10). 

In written communication subject area, the focus is on “understanding and using 

English language through reading, writing and using suitable reading and writing 

strategies” (Utdannings-direktoratet, 2013, p. 3). Overall, the competence aims in 

this main subject area can be said to be similar to the aims of oral communication 

subject area in terms of the wording of the statements such as understanding and 

developing a good repertoire of English vocabulary items and idiomatic structures 

and using them according to the purpose and situation. Yet, one particular statement 

points out that the studies in English subject should enable students to “evaluate 

different sources and use contents from sources in an independent, critical and 

verifiable manner” (Utdannings-direktoratet, 2013, p. 10). It is possible to see once 
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again that the students are expected to manifest independence in their language 

learning as in language learning main subject area. 

Finally, culture, society and literature subject area deals with a cultural 

understanding of English-speaking countries. It focuses on “topics connected to 

social issues, literature and other cultural expressions” (Utdannings-direktoratet, 

2013, p. 3). The competence aims in this subject area focus more on enabling 

students to discuss and elaborate on current news from English language resources; 

culture and social conditions of English-speaking countries; and different kinds of 

literature and media products such as films in English language from other 

countries. 

The four main subject areas after VG1 general studies and VG2 vocational 

programmes show that English subject curriculum does not solely focus on the 

knowledge of English language. As per the purpose, which is highlighted in the 

same document, the subject curriculum aims the students to be competent in both 

oral and written communication skills in such a more globalised world where 

English has become the universal language while at the same time they are aware 

of the culture, society and literature of the English-speaking countries. As for more 

relevant to the topic of this present research, it is also possible to see that there is a 

transition towards students’ taking more control over their learning such as 

reflecting on their own language learning progress, evaluating several resources for 

oral and written communication, and performing these in an independent manner. 

While the English subject curriculum specifies the competence aims within four 

main subject areas as discussed above, it does not prescribe any methods or 
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resources for teaching or achieving these competence aims. This is again due to one 

of the reforms of the LK06 curriculum which is the abolishment of clear guidelines 

for teaching methods and resources to be used (Knaldre, 2015). Instead, the five 

basic skills which “contribute to the development of competence in the subject, 

while also being part of this competence” were integrated into the structure of each 

subject curriculum including English subject curriculum (Utdannings-direktoratet, 

2013, p. 4). The competence aims within these main subject areas are integrated 

with basic skills of oral skills, writing skills, reading skills, numeracy skills and 

digital skills. Table 2 shows what these basic skills mean in English subject 

curriculum (Utdannings-direktoratet, 2013, pp. 4-5). 

Based on these characteristics of generic competence aims and the abolishment of 

the methods and resources, the new LK06 curriculum is overall claimed to have 

provided more freedom and space for adaptation at a local level (Haglund, 2018; 

Knaldre, 2015).  The aims in the previous curriculum of L97 were specified in such 

detailed and specific way that the curriculum was claimed to have had bigger 

control over teachers, and therefore did not allow much room to teachers for 

adaptation at a local level. These aims would also describe what students should 

have experienced within each subject, and therefore subject curricula in L97 

curriculum was more process-oriented and it would be referred as “subject 

syllabuses” (Knaldre, 2015, p. 52). Competence aims in LK06 curriculum, 

however, focused more on what students should be able to do once they have 

finished their studies at various stages of their education in terms of the relevant 
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Table 2 Basic skills in English subject curriculum 

subject. For example, while L97 curriculum would express subject aims with 

statements beginning with “[p]upils should have the opportunity to […], 

competence aims in LK06 curriculum are expressed with statements which begin 

with “[t]he aims of the studies are to enable pupils to […]” (Knaldre, 2015, p. 52). 

Also, competence aims in LK06 curriculum were specified in more generic terms, 

and they were not as detailed and specific as the aims in L97 curriculum. In addition 

to that, since specific guidelines on methods and resources were also replaced with 

a more generic five basic skills within each subject curriculum, the teachers could 

have the chance to adapt their teaching based on their classroom conditions. Yet, 

the LK06 curriculum is also criticized due to its too broad competence aims and 

lack of clear guidelines on teaching methods. According to the Haglund’s (2018) 

Basic skills Conceptual meaning of basic skills in English subject 

curricula 

Oral skills Being able to listen, speak and interact using the English language 

Writing 

skills 

Being able to express ideas and opinions in an understandable and 

purposeful manner using written English 

Reading 

skills 

Being able to read English language texts to understand, reflect 

on and acquire insight and knowledge across cultural borders and 

within specific fields of study 

Numeracy 

skills 

Being able to use relevant mathematical concepts in English in 

different situations, and being familiar with units of measures 

used in English-speaking countries and to understand and to 

communicate in figures, graphic representations, tables and 

statistics in English 

Digital 

skills 

Being able to use a varied selection of digital tools, media and 

resources to assist in language learning, to communicate in 

English and to acquire relevant knowledge in the subject of 

English. 
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research, for example, some teachers of English subject at upper-secondary 

education level believed that the competence aims were too open which made it 

difficult to deliver each competence aim within the schedule given. In addition to 

that, the pressure to meet competence aims also made some teachers adopt more 

teacher-centred teaching methodologies and leave little space for the involvement 

of students in determining the teaching resources and content, which could be 

considered as a weakness of LK06 curriculum in terms of facilitating the 

development of autonomous language learning. Within this overall structure of the 

education system in Norway, this present study was situated in an upper secondary 

education level school in Norway, and the focus was on learners who were aged 

between sixteen to nineteen. Two factors played a role in selecting the Northview 

School for data collection site. Firstly, this school teaches English as a foreign 

language, and, the teachers and the learners at the school were interested in using 

technology for language learning. The latter factor could particularly play an 

important role when the learners were asked to reflect on the relationship between 

technology and language learning. The sampling strategy will be expanded on 

further in the methodology chapter. 

As per the requirements of the English subject curriculum, Northview School had 

140 teaching hours of English in the first year (VG1). English lessons were taught 

in five-hour block lessons per week which meant that the students studied English 

in one day only. The implementation of the curriculum reflects the flexible and 

broad characteristics of the LK06 curriculum. The schools and the teachers are 

delegated more freedom in terms of their selection of teaching materials and 

methods as well as the content. Teaching materials, for example, can be made up 
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of course books and other more authentic materials such as audio and visual 

materials from the Internet or in a printed format such as newspapers and literary 

books. As it has been stated in the previous section, LK06 curriculum does not 

prescribe any specific teaching methodologies. Instead, it only outlines the 

competence aims, and it is the schools’ and teachers’ responsibility at a local level 

to achieve these aims. In Northview School, it was possible to see that one way of 

such delegated freedom in teaching was to use digital technologies to achieve 

competence aims in English subject curriculum. For example, one of the 

competence aims of oral communication subject area in English subject curriculum 

is to enable students to “listen to and understand social and geographic variations 

of English from authentic situations” (Utdannings-direktoratet, 2013, p. 2). Related 

to this competence aim, the students occasionally make Skype talks with students 

from other English-speaking countries such as New Zealand and the United States 

of America. In another example, two of the competence aims in culture, society and 

literature subject are to enable students to “discuss and elaborate on culture and 

social conditions in several English-speaking countries” and to “present and discuss 

current news items from English language sources” (Utdannings-direktoratet, 2013, 

p. 2). Related to these two competence aims, the students were studying American 

presidential election at the time of data collection, and they were writing their 

essays about election campaign on their blog websites where other students could 

also read and give feedback. Student participation was also important when English 

subject curriculum was being implemented in Northview school. While it was a 

requirement to meet the competency aims within the curriculum, the students could 
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also make decisions in terms of how these aims were achieved due to the flexible 

structure of English subject curriculum. 

1.6 Research question and focus of the research 

This research aims to answer the following research question: 

What are the affordances of digital technologies for autonomous 

English language learning to students studying in a Norwegian 

secondary school? 

By answering this research question, this research aims to explore the relationship 

between digital technologies and autonomous language learning. In terms of their 

relationship, the focus is on understanding what affordances digital technologies 

provide learners to take control over their language learning. In the pursuit of this 

aim, the context of this research can be described in the following ways. 

The language learning explored in this research was English as a foreign language. 

This is because English is the most common language of international 

communication, being spoken by a quarter of world's population (British Council, 

2013), and it is the most widely used language on the internet as of December 2017 

(Internet World Stats., n.d.). As a consequence of its popularity, English language 

learning has thrived with the advent of technology. Technological improvements 

and ubiquitous access to technologies mean that English has become part of many 

young learners' daily life, and online platforms have become another means of 

learning English for these learners (Toffoli & Sockett, 2015). It is evident that the 

affordances of digital technologies for autonomous language learning could 

become much clearer with a focus on English as a foreign language.  
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In terms of types of technology, this research focused on the digital technologies 

that were being used by the participants at the time of the research. However, to 

truly understand the affordances of digital technologies from the perspective of 

learners, digital technologies were not limited to one technology. This decision was 

based on the belief that the learners should also be in control of the technologies 

that they were using and that they were going to give an account of how these 

technologies had been helpful to promote autonomous language learning. 

1.7 Thesis structure 

The structure of the thesis is as follows: 

Chapter 1 provides a background to the study, describes the purpose of the research, 

presents the research question and concludes by describing the overall structure of 

the thesis. 

Chapter 2 presents the literature review. In this chapter, the key concepts of learner 

autonomy in language learning are discussed, as well as digital technologies and 

the concept of affordances. 

Chapter 3, 4 and 5 constitute the three parts of the methodology used in the research. 

In Chapter 3, the ontological, epistemological and methodological underpinnings 

of the research are presented, and Q-methodology is introduced as the selected 

research methodology. Chapter 4 presents a survey of digital technologies together 

with a description of survey data collection, and an analysis and the results of the 
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survey. Chapter 5 focuses on how the main data for this research were collected 

with the implementation of Q-methodology. 

In Chapter 6, three factors obtained from the factor analysis in Chapter 5 are 

presented. The three factors are presented separately in a narrative description 

which includes the rankings of the statements within each factor and participants’ 

answers to open-ended questions at the end of Q-sorting. 

Chapter 7 discusses the results from Chapter 6 and presents what affordances digital 

technologies provide learners for autonomous language learning. The results are 

discussed in the light of the literature review. 

Finally, Chapter 8 concludes the thesis by revisiting the research aim and by 

presenting the contributions, implications and the limitations of this research. It 

finishes by offering suggestions as to the possible areas can be pursued as future 

research. 
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Chapter 2 Literature Review 

This chapter establishes the background of this research study by defining and 

giving a theoretical account of three key terms; autonomy in language learning, 

affordances, and technology. Each key term will be explored in three separate 

sections in this chapter. 

2.1 Autonomy in language learning 

The first section in the literature review focuses on learner autonomy in language 

learning, which is referred to interchangeably as learner autonomy and autonomous 

language learning. It explores this key term by giving an account of the definitions 

of autonomy in language learning and the versions and models of autonomy in 

language learning from different perspectives. This section aims to reach a working 

definition of the concept of learner autonomy in language learning to provide the 

participants with a reference point from which they can consider whether digital 

technologies provide any affordances for them to take control over their learning. 

2.1.1 Definitions of learner autonomy 

Referring to the definitions that are given by the other researchers in the field, it is 

generally asserted that defining, describing or identifying what autonomy refers to 

is not easy (Cooker, 2012; Damio, 2013). It is important to clearly define the 

concept of learner autonomy as Benson and Voller (1997, p. 1) suggest that 
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"concepts which we can hardly disagree are often those that stand most in need of 

clarification". For this reason, this research adopts the expanded definition of 

learner autonomy by Benson (2011, p. 119), according to which learner autonomy 

is "a systematic capacity for effective control over various aspects and levels of the 

learning process". Explaining learner autonomy in more detail this is difficult as 

Benson (2011, p. 58) argues that "autonomy is a multidimensional capacity that 

will take different forms for different individuals, and even for the same individual 

in different contexts or at different times". Learner autonomy does not "always 

present itself as a prescribed pattern" and "different variations of autonomy can 

emerge from the actions of the participants and their interaction with the 

environment" (Murray, 2014, p. 243). These arguments are relevant for this 

research because digital technologies can provide different affordances to learners 

to take control over their learning. In other words, with the help of digital 

technologies, some learners may take control over their learning differently to other 

learners, thereby showing variations of how learners take control over their learning 

with digital technologies. 

Although this research aligns itself with the definition of Benson as one’s taking 

control over his/her own learning, as Huang (2009, p. 7) suggests, how learner 

autonomy is defined or conceptualised with versions and models in the literature 

can help to provide "useful background and a broad framework for the presentation 

and discussion of the overall findings", which are in this research the affordances 

of digital technologies for autonomous language learning. This is because "different 

definitions of autonomy often turn out to be different descriptions of autonomy, in 

which particular ways of being autonomous take over the definition of the broader 
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concept" (Huang, 2009, p. 7). Therefore, the rest of this section will explore other 

definitions and conceptualisations of learner autonomy. 

Researchers in the field have provided various definitions of learner autonomy by 

approaching it from different viewpoints. One of the earliest definitions is that of 

Holec (1981) who defines autonomy as "the ability to take charge of one’s own 

learning [...] and to hold the responsibility for all the decisions concerning all 

aspects of this learning". Based on this definition, Holec (1981) further describes 

what an autonomous learner does, such as determining the goals of the learning, 

selecting materials and content, selecting activities and strategies, monitoring the 

progress and evaluating the outcomes. In a similar vein, Dickinson (1987, p. 11) 

defines autonomy as "the situation in which the learner is totally responsible for all 

of the decisions concerned with his learning and the implementation of those 

decisions". This definition also emphasises the learner’s responsibility, in line with 

Holec (1981). However, Dickinson (1987, p. 11) approaches learner autonomy 

from a situational dimension, rather than one of capacity, where the learner is in 

total control of his/her learning and "there is no involvement of a teacher or an 

institution" and "the learner is also independent of specifically prepared materials". 

Dickinson’s (1987) situational independence approach to learner autonomy may be 

more valid in cases where language learners choose the self-instruction way in 

which "people teach themselves foreign languages" (Benson, 2011, p. 137). 

However, Benson (2008, p. 22) is critical of Dickinson’s (1987) definition, stating 

that "the fact that we have no strong reason to suppose that autonomous learning 

requires teachers and institutions, does not mean that it [autonomous learning] must 

proceed independently of them [teachers and institutions]". According to Boud 
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(1988, p. 19), "autonomy is more than acting on one’s own”. Little (1991, pp. 4-5) 

asserts that autonomy can be defined as "a capacity - for detachment, critical 

reflection, decision-making, and independent action[...]", but he also argues that 

"...[b]ecause we are social beings our independence is always balanced by 

dependence; our essential condition is one of interdependence". Therefore, over the 

years the approaches to define autonomy as a degree of independence from teachers 

and peers have been challenged by approaches that involve a social dimension in 

the construct. Jiménez and Vieira (2015, p. 19) argue that this is inevitable when 

"the social nature" of the humans is taken into consideration, and therefore the 

social dimensions of autonomy such as "respect for others, negotiation, co-

operation, and interdependence" should be considered as well. 

According to Murray, three important changes have made researchers take the 

social dimensions of language learner autonomy into consideration when 

theoretically defining and refining the construct. The first improvement was that 

Leni Dam, an English teacher in Denmark, showed through her teaching practices 

that learner autonomy could still be promoted in the classroom environment when 

the students were working collaboratively. Dam (1995, p. 1) defines autonomy as 

"a readiness to take charge of one’s needs and purposes. This entails capacity and 

willingness and act independently and in co-operation with others as a socially 

responsible person". Llaven-Nucamendi (2009) comments that this capacity 

explicitly shows itself together with willingness and readiness. However, to 

elaborate, unlike Holec’s (1981) definition, a social-individual and independent-in-

cooperation balance can also be observed in Dam’s (1995) definition. Therefore, it 

seems that autonomy should not be viewed solely as an independently and 
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individually characterized concept, and it suggests that the students did not need to 

be alone or study to make their autonomy flourish.  

The second important change was the increasing interest in Vygotsky’s works. 

Particularly, in terms of zone of proximal development (ZPD), the students could 

achieve tasks independently in the future by taking instructions and help from the 

others such as peer students and teachers when they needed at the beginning 

(Murray, 2014). From this, it can, again, be interpreted that autonomy can flourish 

in collaboration with others. Finally, and particularly relevant to this research, 

technological developments have transformed the way the learners can improve 

their foreign language learning, such as English (Murray, 2014). Learners of foreign 

languages are able to access interaction with target language speakers and materials 

outside the classroom more easily than in the past (Benson & Reinders, 2011). With 

the help of technologies, while the students can study on their own, they can also 

learn their target language with others beyond the classroom. This also shows why 

social dimensions have attracted interest from researchers in learner autonomy 

research. 

Of these researchers who shifted their focus to the social dimensions of learner 

autonomy, O’Leary (2014) expanded the definition of learner autonomy by 

identifying two dimensions; affective and social. According to the former, learner 

autonomy entails a capacity for learners to control their learning psychologically 

and emotionally. According to the latter, learners need to have a capacity to be 

involved in creating an "informational and collegial learning environment" which 

contributes to independent/interdependent learning in an effective and interactive 

way (O’Leary, 2014, p. 235).  
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Within an ecological approach, Palfreyman (2014, p. 182) defines learner 

autonomy as a "capacity for intentional use in context of a range of interacting 

resources toward learning goals”. Palfreyman (2014) highlights three important 

elements in this definition: intentional, a range of interacting resources and a 

learning goal. According to the first of these elements, the actions of an autonomous 

learner are "informed, strategic, volitional and non-determined” (Palfreyman, 2014, 

pp. 182-183). The autonomous learner is aware of and recognizes the resources in 

the environment which s/he can use for language learning. These actions and use 

of the resources, however, are not determined by others but will be decided by the 

learner her/himself. With regards to the second element, a range of interacting 

resources, Palfreyman (2014) refers to the material, social, and discursive resources 

which an autonomous language learner will need to explore and make effective use 

of for her/his language learning. As Palfreyman (2014) suggests, the environment 

will provide affordances to the learner, and an autonomous learner needs to be able 

to make use of these resources and affordances to help her/his language learning 

goals. This constitutes the third element in his definition, namely, the intentional 

actions of an autonomous learner by using various resources are towards a learning 

goal. While these aims can be directly related to language itself, such as 

understanding a song, they can also be long-term goals, such as becoming an 

international businessperson which still entails a linguistic aspect. 

In a similar vein, Murray, Fujishima, and Uzuka (2014) also describe language 

learner autonomy using an ecological approach. According to them, learner 

autonomy means "having the possibility to act on the affordances available within 

the learning environment" (Murray, 2014, p. 236). This understanding of learner 
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autonomy suggests, as in Palfreyman’s (2014) definition, that the environment 

provides affordances to learners, and learners exercise their autonomy by acting 

upon these affordances. As a result, Murray et al. (2014) characterize learner 

autonomy as an emergent phenomenon. The definitions of Palfreyman (2014) and 

Murray et al. (2014) are relevant and useful to this research because they suggest 

that environment can provide affordances for autonomous language learning, and 

this research aims to explore these affordances in a digital environment. 

Other than the theoretical definitions and descriptions of learner autonomy, there 

are also theoretical versions and models of learner autonomy which contribute to 

the understanding of the concept. Such versions and models of learner autonomy 

are also particularly useful for operationalizing the concept. In the next part, these 

frameworks and models of learner autonomy will be presented. 

2.1.2 Versions of learner autonomy 

2.1.2.1 The autonomy framework of Littlewood (1996) 

A key scholar in the field of learner autonomy is Littlewood (1996), who discusses 

its nature and argues that the term autonomy does not directly refer to learner 

autonomy in language learning. On the contrary, Littlewood (1996, p. 428) defines 

autonomy as "a capacity for thinking and acting independently that may occur in 

any situation". When this capacity is applied to language learning, the ability for 

independent thinking and acting shows itself in three versions of autonomy, 

"autonomy as a communicator, autonomy as a learner, and autonomy as an 
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individual", within the theoretical framework of Littlewood (1996, p. 429), which 

can be seen in Table 3. 

Table 3 Autonomy framework of Littlewood (1996, p. 431) 

Autonomy as a 

communicator 

• the ability to use the language creatively 

• the ability to use appropriate strategies for 

communicating 

Autonomy as a 

learner 

• the ability to engage in independent work (e.g. 

self-directed learning) 

• the ability to use appropriate learning strategies, 

both inside and outside the classroom 

Autonomy as a 

person 

• the ability to express personal meanings 

• the ability to create personal learning contexts, e.g. 

through interacting outside the classroom 

 

According to Littlewood (1996), learners will display and improve this independent 

thinking and acting capacity while communicating and being engaged in self-study, 

and finally, they are likely to improve as an autonomous person. However, these 

three domains of autonomy entail components of "willingness" and "ability" 

(Littlewood, 1996, p. 428): 

Ability depends on possessing both knowledge about the alternatives 

from which choices have to be made and the necessary skills for 

carrying out whatever choices seem most appropriate. Willingness 

depends on having both the motivation and the confidence to take 

responsibility for the choices required.  

This statement suggests that "motivation, confidence, knowledge and skills" 

constitute the heart of willingness and ability that enables the practice of autonomy 

as communicator, learner, and person. Although this framework has been critiqued 

in that it does not present "a continuum of autonomy" (Everhard, 2013, p. 62) and 

it is not clear how learners can attain these higher levels of autonomy as 

communicators and learners leading to autonomy as a person (Hamilton, 2013), it 
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presents a systematic way to approach promoting autonomy based on four sub-

constructs of motivation, confidence, skills and knowledge. 

Littlewood (1999) further elaborates on autonomy as a learner and introduces two 

levels of self-regulation that are used to refer to learner autonomy: proactive and 

reactive. The critical difference between these two notions is who triggers or 

initiates the action. In proactive learner autonomy, it is learners themselves who 

direct the learning in the forms of setting goals, planning, and evaluation, concepts 

which Holec (1981) also suggests are necessary to regulate one’s learning. In 

reactive learner autonomy, however, learners are given a direction, or in another 

meaning, they are set a goal, and within this direction, learners can "organise their 

resources autonomously to reach their goal" (Littlewood, 1999, p. 75). Littlewood 

(1999) argues against the viewpoint that what reactive learner autonomy implies 

cannot be considered as a practice of autonomy, and suggests that reactive learner 

autonomy can also be practised in education and it may then lead to proactive 

learner autonomy.  

Littlewood’s (1999) distinction between proactive and reactive autonomy has also 

been subject to critique. Dang (2012) sees this model as broad when compared to 

other models of learner autonomy. However, it can be supported to provide an 

insight that learner autonomy does not reject the existence of an external individual 

who initiates the action, but learner autonomy can be possible with the presence of 

teacher or lecturer, as well. 
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2.1.2.2 Macaro’s (1997) model of learner autonomy 

A further model of learner autonomy is put forward by Macaro (1997, p. 169), who 

provides a functional understanding of the concept "which emphasizes autonomy 

as developing potential in the learner, on how s/he can use it to operate more 

effectively, rather than as a reaction to difficulties". Macaro’s (1997) rationale for 

this view relies on the belief that a few hours in the classroom to learn a second 

language is not enough for the learners to become competent in speaking the second 

language. For learners to become more competent in the second language, Macaro 

(1997, p. 186) suggests that learners need "emancipation from the classroom and 

the teacher". Thus, he (1997) proposes a model of learner autonomy according to 

which learners can develop abilities to become more competent in the target 

language. For this reason, Cooker (2012) views Macaro’s (1997) model as different 

from other theoretical models of learner autonomy since it includes both second 

language acquisition theories and language use. In this model, autonomy is divided 

into three dimensions that refer to "a development in the learner" (Macaro, 1997, p. 

170). 

The first of these dimensions is the autonomy of language competence. Macaro 

(1997, p. 170) explains this as the developing "ability to communicate having 

acquired a reasonable mastery of the L2 [second language] rule system". According 

to this dimension of learner autonomy, a learner needs to have mastered linguistic 

competence, which can be defined as "the knowledge of the items and rules that 

comprise the formal systems of a language" (Ellis, 2008, p. 970). Learners can then 

communicate in the second language, and autonomy, in this dimension, manifests 
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itself in a way that learners can communicate "largely without the help of a more 

competent speaker" (Hamilton, 2013, p. 42). Therefore, as Macaro (1997) also 

suggests, learners are in a sense emancipated from the help of a more competent 

person or knowledgeable authority such as teachers.  

Hamilton (2013) suggests that this dimension of Macaro’s (1997) model is similar 

to one of the dimensions of Littlewood’s (1996) model, autonomy as a 

communicator, and this also refers to autonomy as "language use rather than 

learning strategies" (Hamilton, 2013, p. 42). 

The second dimension in Macaro’s (1997) model is the autonomy of language 

learning competence. This dimension implies the ability to transfer language-

learning skills to other similar situations such as learning other languages (Macaro, 

1997). It is different from the previous autonomy of language competence in that it 

focuses more on "developing strategies to maximise learning opportunities, making 

conscious choices about what, when and how to learn” (Hamilton, 2013, p. 43). 

Therefore, this dimension may manifest itself as a developing ability to apply 

strategies for finding resources in the target language without the help or mediation 

and direction of the teacher (Macaro, 1997).  

As for the third dimension of the model, Macaro (1997) proposes autonomy of 

choice and action, according to which learners should be able to choose 

independently from a variety of choices and act accordingly. He (1997, p. 171) 

exemplifies the manifestation of this dimension of autonomy by quoting a learner’s 

words as follows: 
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... I can’t seem to get to grips of with talking about the town I live in, 

I’ll spend some time this lesson practising that... I want to use 

languages in my future work, therefore I’ll really concentrate on 

telephone skills... I remember best if I write words down no matter 

what the teacher says!’ 

It can be observed throughout Macaro’s model (1997) that individuality or 

independence and emancipation from the control of authority, such as teachers, is 

the underlying idea of learner autonomy. Learners develop linguistic competence 

and are liberated from needing the help of a teacher or a fellow learner to provide 

opportunities for communication. Learners may transfer their learning skills to 

other languages and therefore once again be liberated from a teacher’s guidance. 

Finally, learners can make their own choices and as a result be liberated from the 

control of the teacher to act independently with their choices. The understanding of 

autonomy illustrated in this model can be explained by "the notion of self-

determination" (Macaro, 2008, p. 60) which views autonomy as "experiencing 

oneself as the origin of one’s behaviour" (Dörnyei & Ushioda, 2011, p. 25). 

However, Macaro (2008, p. 60) also acknowledges what he regards as a fact that 

"individual choice is constrained by society and its institutions". Additionally, 

Benson (1996, p. 33)  argues that there is a "social aspect" to learner autonomy and 

learner control. Benson (1996, p. 33) identifies learner autonomy as more of a 

negotiation rather than individual action: 

Greater learner control over the learning process, resources and 

language cannot be achieved by each individual acting alone 

according to his or her own preferences. Control is a question of 

collective decision-making rather than individual choice. 
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Thus, as Hamilton (2013, p. 44) also suggests, a learner’s capacity to manifest his 

or her abilities to "make independent choices" is likely to be affected negatively 

from the mismatches between the learners and "external factors". 

2.1.2.3 Autonomy as a capacity to take control 

Originally, Benson (2011) began his definition of learner autonomy as a capacity, 

but he opts for a definition of the notion of control rather than taking charge or 

responsibility. This sense of learner autonomy illustrates the relationship between 

autonomy, the learners, and the learning process (Benson, 2010). In Littlewood 

(1996) model, a sense can be inferred that education and language learning at a 

narrower sense can desirably lead to personal autonomy. However, Benson’s 

(2010) point is critical because what is meant by autonomy in language education 

may not indeed have such a comprehensive sense initially. Thus, that is one of the 

reasons Benson (2010, 2011) prefers the construct of control to refer to the 

relationship between the learners and their learning process.  

Benson’s (2011) definition of learner autonomy as "the capacity to take control of 

one’s own learning" comprises of three interdependent dimensions of learner 

control in the learning process: control of learning management, control of 

cognitive processes, and control over learning content (Benson, 2011, pp. 58-61). 

As Blin (2005) also puts forward, control of learning management and control over 

cognitive processes rely on the approaches of Holec (1981) and Little (1991) to 

autonomy respectively.  
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Holec’s (1981, p. 3) definition of learner autonomy, namely "the ability to take 

charge of one’s own learning", involves "determining the objectives; defining the 

contents and the progression; selecting methods and techniques to be used; 

monitoring the procedure of acquisition (rhythm, time, place, etc.); evaluating what 

has been acquired". For Benson (2009, p. 18), Holec’s (1981) definition 

concentrates more on learning management than the underlying "cognitive 

processes or learning content". Also, it can be argued that it does not explicitly 

address the cognitive dimensions of learner autonomy (Blin, 2005). For this reason, 

it has been found restrictive and has been the focus of further alternative definitions.  

Holec (1981) has been critiqued for explaining "WHAT [uppercase in original] 

autonomous learners are able to do", but not explaining "HOW [uppercase in 

original]  they are able to do it" by Benson (2007, p. 23). In the early 1990s, Little 

(1991, p. 4) provided another definition which this time focused on the 

psychological aspect of learner autonomy: 

Essentially, autonomy is a capacity - for detachment, critical 

reflection, decision-making, and independent action. It presupposes, 

but also entails, that the learner will develop a particular kind of 

psychological relation to the process and content of his learning. The 

capacity for autonomy will be displayed both in the way the learner 

learns and in the way he or she transfers what has been learned to 

wider contexts.  

The above definition is complementary to Holec’s (1981) for embracing a kind of 

psychological control of cognitive abilities. Benson (2007, p. 23) suggests that the 

capacity for one’s managing of one’s own learning relies on "certain underlying 

psychological capacities". Little (1991) also points out that this capacity involves 

knowing how to plan, monitor and evaluate the activities of learning as well as 
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covering "the content and process of learning", i.e.it emphasizes metacognitive 

skills. 

While the earlier two dimensions of learners’ control over their learning are built 

upon the critique of Holec (1981) and Little (1991), Benson (2011) highlights the 

control over content as important but underplayed element of learner autonomy. 

According to him (2011, p. 60), "autonomous learners should, in principle, have the 

freedom to determine their own goals and purposes if the learning is to be genuinely 

self-directed". This sense is reminiscent of the definition of Dickinson (1987), who 

emphasizes a learner’s full independence for learning. However, Benson (2011, p. 

60) also argues that such a self-direction "is only feasible if the learner studies in 

isolation from others and, because language learning is generally enhanced with 

others, full self-direction tends to be a less than desirable option". Therefore, a 

social aspect is emphasized here for a learner to be able to take control over learning 

content since it may entail learners "to negotiate over goals, purposes, content 

resources with others" (Benson, 2011, p. 60). 

2.1.3 Models of learner autonomy 

The models of learner autonomy presented below are used to operationalize learner 

autonomy to assess and measure the language learner autonomy. They, therefore, 

differ from the definitions and versions of learner autonomy in terms of giving 

insights into the practical side of learner autonomy. As they are more relevant to 

the aim of this research, they also provide a suitable reference for the discussion of 

findings. At this point, Cooker (2012) presents a review of three models of learner 

autonomy. Of these models, Tassinari’s (2012) and Cooker’s (2012) models of 
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learner autonomy can be useful to illustrate how learner autonomy in language 

learning can be operationalised. 

Tassinari’s (2012) model of language learner autonomy was designed to provide 

language learners with a tool that could contribute to learner’s autonomy via self-

assessment and evaluation of learning competencies. Tassinari’s (2012, p. 78) 

model is structurally and functionally dynamic. Managing one’s own learning is the 

all-embracing component above other components, and thus it is not "hierarchical" 

(Cooker, 2012, p. 78). The dynamic structure of the model comes from each 

component’s being in direct relation to another component, and the functionally 

dynamic nature of the model comes from learners’ being able to choose any 

component to start using the model for self-assessment purposes (Tassinari, 2012). 

What is more relevant for the current research project’s aim is that the ten 

interrelated components of the model are operationalized with descriptive "can-do" 

statements, including macro-descriptive statements that also consist of sub-micro-

descriptive statements. 

It would be too exhaustive to document micro-descriptors of language learner 

autonomy, but to populate the components of the model, below Table 4 presents 

the macro descriptors of language learner autonomy. 

Table 4 “Can-do" descriptive statements in Tassinari’s (2012) model 

Component 

of learner 

autonomy 

model 

Descriptors of components 

Motivating 

myself 
• I want to organize my own learning autonomously. 

• I can motivate myself in a way that works for me. 
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Component 

of learner 

autonomy 

model 

Descriptors of components 

Dealing 

with my 

feelings 

• I can control my feelings when I am learning. 

Planning • I can evaluate my own language competencies. 

• I can analyse my own needs. 

• I can set myself goals. 

• I can plan a time and place for my learning. 

• I know what I need to complete a task or to achieve a goal. 

• I can put together a learning plan. 

Choosing 

materials 

and 

methods 

• I am familiar with a variety of materials and resources for 

language learning. 

• I can choose materials and resources. 

• I can try out new materials and resources. 

• I am familiar with a variety of language learning methods and 

strategies. 

• I can choose different methods and strategies. 

• I can try out new methods and strategies. 

Completing 

tasks 
• I can organise a time and place for my learning. 

• I can set myself a task. 

• I can structure my learning independently. 

• I can use a variety of materials and resources when learning. 

• I can employ a variety of methods and strategies when 

learning. 

• I can carry out my learning plan. 

• I can analyse elements of the foreign language to detect 

regularities, irregularities and recurring patterns. 

• I can analyse texts, conversations and other communication 

in the foreign language and recognise specific (cultural) 

aspects of the communication. 

Monitoring • I can recognise my strengths and weaknesses as a learner and 

/or reflect on these. 

• I can recognise what prevents me from completing a task. 

• I can reflect on materials and resources which I have used. 

• I can reflect on methods and strategies which I have 

employed. 

• I can reflect on my learning. 
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Component 

of learner 

autonomy 

model 

Descriptors of components 

Evaluating • I can evaluate my own language competencies. 

• I can evaluate materials and resources for language learning. 

• I can evaluate language learning methods and strategies. 

• I can evaluate my learning. 

Cooperating • I can learn with and from others (for example, other learners, 

teachers, learning advisors, native speakers and competent 

non-native speakers). 

• I can decide when I want to cooperate with others (for 

example, with other learners, teachers, learning advisors, 

native speakers and competent non-native speakers 

 

One of the strengths of Tassinari’s (2012) model is that it has a dynamic structure 

(Cooker, 2012). Indeed, it may not be easy to distinguish between the components 

of language learner autonomy as they are "closely interrelated" (Tassinari, 2012, p. 

30). However, it has also been critiqued for only addressing the psychological and 

technical aspects of learner autonomy, rather than also including the "political, 

critical and social" aspects (Cooker, 2012, p. 79).  

The next model of learner autonomy (Table 5) has been developed by Cooker 

(2012) in response to the questions of "What is learner autonomy? And “How can 

I, as a student, develop it? [...] How can I, as a teacher or learning advisor, help my 

students develop it?" (p. 80). In response to these questions, thirty-four constitutive 

elements are offered to operationalize learner autonomy, which then were 

categorized under seven categories. Cooker (2012) states that her model of learner 

autonomy is more comprehensive than the model of Tassinari (2012) as the latter 
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applies to the context of self-directed learning only. Conversely, Cooker (2012) 

blends the political, critical and social aspects of learner autonomy, as well. 

Table 5 Learner autonomy model of Cooker (2012) 

Category of 

learner 

autonomy 

 

Constitutive elements 

Learner 

control 

• Ability to analyse/define needs 

• Ability to set achievable objectives 

• Ability to manage time 

• Ability to choose appropriate materials 

• Ability to negotiate learning 

• Ability to select partners for pair/group work 

• Ability to work in one’s own 

• Ability to make choices about how work will be assessed 

• Ability to assess discrete aspects of one’s own work 

• Ability to assess the work of peers 

• Ability to take responsibility for one’s own learning outside 

the classroom 

• Ability to monitor one’s own learning progress over time 

Metacognitive 

awareness 

• Ability to provide a rationale for materials chosen 

• Ability to select appropriate learning strategies 

• Ability to select and reject strategies according to needs 

• Ability to describe the strategies used 

• Ability to provide a rationale for the strategies used 

• Ability to provide an evaluation of the strategies used 

• Ability to describe alternative strategies that could have 

been used 

• Ability to describe plans for future learning 

Critical 

reflection 

• Critical understanding of the roles of teacher and learner 

• Critical awareness of different teaching and learning 

approaches 

• Critical awareness of the variations in quality of different 

teaching and learning inputs 

Learning 

range 

• Flexibility in ways of learning 

• Awareness of breadth of learning content 

• Ability to collaborate with other students and teachers 

Motivation • Desire to learn 

• Willingness to speak/use the language 

• Willingness to be actively engaged in learning activities 



   

 

55 

Category of 

learner 

autonomy 

 

Constitutive elements 

Confidence • Ability to seek out opportunities to speak/use the language 

• Ability to overcome negative feedback/assessment 

Information 

literacy 

• Ability to source and navigate learning resources 

 

To summarise, this first section aimed to set a background to the concept of learner 

autonomy in language learning by presenting the theoretical definitions, versions, 

and models of learner autonomy. This section also aimed at reaching a working 

definition of the concept of learner autonomy in language learning. The reason for 

that is to provide the participants in the methodology chapter a condition of 

instruction as a reference point to which they can return and interrogate whether 

digital technologies provide or furnish any affordances for them to take control over 

their learning. 

In the light of these definitions and models of learner autonomy in language 

learning, this section will conclude by aligning the view of learner autonomy in this 

thesis with Benson’s (2011, p. 119) expanded definition. According to this, learner 

autonomy is defined as taking control over one’s own language learning. Yet, 

taking control over learning might still be abstract and technical to the participants. 

Therefore, taking control over learning can be operationalised with the following 

statement: 

An autonomous language learner is a learner who learns or study 

English without the direct control or influence of a teacher and takes 

control over his/her learning English with self-determined and 

volitional tasks and activities. 
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Having established the concept of autonomy in language learning, given the aim of 

the present study, it is now pertinent to discuss the technology-based approaches to 

promote autonomous language learning. 
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2.2 Technology and learner autonomy 

Another key concept in this study is technology. This section provides an account 

of the relationship between technology and autonomous language learning by 

discussing research studies from the literature which show how technology can 

provide both opportunities and challenges for learner autonomy. It then moves to a 

discussion of how technology is conceptualised and defined in this study. 

According to Benson (2011, p. 124), autonomy meant the capacity of a learner to 

have control over his/her learning, and autonomous learning referred to a mode of 

learning in which "learners demonstrate a capacity to control their learning". There 

have been many initiatives attempting to promote the capacity for learners to 

control their learning and be engaged more in autonomous language learning 

practices. One of the approaches taken is the notion of technology-based 

approaches. 

There has been a long relationship between learner autonomy and new 

technologies. At first, this relationship was thought as one-directional (Reinders & 

White, 2011, 2016) in that the new technologies were considered as tools that 

provided the learners access to resources and materials with which they had the 

opportunities to learn independently in their own time. Autonomy was seen as an 

educational goal, and the new technologies could help learners to achieve this 

educational goal. In line with this view, Murray (1999, p. 296) suggests that 

"educational technology demonstrates its effectiveness as a purveyor of learner 

autonomy." Hamilton (2013, p. 69), however, argues against such a suggestion 

because it denotes that "humans are not, therefore, predisposed to behaving 
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autonomously". It ignores the possibility that students who are already 

independently involved in online language activities can be "already significantly 

autonomous" (Blin, 2004). Hamilton (2013) further elaborates that learners are 

inherently autonomous and that it is not the technology that makes the learners more 

autonomous or not. While engaging with language in online environments can be 

interpreted as an indication of predisposition to autonomous behaviour, not being 

involved in any online activity should not imply that learners are not autonomous. 

Some learners can manifest autonomy by choosing not to participate or engage with 

language in such environments. Therefore, it is more suitable to suggest that learner 

autonomy could not only be considered as an educational goal, i.e. an end-product, 

but a degree of this capacity should improve with technologies (Reinders & White, 

2016). 

2.2.1 Early phases of CALL and learner autonomy  

The role of technologies in the development of learner autonomy was first analysed 

within the association between learner autonomy and Computer-Assisted Language 

Learning (CALL). The term CALL first emerged in the 1970s to refer to computer 

programmes which were developed particularly for language learning (Benson, 

2011). Egbert (2005, p. 1) defined CALL as "using computers to support language 

teaching and learning in some way". Warschauer and Healey (1998) reviewed the 

development of the CALL by the end of the twentieth century and came up with 

three theoretical phases of CALL, namely behaviouristic, communicative, and 

integrative. These three theoretical phases of CALL have been drawn upon by 
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researchers in the literature to review the early examples of the ways that could be 

supportive of learner autonomy. 

As the name of the first phase implies, behaviouristic CALL was inspired by 

behaviouristic learning models (Warschauer & Healey, 1998, p. 57). The computer 

programmes and applications mostly involved "repetitive language drills, referred 

to as drill-and-practice" (Warschauer & Healey, 1998, p. 57). In this mode of 

learning, the learners repeatedly engaged in the drilling of vocabulary items and 

grammatical structures and were able to see whether their answers matched pre-

described answers on the computer programmes (Benson, 2011). In this regard, the 

students neither received constructive feedback from the system nor had a chance 

of interacting with others (Hamilton, 2013). Despite being in the early stages of 

development, however, behaviouristic CALL provided ways of autonomous 

language learning to learners. Benson (2011) suggests that behaviouristic CALL 

applications provided learners with a degree of control by allowing them to choose 

the modes of instruction, practice and assessment. The learners also had control 

over the pace of their learning because of the availability of the materials 

electronically (Hamilton, 2013). In the same vein, since the learning and practice 

materials were distributed electronically, the learners were not constrained within 

a classroom, and therefore freed from its physical boundaries(Garrison, 2000), as 

well. This implies that behaviouristic CALL applications encouraged a degree of 

control over learning, yet it was limited to allow learners the opportunities to 

modify their learning to meet their learning needs (Benson, 2011). Additionally, 

while the learners could have control over the pace and place of their learning, they 

did not have control over the content, since the materials continued to be delivered 
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and provided by the teachers. In this regard, it is incongruent with the dimension of 

control over learning content which Benson (2011) suggests as one of the important 

elements for a learner to learn autonomously. Behaviouristic CALL was therefore 

believed to have provided independent learning opportunities to a certain extent for 

the language learners who wanted "independent, guided learning and activities" 

(Hamilton, 2013, p. 57). However, since it was argued that autonomous learning 

could not be refined into a meaning of isolated independent learning (Benson, 2008; 

Boud, 1988; Little, 1991), behaviouristic CALL only provided a "restrictive view 

of what it means to be autonomous" (Hamilton, 2013, p. 52). 

The second phase of CALL was inspired by communicative principles. The CALL 

applications were designed to stimulate learners to communicate purposefully in 

the target language while they worked together on problem-solving activities. This 

is because the communicative CALL was built upon learning "as a process of 

discovery, expression, and development" (Warschauer & Healey, 1998, p. 57). It 

was different from the behaviouristic CALL with regard the focus being "not so 

much on what students did with the machine, but rather what they did with each 

other while working at the computer" (Warschauer & Healey, 1998, p. 57). In terms 

of autonomous language learning, communicative CALL programmes such as 

computer-mediated communication (CMC) applications and word processors 

enabled learners to monitor and reflect on their language output (Benson, 2011; 

Hamilton, 2013), which Schwienhorst (2008) suggests was an important 

component of autonomous language learning. Particularly with the help of 

asynchronous CMCs, learners could become less anxious about communicating in 

the target language, and therefore feel "more liberated and able to communicate" 
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(Hamilton, 2013, p. 60). This can be associated with taking control over 

psychological dimensions of language learning in Benson’s (2011) 

conceptualisation of learner autonomy. The communicative CALL approach to 

learning also provided a "freer use of the target language" in comparison to the 

behaviouristic CALL (Hamilton, 2013). As Warschauer and Healey (1998, p. 57) 

suggest, language learners could "generate original utterances rather than just 

manipulate prefabricated language". Yet, while learners could use the language 

freely, it was limited freedom. Learners in communicative CALL practices worked 

to achieve language tasks on computers by using predefined particular language 

structures, therefore they did not have full control over the linguistic structures in 

the target language (Hamilton, 2013). In this regard, such communicative practices 

with CALL programmes are in congruence with the "autonomy as a communicator" 

dimension of Littlewood’s (1996, p. 471) framework which suggests that an 

autonomous language learner has the "ability to use the language creatively". 

Therefore, as Hamilton (2013, p. 62) states, "communicative CALL represents a 

controlled view of how language is used’ and offers a limited understanding of what 

it means to be an autonomous language learner”. 

The subsequent perspective on language learning, and the phase of CALL after 

communicative approaches, was termed as integrative CALL. This was essentially 

inspired by social and socio-cognitive views on language learning (Warschauer & 

Healey, 1998). The characteristics of this phase involved encouraging the 

integration of different skills such as reading, writing, listening and speaking in the 

target language by using multimedia and interactive technological tools (Benson, 

2011). In terms of developing learner autonomy, integrative CALL encouraged 
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learners to think more independently and express themselves in the L2 more freely 

(Hamilton, 2013). This was in contrast to behaviouristic and communicative CALL, 

which offered limited opportunities. Also, integrative CALL allowed learners to 

take control over access to language learning materials, learning content, and 

interaction (Blin, 2004). Yet, Benson (2011, p. 148) argues that the integrative 

CALL applications were still limited to "facilitate creative response to input" and 

some would "reproduce the behaviouristic assumptions of early CALL software 

with the addition of sound and images".  

Murray’s (1999) research offers an example to such mixed assertions with regards 

to the relation of early CALL applications to autonomous language learning. 

Murray (1999) examined how learner autonomy together with language acquisition 

might be fostered through simulation technology, in a videodisc programme called 

À la rencontre de Philippe. Learners of French as a foreign language were invited 

to engage in the target language and be involved in cultural features of the target 

language in a virtual community, and to study the language-learning programme on 

their own, which Blin (2005, p. 30) refers as a "situational autonomy". This is 

mainly because Murray (1999) adopted the learner autonomy model of Holec 

(1981) which requires learners to take full responsibility for decision-making in 

their learning. For this reason, it can be said that it mainly deals with taking control 

over learning management within Benson’s (2011) three-level learner autonomy 

model, and the findings also supported this point. In terms of stimulating learner 

autonomy, Murray (1999) reported that the learners could control the pace of their 

work and control their learning at a technical level in line with Benson’s (2011) 

model of learner autonomy. In addition to controlling the pace, simulation 
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technology was observed to enhance enjoyment and mitigate "performance 

anxiety" (Murray, 1999, p. 300). This means that simulation technology can help to 

control the psychological aspects of learner autonomy, as well. However, Blin 

(2005, p. 31) believes that Murray’s (1999) research also revealed a tension about 

the relationship between "learner autonomy and motivation". For example, 

learners’ "multiple identities (e.g. mother, wife, student, teacher, part-time worker, 

etc.)" were observed to affect their motivation to commit themselves to engage with 

the simulation language-learning programme (Murray, 1999, p. 300). Therefore, it 

may be suggested that technology is a potential for learner’s control over learning 

management, but it may not be convenient for every individual to the same degree. 

2.2.2 Development of learner autonomy through digital 

technologies 

Benson (2011) suggests that CALL has entered a new phase with the use of the 

internet and the related Web 2.0 technologies. Benson and Chik (2011, p. 5) suggest 

that naturalistic CALL refers to the phases after the integrative CALL which 

denotes "the computer-based activities that are carried out on the students’ 

initiative, outside school, and mainly to pursue some interest through a foreign 

language, rather than for the direct purpose of learning the language". 

Digital technologies provide a number of opportunities for autonomous language 

learning. For the clarity and progression of ideas, how digital technologies 

contribute to autonomous language learning will be discussed under a set of themes 

rather than discussing each digital technology separately. These themes are access 

to language learning resources, opportunities for practising language skills, 



   

 

64 

opportunities for self-regulated language learning, opportunities to become a 

critical language learner, opportunities to collaborate and interact for language 

learning, opportunities to take control over psychological and emotional aspects of 

language learning, and opportunities to become more independent for language 

learning. By doing so, the same digital technology can be repeated in more than one 

theme, and this is due to the findings in relevant studies that the same digital 

technology may have multiple opportunities for autonomous language learning. For 

example, while Facebook may provide students access to authentic language use, 

and thereby being covered in theme access to language learning resources, it will 

also be covered under the heading of opportunities to collaborate and interact for 

language learning as it enables students to learn from one another. 

2.2.2.1 Access to language learning resources 

First of all, it is possible to see that digital technologies can be supportive of the 

development of learners’ autonomous language learning skills with the opportunity 

to access various language learning resources. In their study, Jitpaisarnwattana 

(2018) aimed to show whether a digital storytelling project can promote 

autonomous language learning skills of students learning English as a foreign 

language. The participants in the research were required to create their videos by 

using a video-editing programme and to practise their English language skills at the 

same time. It was found out during video-creation tasks that the students took 

control over their learning by engaging in independent research to find the 

vocabulary items that they were going to use in their tasks. For this purpose, they 

benefited from both printed textbooks and online resources on the Internet. In 
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another research, Miller (2019) investigated how social media platforms, Facebook 

and Twitter, could be used to support teaching in beginner level Spanish classes. It 

was found out that such social media websites and applications can provide Spanish 

language learners with an online environment where they can have access to 

authentic language usage. The learners in the study, for example, could find more 

information about the culture of Spanish-speaking countries and read more 

authentic texts within the news on their own. In a similar vein, Zhang (2016, p.6) 

reported that by the help of digital technologies, the learners of English could access 

to “news, the hottest topics, and the most interesting information of other fields” 

and various accents of English which were resources for improving language skills 

yet still not having been designed specifically as language learning resources. 

Toffoli and Perrot (2017, p. 198) also discuss how different Web 2.0 and "informal 

online learning practices" can be related to the development of "various types of 

learner autonomy" such as personal autonomy, learner autonomy, language learner 

autonomy by providing access to various language learning resources. Online 

informal learning of English (OILE) was described as "a range of Internet-based 

communicative leisure activities through which learners are exposed to media 

content and interact with others in English" (Kusyk & Sockett, 2012, p. 45). In this 

regard, it is argued to be different from many other out-of-class language learning 

activities in the respect that "OILE [...] is a process driven by the intention to 

communicate, with language learning being only a by-product of this 

communication (Toffoli & Perrot, 2017, p. 201). At this point, it can be argued that 

those learners do not set themselves any learning goals, yet this is such a difficult 

task to explore since the learning goals may not be clearly stated by the learners as 
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the beginning of their learning experiences (Palfreyman, 2014). However, 

Palfreyman (2014, p, 183) also argues that “[learning goal] will provide direction 

and narrative structure to the learner’s experiences”. So, at an implicit level, those 

learners may still be setting themselves learning goals which can be realised by 

such OILE activities. Unlike learners of OILE, some learners may set themselves 

learning goals by the help of purpose-designed language learning applications. 

Nino (2015), for example, found that the learners set themselves learning goals with 

Duolingo language learning app. This can be partially explained with the built-in 

features of the application which enabled learners to work towards a learning goal 

in their target language. 

In terms of stimulating learner autonomy, Toffoli and Perrot (2017) suggest that 

OILE practices provide learners with both specific language-related opportunities, 

such as learning new vocabulary and expressions, exploring different accents 

around the world and developing listening, developing grammar and syntax 

knowledge, and general opportunities such as pursuing a specific area of interest to 

a learner in the target language, accessing to more up-to-date content, and accessing 

online resources for language studies. According to Toffoli and Perrot (2017, p. 

215), such increased target language use through leaving online comments, 

engagement with instructions on the Internet, and interaction in English contribute 

to the "L2 autonomy" of the learners. The notion of L2 autonomy is similar to one 

of the dimensions in Macaro’s (1997) framework for autonomy, autonomy as 

language competence which denotes that learners can communicate "largely 

without the help of a more competent speaker" (Hamilton, 2013, p. 42) once they 

have mastered the rule system at a reasonable level in the target language. Toffoli 
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and Perrot’s (2017) research is important because it shows what it is about the 

online environment that attracts learners to autonomous language learning 

practices. Online activities’ being "fun and educational’, allowing "authentic and 

spontaneous L2 use”, and being able to write "texts about [learners’] favourite 

series" are a few of these attractors (Toffoli & Perrot, 2017, p. 221). Such factors 

may show that the learners are interested in learning with resources and ways that 

interest them and fun for them. In this regard, Zhang (2016) found out that 

applications such as English fun dubbing make learners feel more motivated to 

learn English. The reason was that the learners could find and use “[English] 

dubbings of their interest” (Zhang, 2016, p. 7). In a similar vein, Gonulal (2019, p. 

317)) found that Instagram can make the learning process more fun since the 

learners could “[combine] pictures with texts”. However, while interest and fun 

may play an important factor, Toffoli and Perrot (2017) suggest that learners engage 

in the target language more when they are more digitally literate. Therefore, it can 

be understood that while OILE activities encourage more target language use and 

subsequently more autonomous language learning practices, digital literacy appears 

to be an important prerequisite to engage in such online activities. 

Within the scope of finding language resources by the help of digital technologies, 

Suvorov and Cabello (2017) aimed to find out how adaptive learning systems 

(ALS) could be supportive of the development of language learner autonomy. ALS 

is defined as "computer-based systems designed to adapt new content to students’ 

individual needs" (Suvorov & Cabello, 2017, p. 37). According to Wang and Liao 

(2011), the significance of ALSs lies in the potential for offering learners more 

personal learning experiences, addressing learners’ various needs in language 
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learning by providing different learning routes, and focusing on language skills to 

be improved by calculating the learners’ input in the system. Suvorov and Cabello 

(2017) found three main affordances of ALSs in their research: extended practice 

and review, adaptive learning, and instant scores and feedback. The ALSs were 

capable of offering learners tailor-made questions based on their performance in 

the ALS exercises. Therefore, learners could get more individualised practice on 

the system. In this regard, it can be seen that the ALSs were different from the 

behaviouristic CALL practices which offered the same repetitive drills for all the 

learners even if their L2 proficiency varied. Also, as the ALSs did not put any time 

limit in the exercises, learners could take control over the pace of learning, thereby 

showing a benefit for the development of learner autonomy. Since the ALS also 

asked how confident learners felt when answering each question, it stimulated 

"learners’ self-reflection" (Suvorov & Cabello, 2017, p. 53), which Schwienhorst 

(2008) suggests as an important facet of learner autonomy. Finally, the ALSs 

provided learners instant feedback and scores which showed their performance and 

what skills should be strengthened. Suvorov and Cabello (2017) suggest that instant 

scores and feedback encourage learners to identify weaknesses in their learning, 

and therefore contribute to the improvement of learner autonomy. Yet, concerning 

the latest affordance, the ALS does not differ greatly from the behaviouristic CALL 

practices in giving feedback. It can be suggested that instant feedback and scores 

could have been more supportive of learner autonomy if the learners were given 

more constructive feedback by the system, such as showing how the learners could 

correct their wrong answers. This is because Fuchs (2017, p. 182) found that limited 
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feedback discouraged some learners in her research from "self-regulating and self-

directing their learning".  

2.2.2.2 Opportunities for practising language skills 

As well as being able to access resources online to support their language learning 

tasks and activities, digital technologies also enable learners to practise their 

English in real terms. In Gonulal’s (2019) research which aimed to find out how 

English language learners used another social networking site, Instagram, and its 

pedagogical value for language learning. It was found out by Gonulal (2019) that 

Instagram had the potential to provide a platform where learners of English could 

practice what they had learnt throughout their school-life in their English subject 

classes and never had a proper chance to use in real-life beyond the classroom. By 

the help of Instagram, the learners could network and connect with real people from 

different countries around the world and engage in real-life conversations and 

interactions. It was highlighted by the participants of the research that Instagram 

provided an online environment where they can speak with native speakers or more 

advanced speakers of English, thereby improving their conversational skills in 

English, and even exploring different ways of putting forward what they would like 

to converse in English. By the help of Instagram, the participants could, therefore, 

have access to a source of opportunities to practice their English language skills. 

Authentic interaction and conversation with real people can play an important role 

in learners’ maintaining language learning motivation. The findings in Loewen’s 

et. al. (2019) study show that practising English with only repetition and dictation 

tasks based on typing what students hear on a language learning application such 
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as Duolingo can lead learners to feel less motivated due to the lack of real 

interaction. These findings in Gonulal’s (2019) study show that digital technologies 

not only provide access to material resources such as news, authentic texts and 

information about the culture of the target language, but also human resources. 

2.2.2.3 Opportunities for self-regulated language learning 

Digital technologies can also support learners’ autonomous language learning skills 

by providing them with opportunities to organise their learning. By using digital 

technologies, for example, the learners can learn at their own pace and speed (Nino, 

2015). Digital technologies also provide greater flexibility to learn a language in 

terms of time and place. It is reported in Loewen’s (2019) study that the learners 

could take advantage of any places to practice their target language by using 

Duolingo language learning app. The learners, for example, could use the time to 

do exercise while waiting for a coffee at a coffee shop, waiting for an order to arrive 

at a restaurant, waiting for a bus, or even when they were travelling abroad. Kondo 

et. al. (2012) also highlighted the appreciation of learners of English for the mobility 

feature of a language learning application. For example, similar to Loewen’s (2019) 

study, the students were observed to make use of the break time between their 

classes. While such learning practices may appear to be disorganised, some learners 

can take advantage of digital technologies to better manage their learning time. 

Nino (2015), for example, observed that some students set reminder notifications 

on the language learning app they had been using to practice every day. In a similar 

vein, Shadiev (2018) found out that some students tended to set a specific learning 

dates and times for their learning tasks and followed their deadlines to accomplish 
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tasks on the Calendar feature of their mobile multimedia learning system. 

Therefore, it is possible to understand that the learners can use digital technologies 

both on an any-time-and-any-place principle and on a more systematic and 

organised way. 

2.2.2.4 Opportunities to become a critical language learner 

While Gonulal’s (2019) study shows that Instagram can extend learners’ 

opportunities to engage in authentic interaction practices and be exposed to how 

English is being used by others beyond the classroom environment, it can also 

become a weakness in this regard for some learners of English. It was found out in 

the same study that some learners of English did not find English on Instagram very 

useful for practice since they observed that mostly informal English without a good 

basis of grammatical accuracy was being used. Few learners even suggested that 

Instagram could harm their learning English than helping them improve their 

English language skills. Such a review by the learners shows that the learners also 

exercise control over their language learning resources by evaluating them in terms 

of their pedagogical value. In another study which highlights that learners evaluate 

language learning resources on digital technologies, Nino (2015) showed that 

learners of foreign languages with mobile applications did not thrust the handy 

translation applications such as Google Translate since those learners realized that 

translations of words and phrases on such applications could produce wrong 

translations and make the students use wrong words and phrases and plagiarism in 

their works. Instead, those learners supported their translations by using 

concordance tools which show how a word or phrase could be used in different 
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contexts. Finally, Teng’s (2018, p. 113-114) research also found out that the 

learners of English exhausted various resources to reach an “accurate and complete 

information” for the meaning of vocabulary items by benefiting from digital 

technologies. In the light of these three studies, it is possible to understand that the 

digital technologies also extend the tools and platforms in which the learners can 

evaluate the reliability of the resources and information that they find on the 

Internet. 

While language learners can use digital technologies to find their language 

resources, they can also use them for reflecting their language learning process and 

understanding what works for them and not. Jitpaisarnwattana (2018), for example, 

documented that the students in digital storytelling project reported being more 

reflective both on their learning process and on their English writing. The particular 

reason in the context of that research was that the students were required to share 

what they had written with other classmates and teachers, and this has resulted in 

them to be more careful in what they were going to present in their written works. 

In another study, Nino (2015) reported that the students using Duolingo language 

learning application could set themselves goals and take short quizzes to monitor 

their overall learning and how they were doing. In addition to those, Shadiev (2018) 

found out that the students who used a mobile multimedia learning system could 

reflect on their learning by employing a number of strategies such as regularly 

checking their calendars, looking at their classmates’ works to compare their 

progress, and reviewing the annotations that they made on the learning system. 

Some students particularly felt a need to reflect on their learning and review their 

work because if there had been any incomplete parts in their works, they would be 
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commented on by their classmates. As a result, as Jitpaisarnwattana (2018) also 

highlights, the students can become more able to identify their weaknesses and 

identify and find ways and methods to overcome such shortcomings in their 

language learning. 

2.2.2.5 Opportunities to collaborate and interact for language 

learning 

Being able to network and connect with other people on the Internet also provide 

learners with a useful digital platform to interact and collaborate with other 

language users and learners, and thereby opening up opportunities to learn from 

each other among language learners. These studies show that digital technologies 

enable learners to get access to collaboration and interaction opportunities in 

various forms in their language learning. Hattem (2014), for example, investigated 

whether microblogging activities on Twitter can be harnessed in order to write in 

English at an advanced level English grammar course. During the tasks, the 

participants manifested of ways in which they could learn from their fellow 

learners. For example, while one participant pointed out being able to compare their 

written sentences on Twitter with each other to check whether they had used the 

language form required within the task correctly or not, another participant 

highlighted how they used to enrich the content of their sentences by looking at 

other students’ posts on Twitter to get inspiration. Learners’ being able to learn 

from each other’s works was also echoed by Miller (2019) and Shadiev (2018). 

According to a finding in Miller’s (2019) study, the participants were able to learn 

Spanish and get help in their writing Spanish by looking at other fellow learners’ 
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Facebook posts written in Spanish. In Shadiev’s (2018) study, the students who 

could review their classmates’ textual annotations and recorded audio files on a 

mobile multimedia learning system were able to benefit from such tasks in terms of 

how others finished their tasks, finding out whether there were any mistakes in their 

own work by comparing it to that of others and getting inspired with ideas to use in 

their own tasks. As Hattem (2014) acknowledges and as it can be seen from Miller’s 

(2019) and Shadiev’s (2018) studies, these findings particularly show that the 

students could find a way of using a digital technology beyond its original purpose. 

In another study, Loewen et. al. (2019) investigated the effectiveness of a language 

learning application, Duolingo. The participants in Loewen et. al.’s (2019) study 

studied Turkish as a foreign language in a controlled classroom environment. It was 

found out that the learners could follow the progress of their classmates and 

compare themselves how others were performing in completing the tasks on the 

Duolingo application. This, in turn, made the learners more motivated to engage 

with exercises on Duolingo application and make more progress in a way of 

competition with others. With this finding, Loewen et. al. (2019) supports a similar 

finding in Zhang’s (2016) study in which the students were required to create 

textual annotations to images by the help of an English fun dubbing application. As 

a result of the latter study, it was found out that the students used the platform to 

look at other students’ dubbings, thereby putting themselves in a competitive 

learning atmosphere. It is possible to understand from Loewen’s et. al. (2019) 

research that purpose-designed language learning application such as Duolingo 

could create a digital learning community in which the learners could monitor and 

reflect both on their learning and their fellow learners. As a result, this could create 
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a more motivating learning atmosphere among the learners.  Yet, it is also possible 

to observe here that the aim of the students appears to be more about making 

progress to compete with their fellow learners than setting and working towards 

their own language learning goals. 

In addition to the studies above, the learners can also learn from each other by 

working collaboratively on the same tasks and giving and receiving feedback 

among themselves. It was reported in Jitpaisarnwattana’s (2018) digital storytelling 

project research in a foreign language classroom that the students could learn from 

their classmates as the digital platform they had been using provided them with an 

opportunity to discuss and exchange ideas between each other, which in turn 

facilitated them to explore more different perspectives in their language learning. 

The students were also found to have benefited from getting feedback both from 

their classmates and their teacher to their digital story video. In a similar vein, 

Shadiev (2018) also found that digital technologies could create a collaborative 

working environment among the students. Their research suggested that the 

learners could leave feedback to one another by leaving comments to one another’s 

work. Such comments helped learners to reflect on their classmates’ work, find, if 

any, mistakes in their writings and make corrective suggestions to address any 

mistakes. As a result, the learners could revise their work and improve their writings 

and accomplish the task in a better way. One can infer from such a collaborative 

learning environment and learners’ exchange of feedback among themselves that 

autonomous language learning does not equal to learning on one’s own. 
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2.2.2.6 Opportunities to take control over psychological and 

emotional aspects of language learning 

Digital technologies can also provide opportunities for language learners to take 

control over their learning with regards to the psychological and emotional aspects 

of their learning. First of all, it was reported that language learners can learn in less 

stressful and more relaxed ways by using digital technologies. Shadiev (2018), for 

example, found that students who used a mobile multimedia learning system 

experienced lower levels of anxiety during their language practice. In a similar vein, 

Zhang (2016, p. 6) found out that an English fun dubbing application provided 

learners to feel less nervous in their spoken English skill as the application provided 

them “a domain […] to imitate authentic English”.  As well as making learners feel 

less stressful, digital technologies also make learners feel more courageous to try 

different things in their target language. In Hattem’s (2014) study in which the 

students were required to use Twitter and post sentences formed with academic 

English grammar. Yet, during the intervention process, some participants went 

beyond producing sentences of only academic English grammar, and they used 

different types of “language play, including repetition, joking, insulting, 

improvisational word games, foreign words and references, imaginary worlds and 

carnival language” (Hattem, 2014, p. 165), particularly by using Twitter as a chat 

application instead of a microblogging application. 
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2.2.2.7 Opportunities to become more independent for language 

learning 

In the light of the studies discussed above, it is also possible to understand that 

digital technologies can enable learners to be less dependent on their teachers and 

take more control over their learning. Hattem’s (2014) study, for example, shows 

how learners changed the way how they used Twitter other than they were required 

to use. In Suvorov and Cabello’s (2017) study, it was found that the learners could 

use their own strategies to access different resources such as watching YouTube 

videos or asking peer learners when they did not engage with the learning tool 

which was prescribed by their teacher. Yet, it can also be argued that language 

learners may still need their teachers in some regards. For example, 

Jitpaisarnwattana (2018) found that students learning English with a digital 

storytelling application found their teacher’s feedback very valuable. It was 

reported that teacher feedback “helped raise [students’] language awareness” 

(Jitpaisarnwattana, 2018, p. 150). In addition to that, the students also reported that 

their teacher’s facilitator and counsellor role within their projects helped them 

“understand their mistakes” (Jitpaisarnwattana, 2018, p. 154). Therefore, it is 

possible to understand that while in some regards the students can take more control 

over their learning and rely less on the support from their teachers, in some other 

aspects, the students may still need the support of their teachers. Yet, it can even be 

questioned whether students’ seeking such help from their teachers may also be a 

manifestation of their learner autonomy. Instead of searching for resources to 
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identify and correct their mistakes, the students may choose the easier way and ask 

their teachers. 

2.2.3 Challenges posed by digital technologies for autonomous 

language learning 

The studies as discussed above show that digital technologies can provide 

opportunities for the development of autonomous language learning. Yet, it is 

important to consider the challenges posed by digital technologies which can 

prevent the development of autonomous language learning. 

First of these challenges is e-safety when using digital technologies. Digital 

technologies have the potential to provide learners with the opportunities to take 

control over their learning. Yet, digital technologies also pose serious risks to 

learners, particularly children, if the necessary measures are not taken. Those risks 

include, but not limited to, “cyber-bullies, paedophiles, violent games, illicit 

downloading of personal information and commercial exploitations” (Cranner, 

Selwyn & Potter, 2012, p. 128). As has been discussed above, social networking 

platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram can provide opportunities to 

language learners to access to resources and to collaborate and interact with other 

learners and native speakers of the target language. Yet, Manca and Ranieri (2014, 

p, 12), for example, reports that social networking platforms such as Facebook can 

also make young learners open to the threat from “sexual predators, cyberstalking 

and cyberbullying” given that a large amount of personal information can be made 

public by the users. In addition to that, such social networking platforms can even 

create continuous bullying since unlike bullying at a physical school environment, 
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it does not come to an end when the schools go on a break (Muls, et. al., 2020). The 

effects of such risks can be detrimental to young people’s both school life and 

personal life, and for this reason, a number of measures can be taken. For example, 

e-safety training at schools can make learners understand more from their own 

online experiences, and thereby learning more about e-safety (Gray, 2018). In 

addition to that, parents and teachers can monitor how particularly children are 

using mobile devices and online video watching websites such as YouTube and 

Netflix, and they can inform children about the potential risks to themselves (Dashti 

& Yateem, 2018). Particularly at young ages, kindergartens and childcare centres 

can embed opportunities into their practice by which the children at young ages can 

learn about “digital citizenship and e-safety” (ibid.). 

Another challenge posed by digital technologies while learning languages 

autonomously is that the learners may lack the knowledge and skills needed to use 

digital technologies, which can be related to being digitally literate, or to put it 

another way, having digital literacy skills. Digital literacy can be understood as “an 

inter-related set of skills or competencies necessary got success in the digital age” 

(List, 2019, p. 147). Digital literacy skills are particularly important for language 

learners to master because to achieve real literacy skills in a language, the students 

need to improve themselves in terms of “how to find texts online, evaluate those 

texts, distinguish genuine from fake websites” (Hafner, Chik & Jones, 2015, p. 1). 

Yet, it would be wrong to assume that just because children are born into a highly 

technological world does not necessarily mean that they would be digitally literate. 

For example, even though the students may have access to the Internet, they may 
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lack the necessary critical thinking skills to evaluate the reliability of resources from 

the Internet (Li & Ranieri, 2010). 

A lack of digital literacy skills can hinder the development of autonomous language 

learning. Lai and Gu (2011), for example, reported that learners of a language as a 

foreign language with higher digital literacy skills showed higher engagement with 

digital technologies for learning on their own. In a similar vein, Toffoli and Perrot 

(2017) suggested that learners engaged in the target language through digital 

technologies more by themselves when they are more digitally literate. Yet, on the 

other hand, Castellano, Mynard and Rubesch (2011) found that even though the 

learners of English as a foreign language in their study showed interest in 

autonomous language learning, they did not have enough knowledge about the 

available digital technologies that they could use as well as knowledge and skills to 

make effective use of digital technologies which were already available to them at 

a self-access centre for language learning in their schools. Similar to that, Li (2013) 

found that learners of English as a foreign language with high levels of motivation 

to learn did not fully benefit from Web 2.0 technologies for language practice due 

to their lack of digital skills to source and find language learning resources through 

digital technologies. This challenge of not being able to select resources can be 

more problematic when the abundance of information on the Internet is taken into 

consideration (Bailly, 2010). As a result, it is possible to observe a link between the 

level of digital literacy skills and learners’ engagement with digital technologies for 

autonomous language learning. Therefore, a lack of digital skills may prevent 

learners from fully exploiting the benefits of digital technologies for autonomous 

language learning. 
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Another challenge with learning with digital technologies can be that prevalence of 

digital technologies in today’s world can create the impression that students will 

adopt digital technologies more in their autonomous language learning. Yet, as 

some studies show, one size does not fit all, and not every student may prefer to 

integrate digital technologies to their language learning practices. Although it has 

not been highlighted in many studies, Gao (2019) drew attention to the physical 

negative effects of digital technologies. For example, it was reported in Gao’s 

(2019) study that some students raised concerns about digital technologies’ possible 

harm for their eyes and skin. Therefore, this can constitute a physical barrier for 

students against autonomous language learning with digital technologies. It would 

be insensible to expect such students to engage with digital technologies for 

learning purposes despite their health concerns. In another study, Kamnoetsin 

(2014) found that students might not be comfortable with sharing posts in English 

on social media platforms as part of classwork to practice English. The concern of 

participants was that their posts or comments could be seen by their friends and 

family members. Although such posting and commenting features of social media 

platforms were seen as a resource of feedback and opportunity to improve writing 

in some studies (e.g. Miller, 2019; Shadiev, 2018), Kamnoetsin (2014) shows that 

some students may have social concerns which in turn can become a constraint for 

learning the target language by the help of digital technologies. In a similar vein, 

the distraction potential of digital technologies might be another challenge for some 

students. In Gikas and Grant’s (2013) study, it was observed that while social 

networking applications can be advantageous in terms of quickly accessing the 

information, communication with classmates and providing a number of different 
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ways to learn, they can also distract learners from their learning, and thereby 

affecting their concentration on the learning tasks. Finally, particularly when a 

single technology is selected by another authority such as teachers or researchers 

than the learners themselves, digital technologies may create a gap across genders 

in terms of technology use for language learning. In Zhonggen’s (2018, p. 227) 

study, four types of vocabulary learning games were used for English vocabulary 

acquisition, and it was observed that the scores of male students ‘outperformed[sic]’ 

the scores of female students. It was also observed that male students both showed 

more interest and spent more time engaging with gaming applications than female 

students. This observed difference across gender groups in terms of scores, interest 

and time put in learning with gaming applications draws the attention to the point 

that learners themselves need to have a say in what technology they would like to 

use or to offer a range of digital technologies among which learners can select. 

Otherwise, as it was observed in Zhonggen’s (2018) study, it can put one group into 

a more disadvantageous position than others in terms of autonomous language 

learning. 

In Gao’s (2019) study, the participant students also voiced another challenge posed 

by digital technologies which is about communication. The studies in the previous 

part which discussed the opportunities offered by digital technologies showed that 

learners can access to numerous language practice opportunities with digital 

technologies both in spoken and written format, particularly by the help of social 

networking applications such as Facebook and Instagram. Yet, Gao (2019, p. 77) 

reported that communication over such social media platforms may also cause 

miscommunication in the target language as “[communication] is not as direct as 
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face-to-face communication”. The reason might be that communication by digital 

means might lack the non-verbal cues in communication such as body language and 

eye contact (Junco & Chickering, 2010). For students who may need the support of 

such non-verbal aspects of communication for complete meaningful 

communication, it might be difficult to access such numerous opportunities of 

practice in the target language by the help of digital technologies. As a result, this 

situation may also become a challenge for students to fully exploit the affordances 

of digital technologies for autonomous language learning.  

Related to e-safety, digital citizenship can both help tackle with e-safety concerns 

and benefit from the opportunities of digital technologies for learning. According 

to The International Society for Technology in Education (2019, n.p.), digital 

citizenship is one of the important elements of education, and it suggests that 

students should be able to “recognize the rights, responsibilities and opportunities 

of living, learning and working in an interconnected digital world, and they act and 

model in ways that are safe, legal and ethical”. The importance of digital citizenship 

is both recognised by education providers (Herold, 2016) and global technology 

companies such as Google (Google for Education, n.d.) and Microsoft (n.d.) which 

provide digital citizenship and safety course and digital literacy course respectively. 

Therefore, fostering digital citizenship identity of children can help to address e-

safety issues in their life, and both to enable learners to take better advantage of 

digital technologies and to attain digital citizenship, and thereby achieving e-safety, 

language learners need to improve themselves with digital literacy skills. 
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2.2.4 Understanding of technology in this research 

In light of these studies, it can be suggested that technologies can be supportive of 

autonomous language learning and encourage learners to take control over their 

learning. As Benson (2011, p. 152) puts it: 

…they [technology-based approaches] place the learner (as controller 

of the technological device) in direct control of key aspects of the 

learning process; they allow wider access to authentic target language 

sources; and they also allow wider access to authentic interactive use 

of the target language.  

It is also possible to see that digital technologies pose challenges for autonomous 

language learning. However, most studies in the field focus on the relationship 

between learner autonomy and technologies within one specific technology. Each 

study aimed to find out how one specific technology, which was either chosen by 

the teacher or the school, could be supportive of autonomous language learning. 

Such practices are in a sense similar to the early work on learner autonomy where 

the main focus was on supporting the learners with rich resources in self-access 

centres and training learners how to use these resources for self-directed learning 

(Benson, 2013). As Benson (2013, p. 840) argues, "learner control was, in effect, 

both institutionalized and other-initiated". Due to technological developments and 

learners becoming more digitally literate, however, the "locus of control [originals 

in italic]" was transferred back to the learners, and autonomous language learning 

turned out to be "self-initiated and carried out without the intervention, or even 

knowledge, of language teachers" (Benson, 2013, p. 840). This point is also 

reflected in the understanding of autonomous language learning in the previous 

section. 
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It could be suggested that removing the option for learners to choose the technology 

seems to be in incongruence with the principle of autonomous language learning, 

which is having choices (Hamilton, 2013). Conole (2008) also suggests that 

learners placed more value in the technologies which they came up with 

themselves. As discussed above, one specific technology does not fit each student. 

Also, studies show that, with the advent of new technologies and their ubiquitous 

availability, learners have opportunities to manifest their autonomous language 

learning in new ways. Therefore, there have been calls in the literature to look at 

the nature of the relationship between technology and autonomous language 

learning, and how learners interact with various technological resources and 

platforms (Lai, 2017, p. 166). This study aims to shed a light on this relationship by 

investigating how technologies can be supportive of autonomous language learning 

within a context in which learners could choose the technology they want to engage 

with. It is worth noting that the nature of this relationship between technology and 

autonomous language learning comprises of both the learners’ learning experiences 

and technologies. To understand these experiences, and thereby the dynamic nature 

of this relationship, this research makes use of the theory of affordances (Gibson, 

1979) as a theoretical framework. However, before moving on to the discussion of 

this theory, it essential to give an account of what is considered to constitute 

technology in this research. As Hamilton (2013) suggests, technology as a concept 

can have different interpretations. 

The concept of technology is not an easy one to define. In its original meaning, the 

word technology is a combination of two words, techne and logía, which can 

respectively be translated as "skill, art or craft" and "the understanding of 
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something, or as a branch of knowledge" (Selwyn, 2017, p. 8). According to Selwyn 

(2017, p. 8), this shows that technology can comprise "processes and practices of 

doing things, understanding things and developing knowledge". In addition to that, 

it is possible to understand many other things from technology, as well. Computer 

devices such as smartphones, laptops, tablets, desktop computers; electronic 

devices such as digital cameras, projectors, smartboards; artificial intelligence 

systems such as self-controlling robotics; software programmes such as word 

processors, search engines and games are just a number of computerised devices 

which can be labelled as modern technologies (Selwyn, 2017). In a similar vein to 

show that technology does not have a single definition, Arthur (2009, p. 28) 

suggests three definitions to technology: 

The first and most basic [definition] is that a technology is a means to 

fulfil a human purpose.[…] As a means, a technology may be a 

method or process or device. [In the second definition] technology as 

an assemblage of practices and components. This covers technologies 

[…] that are collections or toolboxes of individual technologies and 

practices. [In the third definition] technology as the entire collection 

of devices and engineering practices available to a culture. 

Despite being such a nebulous term, however, an understanding of tools or tool 

systems has been one of the most common views of technology (Osborne, 2014). 

As Wegerif (2002, p. 2) suggests, "technology is a broad term for human tools 

systems" which mediates the "human learning and thinking". Golonka, Bowles, 

Frank, Richardson, and Freynik’s (2014) review of types of technologies used in 

foreign language learning can help to display a small fragment of what technology 

as a tool or a device can refer to (Table 6). 
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Table 6 Review of technologies (adapted from Golonka et. al. (2014)) 

Title of reviewed technologies Sub-categories 

Schoolhouse- or classroom-

based technologies 
• Course management system 

• Interactive whiteboard 

• ePortfolio 

Individual study tools • Corpus 

• Electronic dictionary 

• Electronic gloss or annotation 

• Intelligent tutoring system 

• Grammar checker 

• Automatic speech recognition (ASR) and 

pronunciation program 

Network-based social 

computing 
• Virtual world or serious game 

• Chat 

• Social networking 

• Blog 

• Internet forum or message board 

• Wiki 

Mobile and portable devices • Tablet PC or PDA 

• iPod 

• Cell phone or smartphone 

As can be seen from these definitions and descriptions above, the concept of 

technology can refer to a wide range of different concepts based on how it is used 

or the nature of the technology that is being used, and that technology is not just 

limited to the tools or artefacts (Selwyn, 2017). Considering technology as tools 

provides a limited perspective of what can be done with them (Osborne, 2014). It 

has been suggested that tools are inclined to be "positivist in nature" which can 

"have specific purposes that they were designed to achieve" (Osborne, 2014, p. 

389). Yet, what can be done with a tool can be more than the initial design 

intentions. For example, technological tools are not built-in with ill-nature to bully 

or harass their users. Therefore, it is not the machines or the technological tools 

which make people go through harmful experiences such as bullying or harassment. 
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If that had been the case, it would be possible to explain such harmful behaviours 

with technological determinism. On the contrary, such behaviours are caused by 

the acts of people themselves, and they are the “handiwork of humans” (Chayko, 

2017, p.44). In another example to show that technology is more than tools and 

artefacts, Selwyn (2017) gives the example of the Internet. Selwyn (2017, p. 8) 

states that almost everyone now would refer to the activities they have involved 

online and the knowledge they get from such activities, rather than just the material 

parts of the "networks of computing devices that support the Internet". In a similar 

vein, but within the scope of technology in learning environments, Hanson-Smith 

(2000, p. 2, cited in Benson, 2011, p. 149) notes that "changes wrought by 

technology far exceeded the designers’ original intentions, often leading to new 

ways of teaching and learning…[and] more independence and self-sufficiency for 

students who are moved to take responsibility for and control of their own learning". 

So, it can be suggested that learners also see technology as more than just a tool, a 

machine or an artefact, and to understand how learners go beyond the original 

intentions of designers, a new understanding of digital technologies is needed. To 

achieve such a new understanding, this study first narrows its focus onto digital 

technologies, which are separate from the analogue technologies. In today’s world, 

the difference between two might be very obvious, but a blackboard (not the virtual 

course management system) is also a technology which, as Osborne (2014) states, 

is one of the few to be designed for educational purposes. Therefore, it is useful to 

narrow the scope of what technology refers to in the first instance. Secondly, this 

research aligns itself with the view of digital technologies as a digital environment. 

As stated above, the main reason for adopting an understanding of digital 
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technologies as an environment is due to the aim of exploring how digital 

technologies can be taken advantage of without limiting them into a deterministic 

nature. 

The digital environment is comprised of digital spaces which are inhabited and 

converted to digital places by the people. Digital spaces can be considered as what 

the designers or developers of a digital tool or platform created at a technical level 

with the software codes. Yet, such digital spaces at a technical level are then 

occupied and used by people, and in this way, space is transformed into a place. It 

takes a level of “value of social meaning, convention or cultural understanding” 

(Osborne, 2014, p. 94). Such digital places within a digital environment show 

similarities with the real physical places. For example, as Osborne (2014, p. 89) 

notes, the language which is used to describe digital technologies is also similar to 

the language which is used to talk about places in a real environment, such as 

"websites, address bars, going online, visiting a digital location [originals in italic]", 

and use of such a similar language with real life is not without any grounds. 

Chayko’s (2008) research, for example, show how online digital spaces can be 

converted to online digital places by people creating online communities. It is 

particularly interesting to see that the experiences of the people who spend time in 

such online places are reminiscent of experiences in a physical non-digital world. 

For example, the participants in Chayko’s (2008, p. 7) study reported that they had 

an “extremely tightly bonded community that simply cannot be found in normal 

daily life” and they had felt relieved “to have this place [online community space] 

to vent and be able to get feedback and sympathy”. By using such “place-based 

metaphors”, people feel their experiences are “more collective, more visible, even 
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more tangible” (Chayko, 2017). For example, it is possible to observe in Chayko’s 

(2008, p. 24) research that people refer to an online forum website as “a place where 

rock fans can gather to celebrate the band they love[…], where [they] speak to 

friends [they] have not seen in a while[…]; it’s [their] little gathering place [italics 

in original]”. Such accounts of Chayko’s (2008) study participants imply that a 

technical online space which is constructed of tools and software coding can be 

occupied and used by a group of people, and thereby converting this online space 

to digital place by attributing some social value to it. 

In a similar vein, Herrington and Parker (2013, p. 612) suggest that learners 

consider technology as a "whole new world". In their study, even Herrington and 

Parker (2013) started their research with an understanding of digital technologies 

as tools, in which they asked the participants to use technological tools and engage 

in three different activities. Yet, it was found out within the study that a 

considerable number of participants experienced digital technologies as a whole 

new world. In another study, particularly in the area of learner autonomy, 

Schwienhorst (2008), for example, holds the view that learner autonomy is more 

related to "learner-centred approach to learning" according to which "learners are 

encouraged to critically reflect on their learning process and develop a personally 

meaningful relation to it" (p. 11), and the development of learner autonomy entails 

"reflection and awareness […]; interaction and collaboration […]; and 

experimentation and active collaboration" (p. 12). Schwienhorst (2008) considers 

the technology in his research, the Multi-user, object-oriented (MOO) environment 

which is customizable online chatrooms, as a virtual environment, or as a digital 

environment in this research, which is different from the real environment. He 
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suggests that MOO environment can be supportive of the development of learner 

autonomy by becoming a place for learners where they can reflect on their learning; 

use the target language by particularly meeting a good number of people to 

communicate; and experiment with the language by accessing various resources. In 

a similar vein, Hamilton (2013, p. 51) also shows how technology can become a 

digital environment by suggesting that "[b]eyond the classroom, technological 

social networks are well-populated and have grown exponentially", which suggests 

that "electronic space has the potential to provide a previously unattainable 

opportunity for linguistic freedom within a rich communicative environment". 

Benson and Chik (2010, p. 63) also consider websites such as video-sharing site 

YouTube, an image and video sharing site Flickr, an animated fan fiction site 

FanFiction.Net, and the site of a multi-player online game called World of Warcraft 

as "globalised online spaces". Because of the wide availability of such digital 

technologies, Benson and Chik (2010) suggest that globalised online spaces can 

stimulate the development of autonomous language learning by providing a digital 

environment where the learners can use the target language by engaging in online 

content creation and discussion with other contributors. Finally, Osborne (2014) 

conceptualizes digital technologies as digital environments, and his research shows 

how digital technologies could become an extension of the physical classroom 

environment. While Facebook, for example, acts as "a place for building 

relationships and receiving feedback on progress over the course of the module" 

(Osborne, 2014, p. 417), a software called Adobe Visual Communicator becomes 

a place for learners to "create and then to reflect on what has been created, to cycle 

thinking" (Osborne, 2014, p. 226). Although Osborne’s (2014) research focuses on 
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the relationship between technologies and authentic assessment and thereby is not 

directly related to autonomous language learning, it is helpful with regards to 

showing that digital technologies can be conceptualised as a digital environment. 

In the light of the discussion so far, two points can be understood about the notion 

of technology. The first is that digital technologies support autonomous language 

learning, but learners’ use of technology can exceed the designers’ initial intentions 

for any specific technology. The studies discussed above show that learners could 

use digital technologies for different purposes and needs. Therefore, how these 

digital technologies can provide support varies. Secondly, it is possible to 

conceptualise digital technologies as a digital environment on their own right. 

Rather than seeing digital technologies as part of "tools that exist on the edge of 

learning, that are brought in and applied to real learning’, technology itself can be 

considered as a digital environment (Osborne, 2014, p. 389). Such an understanding 

of technology brings the literature review to another important discussion of how 

autonomous language learning can be aligned with such an understanding of digital 

technologies as a digital environment. The next section will, therefore, return to the 

theory of affordances to provide this theoretical basis and framework. 

2.3 The theory of affordances 

So far, the previous two sections of the literature review have focused on two 

important concepts in this research: learner autonomy and digital technologies.  

Autonomous language learning was operationalised as learning or studying English 

without the direct control or influence of a teacher and taking control over one’s 
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own learning with self-determined and volitional tasks and activities. This present 

study adopted the view that learners have a natural tendency to take control over 

their language learning, and whether they respond to the opportunities available for 

language learning on the digital technologies or not can also become a 

manifestation of learners’ taking control over their learning. 

Concerning the understanding of digital technologies, this present study distanced 

itself from seeing digital technologies as a material tools or tools system and aligned 

itself with a view of digital technologies as a digital environment. In this regard, 

therefore, this study also avoided seeing digital technologies as having a 

deterministic character, which implies that "technologies possessing inherent 

qualities and being capable of having predictable impacts or effects on students, 

teachers and educational institutions if used in a correct manner" (Selwyn, 2017, p. 

37).  

In the light of these accounts of two main notions in this research, a theory is sought 

in which the relationship between autonomous language learning and digital 

technologies can be discovered in a way that digital technologies can still be 

supportive of autonomous language learning, but not in deterministic cause-and-

effect nature. This research turns to the theory of affordances for this exploration. 

the next section will, therefore, provide an account of the origin of the theory of 

affordances, how it is adopted in autonomous language learning studies, and how it 

can be appropriated to a digital environment in this research. 
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2.3.1 The origins of the theory of affordances 

The theory of affordances is part of a wider, ecological approach to visual 

perception, and the term was coined by Gibson (1979) who, as a psychologist, 

argued that humans perceived the environment around them directly. The view of 

indirect perception which he argued against suggested that the world was 

meaningless, and meaning was bestowed upon the environment by humans. Such 

perception works in a way whereby humans collect information from the 

environment and process it to make meaning of the environment. As Chemero 

(2003, p. 181) puts it, "[the brain] performs inferences on the sensation, yielding a 

meaningful perception". With his ecological approach to visual perception, Gibson 

(1979) suggested that the humans (or originally animals as a unit of analysis in his 

book) did not need to collect pieces of information and recombine them in the brain. 

Instead, he argued that humans already live in a meaningful environment. To put it 

another way, Chemero (2003, p. 181) interpreted direct perception in a way that 

"meaning is in the environment, and perception does not depend on meaning-

conferring inferences; instead, the animal simply gathers information from a 

meaning-laden environment". Within this larger theory for direct perception, 

Gibson (1979, p. 127) developed his theory of affordances to explain how "the 

meanings of things in the environment can be directly perceived" by humans. 

Gibson (1979, p. 127, originals in italic) defines the concept of affordances in the 

following way: 

The affordances of the environment are what it offers the animal, what 

it provides or furnishes, either for good or ill. The verb to afford is 

found in the dictionary, the noun affordance is not. I have made it up. 
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I mean by it something that refers to both the environment and the 

animal in a way that no existing term does. It implies the 

complementarity of the animal and the environment. 

In this definition, Gibson (1979) suggested that the concept of affordances has a 

relational character which implies that affordances occur from the relationship 

between animals, or humans, and the environment. When humans look at an object 

in the environment, what they perceive is not its "qualities" such as the colour, 

texture, or size, but what the affordances of this object are (Gibson, 1979, p. 134). 

Yet, when the concept of affordances refers to both sides in this relationship, it 

produces a different ontology which cuts the dichotomy of subjective/objective: 

An important fact about the affordances of the environment is that 

they are in a sense objective, real, and physical, unlike values and 

meanings, which are often supposed to be subjective, phenomenal, 

and mental. But, actually, an affordance is neither an objective 

property nor a subjective property; or it is both if you like. An 

affordance cuts across the dichotomy of subjective-objective and 

helps us to understand its inadequacy. It is equally a fact of the 

environment and a fact of behavior. It is both physical and psychical, 

yet neither. An affordance points both ways, to the environment and to 

the observer (Gibson, 1979, p. 129) 

Osborne (2014) interprets this conception of affordances as showing that while any 

object can afford something for a human, the same object may afford different 

things to different humans. In Gibson’s (1979) words, for example, a stone "can be 

a paperweight, a bookend, a hammer, or a pendulum bob. It can be piled on another 

rock to make a cairn or a stone wall". While the object at this example is the same 

stone, it can afford different things to different humans "both in the same contexts 

and in different contexts" (Osborne, 2014, p. 52). In this regard, Gibson (1979, p. 

128) compares the affordances to the niches of the environment, "a niche is a set of 

affordances".  From an ecological perspective, the concept of niche "refers more to 
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how an animal lives than where it lives" and "[t]he natural environment offers many 

ways of life, and different animals have different ways of life" (Gibson, 1979, p. 

128). Various conditions of the natural environment enable humans and many other 

living organisms to occupy a niche, i.e. to take advantage of different ways of living 

such as getting food, sheltering, and moving around.  

The way that the natural environment provides humans with many offerings for a 

living is reminiscent of how digital technologies can offer different possibilities to 

learners for autonomous language learning. It can be suggested that as humans 

occupy and take advantage of different affordances in the natural environment 

simply for living, so learners can also take advantage of different affordances in a 

digital environment for autonomous language learning. As discussed in the 

previous section, the ways that digital technologies can support autonomous 

language learning in different ways (e.g. Suvorov & Cabello, 2017; Toffoli & 

Perrot, 2017) to different learners can be regarded as supporting this interpretation. 

While the environment provides affordances to humans, humans tend to make 

alterations in their environment to change "what it [environment] affords him 

[humans]" (Gibson, 1979, p. 130). Humans change the shape and the layout of the 

environment to make life easier by "cutting, clearing, levelling, paving, and 

building", thereby making "more available what benefits him and less pressing what 

injures him [sic]" (Gibson, 1979, p. 130). At this point, Gibson (1979, p. 130) 

reminds the reader that the environment which was artificially constructed from the 

natural environment did not constitute a new environment, but it was just "the same 

old environment modified by [hu]man". Gibson’s (1979) conception that humans 

reconstruct their environment to change what it affords reflects what Lai (2017, p. 
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58) observes, that "language learners do actively manipulate various physical and 

non-physical resources to create learning opportunities outside the language 

classroom". It is possible to understand that learners are also in the pursuit of 

finding affordances beyond the classroom for language learning purposes. 

The aspect of affordances that humans can make them more available by altering 

their environment leads to an important question: What makes humans perceive or 

attend these affordances? To continue with the example of a stone, for example, it 

can be used both as a paperweight and a hammer. These are just two possibilities 

of what a stone can afford to humans, but not everyone attends or perceives these 

affordances all the time. Gibson (1982) suggested that it is the "the needs" that 

"control the perception of affordances […] and also initiate acts". To quote Heft 

(1989, p. 13), "an affordance is perceived in relation to some intentional act, not 

only in relation to the body’s physical dimensions". As Gibson (1979, p. 130) 

clarifies, "the observer may or may not perceive or attend to the affordance, 

according to his […] needs, but the affordance, being invariant, is always there to 

be perceived". Therefore, it can be understood that needs and intentions lead 

humans to attend to the affordances in their environment. This point is relevant in 

this research because while there will be different affordances available in the 

digital environment, and it will be the needs and the intentions of the learners in 

this research which show what affordances there are for autonomous language 

learning. 
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2.3.2 Affordances and autonomous language learning 

The concept of affordances has long been discussed and adopted within various 

communities and disciplines such as psychology, design, and education (Osborne, 

2014). As it is most relevant to this study, it is imperative to look at how the concept 

of affordances was appropriated and adopted in other studies which focused on 

autonomous language learning. 

Murray and Fujishima (2013) focused on a social learning space, which was later 

named after English Café, with the main purpose of providing learners with an 

environment where learners could meet and improve their oral communication 

skills by interacting with other English-speaking students. By adopting an 

ecological perspective, Murray and Fujishima (2013) aimed to find out the 

affordances which gave rise to the opportunities for oral practice. This research is 

relevant to this present research because it shows how affordances arose from the 

learners’ interaction with the environment, which represents the original conception 

of affordances as having a relational character. The study found that English Café 

as a social learning space offered many affordances for autonomous language 

learning. One of the important affordances was that learners did not feel the 

pressure that they would feel in a classroom. Because the café was available to visit 

any time, learners were able to practice their oral communication skills in a more 

relaxed way. Another noteworthy finding was that the English Café offered an 

affordance of making friends with international students and speaking with them in 

English, which again contributed to learners’ improved speaking skills. In addition 

to these two points, the English Café also provided learners with the affordances to 
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learn more about other cultures, to get individual one-to-one language support when 

they needed it, and to talk about their learning and thereby enhance their 

metacognitive knowledge and skills. These findings are particularly important as 

they show that it is not only the material objects in an environment which offer 

affordances but learners themselves can also offer affordances to each other. In this 

way, it supports the conception of affordances that "the richest and most elaborate 

affordances of the environment are provided by […] other people" (Gibson, 1979, 

p. 135). 

In another study, Hamilton (2013) focused on the relationship between a virtual 

learning environment (VLE) and learner autonomy. Hamilton (2013) also adopted 

an ecological approach to explore the relationship between learner autonomy and a 

VLE, and the concept of affordances constituted one of the cornerstones in this 

exploration. Yet, this study is included here not because of its findings, but the way 

that affordances are conceptualised and appropriated in the study. Hamilton (2013) 

considers affordances as materials or resources which can be intentionally designed 

and built into digital technology. However, the idea that affordances can be pre-

determined and integrated into digital technology is in incongruent with the original 

conception of affordances by Gibson (1979). As discussed above, affordances exist 

from the relationship between the organisms and their natural environments, 

according to which affordances in Hamilton’s (2013) conceptualisation are 

positioned at the environment-end of this two-end relationship. However, when 

considered in terms of a digital environment, it is difficult to grasp affordances in 

advance since it will be impossible to predict what affordances the learners can get 

from a digital environment. 
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In the light of Murray and Fujishima’s (2013) research, it can be understood that 

affordances can provide a theoretical basis to find out how an environment can 

provide opportunities for autonomous language learning. Yet, Hamilton’s (2013) 

research leads to another important point of how affordances can be appropriated 

into a digital environment while still maintaining their original conception. 

This present research refers to the original conception of the theory of affordances 

as suggested by Gibson (1979) to explain the relationship between autonomous 

language learning and digital technologies. The relational nature of the concept of 

affordances, which cuts the dichotomy between an objective and subjective nature, 

can be particularly useful to explore this relationship in a non-deterministic way. 

2.4 Chapter summary 

Collectively, the literature review has presented accounts of three main concepts in 

this study: learner autonomy, technology as a digital environment, and affordances.  

Concerning learner autonomy, the philosophical underpinnings of the concept were 

discussed and theoretical definitions and models of it were presented. The concept 

was operationalised in the following way: 

An autonomous language learner is a learner who learns or study 

English without the direct control or influence of a teacher and takes 

control over his/her learning English with self-determined and 

volitional tasks and activities. 

In the second section, the notion of technology was discussed about autonomous 

language learning. Research studies which aimed to develop learners’ capacity to 

learn autonomously were discussed. It was suggested that a deterministic approach 
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to technology limited what other opportunities it could offer. Therefore, this 

research aligned itself with the view of digital technologies as a digital 

environment. 

This research aims to explore the relationship between digital technologies and 

autonomous language learning. When the final accounts of autonomous language 

learning and digital technologies are considered, the literature review presents the 

question: what is the relationship between an autonomous language learner, as in 

the above account, and digital technologies as a digital environment like? 

At this point, this literature review turned to the theory of affordances of Gibson 

(1979) to frame the thinking of this relationship in this research. A language learner 

already possesses a capacity to learn languages autonomously, and a digital 

environment provides or furnishes affordances to a language learner to learn 

autonomously by providing opportunities to take control over one’s own learning. 

That is to say, in the same way, that the niches of the natural environment provide 

various ways of life to humans, there are niches of the digital environment which 

the learners can occupy to learn languages autonomously, and digital environments 

provide affordances to learners to manifest their autonomous language learning. 

Having reviewed the relevant literature, this thesis now continues with the 

methodology of the research. 
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Chapter 3 Methodology-1: Research 

Paradigm, Ethical Considerations and 

Sampling of the Participants 

This research aims to understand the relationship, in the form of affordances, 

between autonomous language learning and digital technologies. This chapter 

discusses Q-methodology, which is the methodological approach to be used in this 

research, together with its underlying principles and methods of data collection and 

analysis. The chapter will be structured into three sub-sections. The present chapter 

gives an account of the theory and the principles of Q-methodology and discusses 

why it is suitable for this research. This section also presents how ethical 

considerations were addressed in this research and how participants were recruited. 

The second chapter will present the survey of digital technologies used in order 

both to identify the digital technologies used at the time of the research and also to 

recruit participants for the main data collection method of Q-sorting. The third 

chapter of the methodology will present the data collection and analysis procedure 

in Q methodology. 

Before moving to a discussion of Q-methodology, the methodological approach of 

this research will be presented as a case study mixed methods approach, and it will 

be followed by a reflection on the ontological and epistemological premises which 

underlie the phenomenon under investigation will be provided. This reflection 

contrasts the main research paradigms. A discussion about research paradigms 
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informs the methodological decisions by providing "[a] way of looking at or 

researching phenomena, a world view, a view of what counts as accepted or correct 

scientific knowledge or way of working" (Cohen et al., 2018, p. 8). However, Pring 

(2015) warns against making an either/or decision among the paradigms since that 

might, as Cohen et al. (2018, p. 8) put it, "massively over-simplifies the real world, 

which is complex and complicated". Also, paradigms are already built upon and 

espouse different ontologies and epistemologies. So, rather than adopting a priori 

paradigm and compelling it to fit into a certain research paradigm, this chapter 

discusses the ontological and epistemological underpinnings of affordances 

independently and subsequently moves to present Q methodology. 

3.1 A case study mixed methods approach to research 

This study aimed to find out what affordances digital technologies can provide for 

autonomous language learning in a Norwegian context. While there have been 

studies in the Norwegian context which looked at autonomous language learning, a 

review of the literature suggested that no study had looked at whether digital 

technologies provide any affordances for autonomous language learning. 

Therefore, this study adopted a case study mixed methods approach to fill this gap 

in the literature in terms of the relationship between digital technologies and 

autonomous language learning in the Norwegian context. 

A case study can consist of one single case or multiple cases. Indeed, Punch (2005, 

p. 144) argues that “almost anything can serve as a case” in a research study, and 

Tight (2016, p. 378) also asserts that “all research could be said to involve the study 



   

 

104 

of cases”. Yet, case studies involve a more holistic analytical approach to what is 

to be studied, and the cases are studied within their original context (Tight, 2016). 

While planning a case study, Thomas (2011) separates the subject and the object of 

the case being studied. According to this distinction, the subject of a case study 

refers to the focus of the research while the object refers to what needs to be 

explained within the case. As Cohen (2018, p. 383) illustrates, the subject may refer 

to “an education system, a school, a group of students” while the object to be 

explained can be “the structures, management effectiveness and levels of 

achievement”. When this distinction between a subject and an object of a case study 

is applied to this research, the subject, i.e. the focus of this research, is on students 

studying at an upper-secondary school within the Norwegian education system, and 

the object of the study, i.e. what is to be explained with those students, is what 

affordances the digital technologies can provide to them for autonomous language 

learning.  

According to Cohen (2018, p. 376), “case studies are set in temporal, geographical, 

organizational, institutional and other contexts that enable boundaries to be drawn 

around the case.” In this research, the most important characteristics of the school 

setting where the study was situated that helped to select this school as the case was 

that there was an interest in using digital technologies for language learning 

purposes among the students and the teachers. Also, the students’ online comments 

on how they are learning both in their English classes and outside the school suggest 

that there are anecdotal traces of autonomous language learning among the students. 

In a case study, it is imperative for events and situations to be allowed to speak for 

themselves, rather than to be heavily interpreted, evaluated or judged by the 
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researcher. It is indeed one of the key characteristics of case studies that a single 

reality is rejected, and the researcher should be open and reflexive to explore 

multiple realities within the case studied (Cohen, 2018). In this regard, this research 

used Q-methodology, which will be introduced in more detail in the following 

sections, to capture how digital technologies can provide affordances for 

autonomous language learning. The reason for selecting Q-methodology is due to 

its methodological principles. In Q-methodology, the participants of a study, which 

can be a case study as well, speak for themselves through the Q-sorting technique 

without being heavily interpreted. The subjectivity of each participant is captured 

by their complete Q-sorts which does not leave much room for the researcher to 

change the essence of what the participants put forward as their viewpoints. 

While it is imperative to allow the participants to speak for themselves, it is also 

important to collect data from as many sources as possible in a case study. This is 

because case studies focus on a case and try to analyse it in more depth within its 

original context (Denscombe, 2014). This entails the researcher to approach the 

case being studied to be explored from multiple perspectives with multiple data 

collection tools, and this subsequently recalls the use of mixed-method research 

approach. According to Creswell and Plano-Clark (2011, p. 5), mixed-method 

research provides the opportunity to use qualitative and quantitative data together 

in one research study or different phases of research, and the aim of which is “to 

give a greater understanding of the topic or problem in question rather either a 

quantitative or qualitative approach on its own would provide”. This aim aligns 

with the important feature of case studies which is to collect data from multiple 

sources when analysing the case. Therefore, as it will be described in the next 
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chapters of the methodology part of this research, this research also used both 

qualitative and quantitative data collection methods together which were wrapped 

in a Q-methodological approach to provide an in-depth analysis of the affordances 

of digital technologies within the case of Northview School where this study was 

situated. How Q-methodology fits in a mixed-method research approach will be 

discussed in section 3.3 together with the principles of Q-methodology. 

3.2 Ontological and epistemological stances 

In the discussion of paradigms, a researcher can first start with an ontological 

question which asks "[w]hat is the form and nature of reality and, therefore, what 

is there that can be known about it?" (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 108) or "is reality 

of an objective nature, or the result of individual cognition? is it a given out there 

in the world, or is it created by one’s own mind?’(Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 

2011, p. 5). As its research phenomenon, this research aims to explore the 

affordances of digital technologies for autonomous language learning and, as has 

been explained in the previous chapter, an ontological position for affordances is 

not easy to define. The reason is that the concept of affordances cuts the dichotomy 

between a subjective and objective reality (Gibson, 1979). In response to the 

questions above in Cohen et al. (2011), it can be stated that "affordances neither 

belong to the environment nor the individual" (Parchoma, 2014, p. 361), but rather 

they arise out of the relationship between the person and the environment. 

Within the domain of technological affordances, Hutchby (2001, p. 444) argues 

regarding this subjective-objective dichotomy that "affordances are functional and 
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relational aspects which frame, while not determining, the possibilities for agentic 

action about an object". Since affordances are relational, they challenge the 

conventional duality between positivist and anti-positivist paradigms such as 

constructivism. Positivism asserts that what we are seeking to explain "exists 

independent of individuals’ perceptions of it” (Waring, 2017, p. 16). Based on this 

understanding of positivism, the affordances for autonomous language learning 

would need to be inherent in digital technologies. What a digital technology 

provides for a learner to learn autonomously would need to be independent of that 

learner. Such a positivistic understanding of affordances would also mean that the 

affordances would be the same for every learner. To put it another way, digital 

technology would need to provide the same thing for every learner. Yet, the studies 

discussed in the literature review, such as that of Suvorov and Cabello’s (2017) and 

Fuchs’s (2017), show that technology does not mean the same thing for every 

learner. Therefore, a positivistic ontology of affordances would not be suitable for 

this research. On the other hand, constructivism supports the belief that "[…] 

multiple realities are constructed by individuals” (Waring, 2017, p. 16). It is 

difficult to position the affordances of digital technologies in a constructivist 

ontology, also. A constructivist understanding would mean that affordances were 

products of mental constructivism which only exists in the minds of individuals. In 

other words, it would mean that what digital technology could afford would only 

be created in the minds of individuals, and digital technologies would be 

meaningless without an individual. Gibson (1979, p. 139) argues that "[a]n 

affordance is not bestowed upon an object by a need of an observer". To give an 

example, but not in the context of digital technologies, Gibson (1979) elaborates on 
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this point by arguing that a post box, for example, does not afford to send a letter 

just because an individual to send a letter attended it. Whether that individual send 

a letter or not, Gibson (1979, p. 139) asserts that "[...] the affordance, being 

invariant, is always there to be perceived". Yet, this potential affordance of sending 

a letter is realised when an individual attends to this affordance. So, what something 

such as a post box affords is not created in the mind of an individual, but there 

occurs a complementarity between post box and an individual for an affordance to 

arise. 

It is difficult to position affordances either as a reality which exists independently 

in the environment or as a product of the minds of individuals. Therefore, rather 

than aligning itself with one of the two main paradigms concerning the ontological 

viewpoint for affordances of digital technologies for autonomous language 

learning, this research maintains the original viewpoint of Gibson, that affordances 

are relational, and they exist from the mutual relation between the individuals and 

the environment. To put it another way, affordances "move from inside the head to 

the direct and unmediated individual-environment system" (Hill, 2014, p. n.p.) 

After addressing the ontological assumptions, the second question that a researcher 

will ask is related to the epistemological stance: "what is the nature of the 

relationship between the knower or would-be-knower and what can be known?" 

(Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 108). In terms of this study, the question can be 

rephrased as to how the affordances of digital technologies for autonomous 

language learning can be known by the researcher in this research. Representing 

one of the two main epistemological assumptions, the positivist paradigm suggests 

that it is "possible to achieve direct knowledge of the world through direct 
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observation or measurement of the phenomena being investigated" (Waring, 2017, 

p. 16). Because of the relational ontology of affordances, it is difficult to adopt a 

positivist/objectivist epistemological stance in this research. What a digital 

technology affords for autonomous language learning can only be an affordance for 

particular learners because no one can replace his/her point of view. Therefore, the 

epistemological position of this research fits better in a subjective paradigm, and 

the knowledge of the affordances of digital technologies for autonomous language 

learning can best be understood from the perspectives of participants. At this point, 

subjectivity in this research does not refer to an understanding in an interpretive 

paradigm, which asserts that "the social reality is a construction based upon the 

actor’s frame of reference within the setting" (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 80). Such 

an understanding of subjectivity would again be incongruent with the relational 

ontology of affordances because it implies a constructed version of affordances. 

Instead, the meaning of subjectivity adopted in this research refers to a person’s 

perspective or point of view which is "void of the mentalism" (McKeown & 

Thomas, 2013, p. 2). 

In the light of these ontological and epistemological assumptions of affordances of 

digital technologies, this research turns to Q-methodology as its research 

methodology. This will be discussed further in the following sections, but the main 

reason for choosing Q-methodology is that it is congruent with the subjective 

epistemology of affordances. Next, the underlying principles and key 

terminological concepts in Q-methodology will be introduced. 
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3.3 Principles of Q methodology and relevance to the 

research 

At an online conference, Brown (1993, p. 93) recalls having been asked to say "[...] 

what Q methods are good for – in other words, what are they [Q methods] going to 

tell me about a phenomenon that I cannot learn some other way?". In response to 

those participants, Brown (1993, p. 93) states that "[f]undamentally, Q 

methodology provides a foundation for the systematic study of subjectivity". Q 

methodology can help to investigate subjectivity, for example, "in aesthetic 

judgment, poetic interpretation, perceptions of organizational role, political 

attitudes, appraisals of health care, experiences of bereavement [...], et cetera ad 

infinitum" (Brown, 1996, p. 561). The focus is on systematically studying 

subjectivity and Q methodology constitutes "a combination of conceptual 

framework, technique of data collection, and method of analysis" (Brown & Good, 

2010, p. 1149). In this way, a Q-methodological study reveals "the holistic 

identification of a finite range of distinct viewpoints" concerning the phenomenon 

under investigation (Stenner, Watts, & Worrell, 2008, p. 216).  

William Stephenson, the inventor of Q-methodology, was critical of the way that 

so-called "R methodologies" investigated the individual differences in the 

discipline of psychology (Brown, 1980). R methodology was a name which 

Stephenson used to refer to "methods that employ tests or traits as variables and 

which operate using a sample of persons" (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 21). In such 

tests and scales such as questionnaires, the participants would be compared over 

different variables. As a characteristic of such tests, a priori meaning was assigned 
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into the tests as a result of the hypothetic-deductive logic of the R methodology. 

The scores obtained from such tests using a sample of participants would be factor 

analysed to "account for the many manifest associations captured in the correlation 

matrix through the identification of a greatly reduced number of underlying, 

explanatory or latent variables" (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 10). However, as Watts 

and Stenner (2012, p. 10) put it, Stephenson called this operation "something of a 

misnomer". His main criticism was that the factors obtained as a result of R 

methodological factor analysis did not reflect the differences between "personal 

characteristics of specific individuals" (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 10). Rather, those 

factors showed "the associations and differences between variables mapped at the 

population level" (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 10). That meant that R methodology 

and by-variable factor analysis could not present individual differences between 

participants while keeping them as a whole. The differences between individuals 

would, therefore, be lost.  

Stephenson intended to find out the ways of "identifying different types of people, 

or different types of mood, types of viewpoint and so on, across different life 

domains and contexts" systematically and holistically (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 

14). The individual differences between individuals would not be lost after the 

participants had completed the tests. Stephenson argued against the dominance of 

R methodology in the discipline of psychology and offered a different approach to 

factor analysis (Watts & Stenner, 2012). Such a shift was emancipation from R 

methodological by-variable factor analysis as the undisputed way of conducting 

this analysis (Watts & Stenner, 2012). Stephenson (1936, pp. 344-345) introduced 

his inverted factor analysis approach in the following way: 



   

 

112 

Factor analysis [...] is concerned with a selected population of n 

individuals each of whom has been measured in m tests. The 

(m)(m/1)/2 intercorrelations for these m variables are subjected to [...] 

factor analysis. The technique, however, can also be inverted. We 

begin with a population of n different tests (or essays, pictures, traits 

or other measurable material), each of which is [...] scaled by m 

individuals. The (m)(m/1)/2 intercorrelations are then factorised in the 

usual way. 

This inverted factor analysis approach led to important implications and constituted 

the basis for the study of subjectivity in Q methodology. Unlike in the tests or scales 

in the R methodological tradition, the participants become the variables of the tests 

and scales. Rather than the participants obtaining a score in R methodological tests, 

it is the tests themselves which obtain scores in Q methodology. Most importantly, 

however, giving scores to tests is made "from a subjective or first-person 

perspective using a new unit of quantification [...] psychological significance" 

(Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 22). Brown (1997) suggests that this is how Q 

methodology offers the means to study subjectivity. 

When it comes to subjectivity in Q methodology, it has a non-substantive 

characteristic. This means that subjectivity does not refer to "isolated mind-stuff 

that exists inside us, or that is somehow separate from the real world of objects" 

(Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 26). Instead, Stephenson used the term subjectivity to 

refer to an "observable domain of self-referent statements and opinion" (Watts & 

Stenner, 2012, p. 33). To give an example, these statements generally start with 

personal remarks such as "it seems to me, [...] in my opinion, [...] I agree or (or 

disagree)" (McKeown & Thomas, 2013, p. 2). It comprises "an individuals’ 

subjective utterances" (McKeown & Thomas, 2013, p. 2). Yet, it is not the same 

thing as consciousness (Goldman, 1999). Subjectivity is also modified by an 
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operant character. Operant subjectivity means that subjectivity is best understood 

as a "behaviour or activity" (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 26). In Q methodology, this 

operant subjectivity is captured through Q-sorting, and this is how subjectivity in 

an interpretive epistemological understanding differs from subjectivity in Q 

methodology. In Q-sorting process, a participant does not have to "introspect, or to 

turn on his [sic] consciousness: instead he [sic] has expressed his [sic] subjectivity 

operantly; modelling it in some manner as a Q sort"(Stephenson, 1968, p. 501). A 

completed Q-sort constitutes the viewpoint of an individual.  

As well as non-substantive and operant character, subjectivity is also 

communicable in Q methodology. That is, subjective expressions can be found 

anywhere where "they are anchored in self-reference –an internal frame of 

reference relating to anything about which an individual expresses a point of view" 

(McKeown & Thomas, 2013, p. 2). McKeown and Thomas (2013) illustrate 

subjective communicability with the example of a declarative statement "it is 

raining" from Stephenson (1986). As McKeown and Thomas (2013, p. 3) elaborate, 

a meteorologist can inform viewers by reporting "a low-pressure system will 

produce several days of precipitation". This is an objective reality that can be 

observed objectively with a barometer. On the other hand, such an objective reality 

can mean different things to different viewers such as "[i]f it rains a lot, you can 

smell the earth, […] Makes me feel sad, if I’m alone, […], I watch thunderstorms 
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from a nice safe place – it’s exciting" (Stephenson, 2014)1, and such statements 

constitute the concourse of communication in Q methodology. 

To return to the question posed above at an online conference about the value of Q 

methodology, it rests upon an epistemology which is inherently different to that 

which underpins R methodology. Ramlo (2016, p. 30) notes from Stephenson 

(1953) that "epistemology is meant to be the relationship between the observer and 

the observed, which is somewhat turned upside down in Q, where the belief is that 

only the observed can capture and reveal their subjectivity as represented as their 

Q sort". It is suggested in Q methodology that a subjective phenomenon can only 

be observed from the point of view of the person. Only he or she can capture his or 

her subjectivity. Also, unlike in the R methodological tradition, the meaning is not 

built into the tests before the measurement. Brown (1980) compares such tests in 

which meaning is built in advance and is determined by the observer (researcher) 

"what a response is to mean" before the test to a situation in which "subject’s 

response breathes life into it [phenomena of interest] in a way that gives the concept 

a spurious value. In Q methodology, however, the statements in a test or scale such 

as in a questionnaire only gain meaning with reference to a person. So, these are 

what Q methodology can help to find out about a phenomenon in ways which are 

different than R methodological approaches. Yet, it raises a question of how Q 

methodological principles are relevant to the research aim of this research. It is 

possible to adapt that question in the online conference in the following way: What 

 

1 This article is an edited version of a paper presented by William Stephenson at a 

symposium on mass communication in Amsterdam in November 1978. 
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is Q methodology going to show about the affordances of digital technologies for 

autonomous language learning that cannot be learnt some other way? 

Because of the ontological nature of the concept of affordances, it is difficult for an 

external observer to observe or measure what digital technologies afford to learners 

for autonomous language learning. With Q methodology, however, affordances of 

digital technologies for autonomous language learning can be grasped from the 

point of view of the participants. The inherent epistemology of Q methodology 

allows the observed and the observer to be the same and provide a means to the 

researcher to capture the affordances of digital technologies for autonomous 

language learning. Also, in Q methodology, a priori meaning cannot be assigned 

into the statements of affordances in advance. The researcher can prepare written 

statements which are about what digital technologies can provide or furnish for 

language learning. Yet, such statements of affordances would not have any 

significance unless participants rank-order them from their point of view. It does 

not become the researcher who gives meanings as affordances of digital 

technologies, but it is the participants themselves who arrange their subjective 

viewpoints for what affordances of digital technologies for autonomous language 

learning are according to the condition of instruction. 

Dariel (2011) lists a variety of fields that employ Q methodology to investigate the 

diverse viewpoints on topics such as love, jealousy, perceptions of health, mental 

health, environmental policy, end-of-life decision making, and euthanasia. The list 

of topics and research fields can be enlarged with other studies, but there are four 

research studies which are at the intersection of the main themes of this current 

research project: language learner autonomy, technology, and affordances. In 
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Damio’s (2013) research, Q methodology is used to find out the subjective 

viewpoints of trainee English teachers concerning autonomy in language learning. 

The focus of the research was on the trainee teachers’ understandings and practices 

of learner autonomy in language learning and any cultural effects surrounding the 

conception of autonomy in language learning. In other recent research into learner 

autonomy, Cooker (2012) uses Q methodology to understand the non-linguistic 

outcomes of autonomous language learning from the learners’ subjective 

viewpoints, which were later developed as a learner-informed assessment tool. On 

the topic of technology, Dariel (2011) used Q methodology to investigate what 

factors affect academics’ e-learning adoption in nurse education. Finally, Hill 

(2014) employs Q methodology to understand how alcohol-related affordances in 

legal drinking premises constrain or extend drinking behaviour. Q methodology, 

therefore, applies to a variety of topics and field of research, particularly when 

different viewpoints and opinions are likely to occur. 

To study subjectivity, a typical Q methodology consists of certain steps (Brown, 

1980, 1993; Watts & Stenner, 2012). It starts with sampling a number of statements 

about a topic (Q-set) and then presenting a single person or a group of people (p 

sample) these statements (Q set). The participants are then asked to rank-order these 

statements on a grid according to a condition of instruction, which is called Q-

sorting. This operation of the participant ranking the statements according to his/her 

point of view is what captures the subjectivity in Q-sorts in a systematic way. Later, 

the obtained Q-sorts are correlated and factor-analysed to identify Q-sorts which 

share similar viewpoints, and those factors are interpreted by the researcher in the 
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light of factors scores given to the statements. How these factors were put in 

practice in this research will be presented in the following sections. 

It has been suggested in the literature that such data collection steps in Q-

methodology make it align within a mixed-method research continuum. While the 

Q-sampling step can be described as qualitative, Q-sorting and factor analysis steps 

can be described as being quantitative (Ramlo, 2016). In addition to that, Stenner 

and Stainton-Rogers (2004) named such nature of Q-methodology as 

qualiquantology to refer to a combination of qualitative and quantitative 

components. Ramlo and Newman (2011), however, analyse where Q-methodology 

fits within a mixed-method continuum based on a number of concepts which were 

adapted from Tashakkori and Teddlie (2009). According to this analysis, the only 

point where Q methodology goes towards the qualitative end is to show that Q-

methodology has a subjective purpose. As it has also been discussed in the above 

paragraphs, Q-methodology aims to capture the subjectivities of the individuals on 

a given topic, and therefore, it aligns more with a subjective purpose. Yet, it should 

also be stated that subjectivity is captured through objective means by collecting 

data through Q-sorting and involving a factor analysis. In the rest of the analysis of 

Ramlo and Newman (2011), Q-methodology fits in the middle of both extreme 

ends. In terms of aims of the research, Q-methodology seeks explanations to the 

matter of issue under investigation, but in the meantime, it aims to explore the 

subjectivity around the same topic. As for data, Q-methodology generally, but not 

necessarily, starts with a Q-sample which is comprised of concourse sampling 

through collecting and collating data in qualitative nature such as with interviews 

and document analysis. Yet, Q-sample is used for Q-sorting operation by which the 



   

 

118 

subjectivities of the participants are captured in an operant way, and therefore a 

quantitative set of data is obtained for further factor analysis which is comprised of 

statistical analysis. Yet again, statistical analysis generates a set of factors which 

are interpreted and narrated qualitatively. This interpretation can also be 

supplemented by data from the concourse development stage at the beginning of 

the Q-methodological research. 

3.4 Strengths and weaknesses of Q-methodology 

In this study, Q-methodology has been adopted as the research methodology due to 

a number of its advantages. First of all, unlike the R-methodological approach, Q-

methodology provides a systematic way of analysing the subjective viewpoints of 

participants in a holistic way. It would be right to acknowledge that the same Q-set 

statements could have been given to the participants in a Likert-style questionnaire. 

They could have been asked to state to what extent they agreed or disagreed with 

these statements, and the obtained data could have been factor analysed. Yet, such 

an approach would not allow this present research to investigate the opinions of the 

participants in a holistic way. Instead, as it has been stated above, the individual 

differences between the participants would be lost by only showing “associations 

and differences between variables mapped at the population level” (Watts & 

Stenner, 2012, p. 10). Related to its strength of the holistic approach, Q-

methodology is also advantageous in terms of providing the researchers to research 

sensitive topics. Particularly the Q-sorting step plays an important role in capturing 

such sensitive responses of participants by allowing them to map their viewpoints 

through a set of statements without being embarrassed or being judged by the 
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researchers (Wint, 2013). Finally, it was observed in other studies such as Cooker 

(2012) that Q-methodology could become more enjoyable by the participants. This 

could be mainly because the participants in a Q-sorting process actively engages 

with each of the Q-statements instead of solely marking the statements on an 

agreement-disagreement spectrum. 

Yet, while Q-methodology can be advantageous in certain terms, it also has some 

weaknesses. To begin with the last advantageous point of being more enjoyable, a 

Q-sorting process might take a lot more time than collecting data through a 

questionnaire since the researcher will need to guide a Q-sorter throughout the Q-

sorting process. In addition to that, if the researcher wants to carry out follow-up 

interviews with the participants to explore why they have sorted certain items in 

certain places on a Q-grid, this will add both to the time of the researcher and to 

that of the participants. Therefore, this might be an obstacle when the researchers 

who are using Q-methodology have limited access to the research site and 

participants. 

Another disadvantage of Q-methodology can be said to be working with a smaller 

number of participants. Generally, it is recommended that a sample of 30 to 50 

participants would be sufficient to capture the subjectivities around a topic 

(McKeown & Thomas, 2013). Yet, such a small number of participants causes the 

results of a Q-methodological study to be criticized as not being generalisable. 

Although Brown (1980) argues that the generalisability in Q does not aim to work 

in a sample-to-universe generalisation as in R-methodological studies, as Dariel 

(2011) suggests, such small number of participants may cause the researcher to not 

include the relevant points of views. Therefore, to address this issue, the researchers 
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may try to collect data from as many sources as possible at the concourse 

development stage to provide heterogeneity of the statements in the Q-sample. In 

this research, as it will be revealed in the next chapters, both semi-structured 

interviews and nominal group technique were used to wide perspectives as possible 

within the research site where this study was situated. 

A rich concourse at the beginning of Q-methodology may also help to overcome 

another weakness of Q-methodology which is validity, i.e. a Q-methodological 

procedure’s successfully measuring “what it claims to be measuring” (Watts & 

Stenner, 2011, p. 51). As Dariel (2011) notes that a set of Q-statements which are 

generated from the data collected at the concourse development stage is what the 

participants rely on during Q-sorting stage to present their subjectivities around the 

topic under investigation. Therefore, if the researcher does not aim to make the Q-

set as representative of the viewpoints around the topic as possible, it will cause the 

Q-set not to measure the subjectivities around the topic, and thereby missing other 

relevant viewpoints. It is thus important again to enrich the concourse data as much 

as possible to a representative Q-set for Q-sorting. 

Finally, Q-methodology’s another weakness can be about reliability which is 

concerned with whether similar factors can be obtained when the same or similar 

Q-sets were administered to the same or similar participants (Dariel, 2011; Watts 

& Stenner, 2011). According to Brown (1980), the most satisfactory way to ensure 

reliability can be through test-retest reliability correlation in which Q-sorting results 

of the same participants would define the same factor when they Q-sorted the same 

statements at another time in the future. Given the time a single Q-sorting procedure 

may take with a single participant, it may prove difficult to obtain re-Q-sorting 
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results from a future administration. It is therefore difficult to rely on test-retest 

correlation. Yet, a researcher can still ensure the reliability of the factors by 

following certain steps. For example, to obtain factors, only Q-sorts which load 

significantly on one factor only can be selected to define that factor. In addition to 

that, at least two Q-sorts can be expected to define a certain factor (Brown, 1980). 

How factors in this study were generated will be further explained in the factor 

analysis part. 

Overall, Q-methodology is not without limitations. Yet, in this study, the strengths 

of it have overwhelmed the weaknesses particularly due to its strength in exploring 

subjectivities around a topic, and therefore Q-methodology has been selected as the 

research methodology. 

3.5 Ethical considerations 

A certain set of procedures were followed to conduct the study within appropriate 

research ethics guidelines. First, ethical approval was obtained from the Ethics 

Committee of the Institute of Education at the University of Reading on 22nd 

October 2015 (see 8.5Appendix A.1). Within the first application, data collection 

was planned at a further education college in south England, and ethical approval 

was received on this basis. Later, the data collection site was changed to an upper-

secondary school in Norway which will be referred with the pseudonym of 

Northview School, and this required an amendment in the ethical approval. The 

planned changes in the research were submitted as amendments to the ethics 
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committee, and these amendments were also approved on 21st February 2016 (see 

8.5Appendix A.2). 

Since data collection was planned to be abroad, the ethical guidelines of the Institute 

of Education at the University of Reading required the researcher to find out the 

legal and ethical requirements in Norway and conduct the research per these 

requirements. To address ethical considerations for research in Norway, The 

Norwegian National Research Ethics Committee and Norwegian Social Sciences 

Data Services were contacted. Correspondence with these authorities (see 

8.5Appendix A.3) and information from Data Protection Services (n.d.) website 

confirmed that: 

If the data controller is established in an EEA country, it is sufficient 

to submit a notification of the project to the relevant authorities in the 

country concerned. It the data controller is located in a country outside 

the EEA, the notification must be submitted in Norway by a 

Norwegian institution that undertakes the role of the data controller’s 

representative. 

Therefore, since this study was given ethical approval by the Institute of Education 

at the University of Reading, no further notice of the project was submitted to 

authorities in Norway. Having obtained ethical approval, consent was sought from 

the head of Northview School, where data were going to be collected (8.5Appendix 

A.4). Also, at every stage of data collection, the participants were informed about 

the research with information sheets (see 8.5Appendix A.5 and 8.5Appendix A.7), 

and signed consent for participation was obtained with consent forms (see 

Appendix A.6 and 8.5Appendix A.8). Signed consent was taken only for interviews 

and nominal group technique as they took place face-to-face by meeting the 

participants. Since the survey of digital technologies and Q-sorting took place 
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online, the information sheet and the consent forms were integrated at the beginning 

of each of these data collection tools. 

Despite taking necessary measures as per ethical guidelines and regulations above, 

as Cohen (2018, p. 111) reminds, ethical matters are not always “straightforward as 

rule-following”. In addition to written rules, a research study should also consider 

a number of other issues to research an ethical way. One of these considerations 

was whether the possible gap between me, i.e. the researcher, and the students in 

terms of power could have made an impact on them. It could be raised as a matter 

that my presence at Northview School as an adult and with a researcher identity 

could have affected students’ voluntary participation. Cohen (2018, p. 125) 

particularly warns against participants’ being “railroaded” for taking place in 

research studies as participants, which means that an authority in a school may 

make the teachers and students feel obliged to become participants in research. This 

is particularly likely when the researchers are friends or acquaintances of such 

authority figures in the schools. In the case of this study, to prevent any such 

perceived power gap between me and any students, and its subsequent effects, I 

sought informed consent from the students at various steps. With the informed 

consent, the students were briefed minimum three times about what my research 

aimed and what it consisted of. The first of these times was when I pitched my 

research to the students in their classrooms. The second time was when I walked 

with the students to the school library where the data were collected. I used the time 

when we walked to the library to introduce both myself and my research. Finally, 

the students were given an information sheet about my research which outlined 

every possible ethical consideration, and they were reminded that they should read 
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it and ask for clarity about anything or extra questions if they had. At each of these 

times, I introduced myself both to teachers and students, and I explained to them 

who I was, in what role I was there in their school, why I was doing this research, 

what my aims were, why I was conducting this research in their school, and what 

research participants were expected to do if they wanted to become participants. As 

well as the information about the research, I also explained particularly to the 

students that their participation could affect their classroom attendance time as they 

could not be in the lesson for 15-20 minutes while they were participating in the 

relevant data collection phase. This was particularly important to state as I had no 

means to compensate their absence from their lesson during such envisaged 

timeframe, and it could have been very crucial for students to make a truly informed 

decision whether to participate or not. Having pitched myself and my study to the 

students in their classrooms at each step of data collection, I left the classroom to 

give them time to think about whether they would like to participate in the research 

or not. The main reason for doing so was to prevent creating a pressure feeling on 

the students. This break would give the students to think more thoroughly about 

their decision to participate in the research or not. To consolidate preventing 

involuntary participation, I did not offer anything in return for their participation 

such as money for their time or gift vouchers. I also did not know anybody or 

authority at the Northview School personally, and I did not have any friends or 

acquaintances. The only person whom I knew was the English teacher and I 

contacted her through emails to ask for help as a gatekeeper. Therefore, I did every 

possible action to eliminate my impact it may have had on the students’ decision-

making to participate in this research. 
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While I aimed at addressing every possible ethical consideration, it is surely 

impossible to ignore my impact on the school during data collection. Particularly 

due to the reason that I could be at the Northview School for a limited period 

because of the travel visa, I had to discuss in detail with the English teacher who 

acted as the gatekeeper to help me access to the school how I was going to collect 

data, how many participants I needed, how long each data collection phase would 

last, and where I would conduct the data collection phases within the school. 

Despite such planning, I had to visit the classrooms in lesson time to explain my 

research to the students as it was the only time when I could find them in one place 

together. As a result, I had to take nearly 5-10 minutes from classroom time. Yet, I 

still managed to minimise my impact on the students and the lessons. For example, 

I informed the teacher before their lesson started and I asked them when the least 

disruptive time would be to knock on the door and visit their lesson. In addition to 

this disruption, I also explained to the students that I would take 15-20 minutes of 

their lesson time if they were to become participants. However, I also believe that 

I did not just make a negative impact on my research visit to the Northview School. 

While Northview School has gained international popularity and recognition (e.g. 

in news coverage and international conferences and educational fairs), it was the 

first time an international researcher had been to their school for academic research 

purposes. Therefore, while the students had met journalists before, it was the first 

time a doctoral researcher had contacted them for research purposes to investigate 

the ways they had been using digital technologies for learning English. When I 

explained to them that I had been a doctoral researcher, some of the students found 

it very interesting and they wanted to learn more about it. In addition to that, I am 
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yet to share my findings with the school. I believe that my findings would also 

provide a useful insight into and serve as an evaluation of teaching practices. 

Within ethical considerations, e-safety of the participants is also considered. Due to 

the practicality it brings, online means can be beneficial at times when data 

collection in person and through printed materials is not possible. Due to the travel 

restrictions on the researcher, this research used two online data collection tools. 

Kitchin (2007) suggests that general guidelines of research ethics are still applicable 

even when data collection is made through online means. On top of such general 

ethical considerations, researchers can adopt a number of other practices to 

maintain ethical online-based research where the e-safety of the participants is 

ensured (Gupta, 2017). First of all, it was observed that the students at Northview 

School were capable of doing online surveys given their engagement with the 

digital tools. Yet, to ensure whether the students would be digital literate enough to 

complete two data collections tools; an online survey and online Q-sorting, it was 

first confirmed with Teacher A, and she stated that her students would be more than 

capable to complete these two data collection tools. Similar to non-online data 

collection procedures, the participants were once again informed about the privacy 

policy of the research at the beginning of the online survey and online Q-sorting. In 

addition to that, consent forms were integrated at the beginning of online data 

collection tools, and it was ensured that the participants could only continue with 

the research if they had read and agreed with the ethical approval. It was ensured 

that no one other than the researcher would be given the authorisation to access 

their data. To prevent any issues in terms of potential harm upon completing the 

online data collection tools, I tried the URL links on my digital devices and have 
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not seen any discrepancies such as downloading malware and secret applications. I 

also had two fellow PhD researchers try them on their devices and report if they 

would come across with any security alert by the web browser, but they did not 

report any issues with the URL links. 

Finally, all the data collected from the participants were stored on a password 

protected computer. 

3.6 Sampling of participants 

Researchers commonly choose a participant sampling method that can best serve 

their research purposes. In this research, a two-level sampling strategy was deemed 

to be suitable. Firstly, a purposive sampling strategy was applied. In purposive 

sampling, the aim is to reach participants who are in a position or context where 

they can “comment on matters of interest to the researcher” (Cohen et al., 2018, p. 

219). In this research, the aim was to find out the affordances of digital technologies 

for autonomous language learning, therefore, participants were expected to have an 

interest in using technology for learning English as a foreign or second language. 

With this in mind, initially, a further education college was contacted in the south 

England which offered courses of English for Speakers of Other Languages 

(ESOL). This college planned to work towards educating learners to become more 

autonomous learners according to its 2014-2018 Strategy Plan, and it had been 

shortlisted by TES Further Education Awards within the category of Outstanding 

Use of Technology in Further Education. Despite this, the learners in ESOL courses 

did not show much interest in becoming participants in the research. Also, it was 
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observed that their level of English was not high enough to engage with data 

collection instruments. So, other further education colleges which had been 

shortlisted in the same TES Further Education Awards and offered ESOL courses 

were contacted, but the outcome was not positive from these schools, either.  

Later, an upper-secondary school in Norway called Northview School was found 

to be suitable in terms of using technology for educational purposes and teaching 

English as a foreign language. The School and Teacher A were very enthusiastic 

about the use of technology for educational purposes. Thus, in terms of purposive 

sampling, learners at Northview School were deemed to be suitable for the study as 

they had experience in using technology for learning. 

To invite the school and its students to participate in this research, Teacher A was 

first contacted via email and the research aims were explained. In addition to the 

email correspondence, Teacher A and the researcher met face-to-face at the 2016 

British Educational Training and Technology (BETT) annual show in London 

where more details about this research were provided. Teacher A showed further 

interest both to participate in this research and to help the researcher to contact her 

students in Norway. 

After selecting Northview School for data collection through purposive sampling, 

a convenience sampling strategy was applied to recruit participants for four data 

collection phases. In convenience sampling, the researcher can select participants 

who are easily "available and accessible at the time" (Cohen et al., 2011, p.156). 

How participants were found for each phase of data collection will later be 

described in the relevant data collection phases, but this section will present an 
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overview of the number of participants in each phase of data collection including 

key demographic information such as age, gender, and year group (Table 7). 

Table 7 Number of participants for each data collection phase of the study 

 Data collection phases 

Online 

survey 

N=155 

Semi-

structured 

interview 

N=24 

Nominal 

group 

technique 

N=29 

Q-sorting 

N=44 

Key 

demographics 

Variables Pilot 

Phase 

n=14 

Main 

Phase 

n=141 

Pilot 

Phase 

n=4 

Main 

Phase 

n=20 

Pilot 

Phase 

n=5 

Main 

Phase 

n=24 

Pilot 

Phase 

n=7 

Main 

Phase 

n=37 

Age 16 

17 

18 

11 

3 

0 

106 

35 

0 

4 

0 

0 

17 

3 

0 

3 

2 

0 

14 

10 

0 

6 

1 

0 

12 

4 

21 

Gender Female 

Male 

7 

7 

93 

48 

1 

3 

9 

11 

2 

3 

15 

9 

3 

4 

15 

22 

Year group Year 1 

Year 2 

Year 3 

14 

0 

0 

141 

0 

0 

4 

0 

0 

20 

0 

0 

5 

0 

0 

24 

0 

0 

7 

0 

0 

12 

2 

23 
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3.7 Chapter summary 

This present chapter gave an account of the theory and the principles of Q-

methodology. It also described how ethical considerations were addressed and 

sampling took place. The next chapter continues with a survey of digital 

technologies which was designed to find out what digital technologies the 

participant students were using and to recruit participants for the main data 

collection method of Q-sorting. 
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Chapter 4 Methodology-2: Survey of Digital 

Technologies Used in English Language 

Learning 

This chapter describes the first stage of data collection in this research. The main 

aim of the survey was to discover the digital technologies which participants in this 

research were using. To arrive at a digital technology-use profile among language 

learners, questionnaires are commonly used. For example, Winke and Goertler 

(2008) used a questionnaire in their research to understand which technological 

devices the students had accessed and for what purposes to support their language 

learning. Steel and Levy  (2013) also employed a questionnaire to the technologies 

that were used by language learners at a higher education institution. Thus, it is 

useful for this research to record language learners’ current use of digital 

technologies via a questionnaire. 

Questionnaires are commonly used in research studies due to a number of 

advantages. First of all, questionnaires are easy to administer to many people in a 

short time. Questionnaires also provide more flexibility to the respondents as they 

can answer the questionnaire items at a time which is convenient for them. As well 

as ease of administering, questionnaires can also be more advantageous for 

respondents to provide anonymous data, thereby protecting their privacy, if the 

questionnaires are being administered via online or postal means. Finally, 

particularly when administering questionnaires remotely (e.g. via online 
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questionnaires), questionnaires can prevent bias against the researcher during data 

collection since the respondents will not be seeing the researcher in person, which 

as a result can provide respondents with the opportunity to engage with 

questionnaire items more objectively (Mligo, 2016). While questionnaires appear 

to be advantageous particularly in terms of administering, they are also 

disadvantageous in some respects. First of all, due to the same reason of being easy 

to administer, the respondents may return their questionnaires in an incomplete and 

inaccurate form. In addition to that, if a researcher is not administering a 

questionnaire on a one-to-one basis, the response rate to questionnaires can be very 

low. As for another weakness, it can also be added that questionnaires make it 

difficult, if not impossible, to ask follow-up questions based on respondents’ 

answers. This may be particularly disadvantageous for the researchers sometimes 

to clarify responses to open-ended questionnaire items (ibid., 2016). 

Despite its weaknesses, the questionnaire method is preferred to be used in this 

study to survey the digital technologies being used by the students. To increase the 

response rate, the online questionnaire in this present study accepted answers for 

eight days so that the participants could complete it at a convenient time for them. 

In addition to that, both the questionnaire items and the process of administering 

the questionnaire were piloted to identify any issues which could have arisen in the 

main administration of the questionnaire. As a result, by the help of questionnaire 

method, the overall aim of this survey was to help the researcher make an informed 

decision about which images of the digital technologies should be included in the 

photo-elicitation interviews and nominal group technique meetings, which will be 
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expanded in the next chapter concerning concourse building. The overall research 

question for this first phase of the larger study was: 

1. What digital technologies do the students use to help with learning English 

as a foreign language? 

 

4.1 Questionnaire design and piloting 

The questionnaires which were used in other research studies with a similar aim 

(Duman, Orhon, & Gedik, 2014; Richards, 2015; Steel & Levy, 2013; Winke & 

Goertler, 2008; Winke, Goertler, & Amuzie, 2010) informed the design and 

development of the questionnaire in this phase of the research. However, these 

previous research studies only gave a general idea about the design. The 

questionnaire in this research was prepared, later administered, in an online format 

by using Google Forms web application. With regards to the use of online means 

to prepare and administer questionnaires, advantages exist, such as reduction of 

costs and access to a greater number of respondents, but also disadvantages are 

possible, such as technical problems, and sampling and dropout issues (Cohen, 

2011). In this research, however, the strength of being able to reach the "difficult 

populations" made online administration more favourable (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 

280) as data collection site was in Norway and the researcher could not travel to the 

research site due to the technical problems with travel documents of the researcher. 

Additionally, online means were found to be a beneficial method to administer 

questionnaires to the participants who "regularly use the Internet" (Kaplowitz, 

Hadlock, & Levine, 2000, p. 94), which was found to be effective by Cooker 

(2012). The observation that the students had experiences of using the Internet and 
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technologies for educational purposes led the researcher to assume that the students 

would also be using the Internet regularly. Therefore, online means to prepare and 

administer the questionnaire was preferred. 

The online questionnaire of this present research consisted of three parts (see 

8.5Appendix A.9). The first part introduced the questionnaire and addressed the 

ethical considerations. The information about the research and the guidelines were 

given and participants were required to indicate that they would like to participate. 

They then proceeded to the next sections by clicking and choosing the relevant 

boxes at the end of this introductory informative section. The software was 

designed in such a way that no participant would be able to proceed unless they had 

clicked all the relevant boxes to indicate that they were informed about the research 

and participation was voluntary. This first part was also made up of questions 

regarding the demographic information about the participants. The second part 

contained the images of the digital technologies that the students were likely to use 

for English language learning at the time of the administration of the questionnaire. 

The images of the digital technologies for this part of the questionnaire were 

selected from Osborne (2014) and the digital technologies that Teacher A used for 

teaching at the time of the current study. The second part of the questionnaire also 

included an open-ended question that asked if there were any digital technologies 

they used other than those presented. The aim was to identify as many digital 

technologies as possible. Finally, the third part of the questionnaire consisted of 

questions asking for contact details of the participants who would like to be 

participants in the photo-elicitation interviews and nominal group technique 
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meetings. At the end of the questionnaire in this first phase of the overall research, 

the aims were:  

• to choose digital technologies that the participants used or 

visited for English language learning purposes; 

• to add any other digital technologies that the participants were 

using or visiting other than the digital technologies presented 

to enhance the coverage of digital technologies repertoire; 

and 

• to reach participants for photo-elicitation interviews and 

nominal group technique meetings. 

After the questionnaire was designed, it was piloted. Opie (2004) notes that a pilot 

study is important for questionnaire design, and Oppenheim (1992, p. 47) concurs, 

stating that "[q]uestionnaires do not emerge fully-fledged; they have to be created 

or adapted, fashioned and developed to maturity – it has to be piloted". Piloting 

helps not only with the wording of items but also with procedural issues 

(Oppenheim, 1992). Additionally, piloting the questionnaire can increase the 

validity and reliability of research  (Cohen et al., 2011). As stated above, two other 

resources, Osborne (2014) and the digital technologies that Teacher A was using, 

were benefited for the design of this research, and therefore it was essential to pilot 

the questionnaire to ascertain whether the instructions could be understood; whether 

there were any "unclear or ambiguous" questions or items; whether the layout of 

the paper was clear; and how long it could take to complete the questionnaire (Opie, 

2004, p. 105). Piloting was also particularly important because of the large 

repertoire of the images that were collected from Osborne (2014) and Teacher A’s 

repertoire of digital technologies. The total number of the digital technologies that 
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were collected and represented with their official logos was 127, and this produced 

a very long questionnaire. Therefore, piloting was expected to help discard the 

digital technologies in the questionnaire that the students did not choose as being 

used for English language learning purposes. As well as aiming to discard un-used 

digital technologies by the students, the pilot study also aimed at finding out 

whether there would be any procedural issues in terms of administering the survey 

in an online format. 

Table 8 Number of participants for online survey-piloting phase 

 
Online Survey 

N=155 

Key demographics Variables Pilot Phase n=14 

Age 

16 

17 

18 

11 

3 

0 

Gender 
Female 

Male 

7 

7 

Year group 

Year 1 

Year 2 

Year 3 

14 

0 

0 

 

The questionnaire was designed and administered online using Google Forms for 

the pilot study. The link to the online form of a questionnaire was shared with 

Teacher A in Northview School, and participant recruitment was made by her help 

for the pilot study. She was asked to share the link with 8-10 students in her English 
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class. As soon as the link was sent to her, 14 students in her English class completed 

the questionnaire (Table 8). The participants of online survey piloting consisted of 

seven female and seven male students, and of these students, eleven students were 

aged sixteen years old and three students were aged seventeen years old. All the 

participants at this pilot phase were first-year students at their school. 

Since the researcher could not be at the school at that time, the students were 

required at the end of the questionnaire to write their comments about the design, 

wording and the time needed to complete the questionnaire, and provide 

recommendations to modify the questionnaire for main administration of the 

questionnaire (Figure 2). Also, an online Google Docs document was opened by 

Teacher A where the participants could write their comments and 

recommendations.  

Figure 2 The instruction to the students participating in the pilot study 

 

The responses to the questions that sought the participants’ comments and 

recommendations about the questionnaire showed that the questionnaire took at 

most fifteen minutes to complete. Comments also showed that the majority of the 

participants found it easy to complete. However, the participants also added that 

there were digital technology images that they had never heard of or used. For this 

reason, some participants found it tiresome to click on the "No" option for the 

images that they were not familiar with. As such, the pilot questionnaire helped the 
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researcher to identify and discard the images of the digital technologies which did 

not receive any "Yes" answers to indicate that they were being used for English 

language learning purposes. At the end of the descriptive analysis, only 45 images 

of the digital technologies were left for the main administration (Table 9). 
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Table 9 Results of the pilot questionnaire 

Digital Technology Yes No 

1. OneNote 14 0 

2. Twitter 14 0 

3. Wikipedia 14 0 

4. ItsLearning 14 0 

5. Kahoot! 14 0 

6. Skype 13 1 

7. YouTube 13 1 

8. WordPress 13 1 

9. Facebook 12 2 

10. Google Docs 12 2 

11. PowerPoint 12 2 

12. OneDrive 11 3 

13. Excel 10 4 

14. ClustrMaps 10 4 

15. appear.in 9 5 

Digital Technology Yes No 

16. Google Maps 9 5 

17. Google Drive 8 6 

18. Snapchat 8 6 

19. Grammarly 7 7 

20. Acrobat Reader 6 8 

21. Google Earth 6 8 

22. Instagram 6 8 

23. Prezi 6 8 

24. Quizlet 6 8 

25. Dropbox 5 9 

26. SoundCloud 5 9 

27. Duolingo 5 9 

28. Google Alerts 4 10 

29. Screencast-O-Matic 4 10 

30. Google Scholar 3 11 

31. TED 3 11 

Digital Technology Yes No 

32. Blogger 2 12 

33. Bing Maps 1 13 

34. Doodle 1 13 

35. Evernote 1 13 

36. Google Analytics 1 13 

37. Google Forms 1 13 

38. Google Sheets 1 13 

39. Google Slides 1 13 

40. Google 1 13 

41. Picasa 1 13 

42. SurveyMonkey 1 13 

43. Vimeo 1 13 

44. iTunesU by Apple 1 13 

45. WikimediaCommons 1 13 
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In addition to the items on the questionnaire, the participants also added digital 

technologies that they were using but were not available on the questionnaire, such 

as Microsoft Word, PenPal, unibok.no, PressReader, and Teacher-A.com2. This 

showed that participants could also contribute to relevant digital technologies in the 

main administration of the questionnaire. Also, after the participants wrote Teacher 

A’s website, the researcher visited it and found that there were a number of digital 

technologies Teacher A recommended. Five more digital technologies were added 

from this website that, the researcher believed, might also be relevant to the students 

in the main administration. These digital technologies were Khan Academy 

website, Spreaker, Google Ngram Viewer, Google Keep, and vocabulary.com. 

Therefore, a total number of 55 digital technologies were prepared to be presented 

to the participants in the main administration of the questionnaire (see 8.5Appendix 

A.9). 

Together with this major amendment with the number of the digital technologies, 

some minor changes were also made with the design and the wording of some 

sections, particularly in the introduction section that gave information about the 

themes of the research and its aims. 

4.2 Administration of the questionnaire 

Similar to the pilot administration of the questionnaire, the main administration of 

the questionnaire was also conducted via online means. Since the researchers could 

 

2 Since this website is run by Teacher A, its name is changed with pseudo name.  
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not travel to the school for collecting data in-person, a convenience sampling 

strategy was followed. Teacher A was contacted for the main administration of the 

questionnaire after the piloting stage. The URL-link for the final version of the 

online questionnaire was sent to her by email. She was asked to share the link with 

the students who were studying English at the time of the administration of the 

questionnaire at Northview School. She was also sent a cover letter that included 

the URL-link to the questionnaire and that could be shared with other English 

teachers at Northview School. The cover letter included the research aims, why the 

researcher could not be in the school to administer the questionnaire and what was 

required of the students with this questionnaire.  

The online host for the questionnaire accepted the responses for 8 days between 8th 

March 2016 and 15th March 2016. Within this period, 141 students completed the 

questionnaire (10). Of the participating students, 106 were aged 16, and 35 were 

aged 17. 93 participants were female and 48 participants were male. All of the 

participants at this main administration of the online survey were Year 1 students. 

The timestamp that was given automatically by Google Forms showed that the 

questionnaire was mostly completed during class time. Of the 141 completed 

questionnaires, only 10 students completed the questionnaire after school hours. 

The timestamps also showed that students completed the questionnaires at similar 

times during school time. One possible explanation to this situation could be that 

the students were given the URL-link to the questionnaire in-class hours and they 

completed it in the school. 
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Table 10 Number of participants for online survey-main phase 

 Online Survey 

N=155 

Key 

demographics 

Variables Main phase n=141 

Age 16 

17 

18 

106 

35 

0 

Gender Female 

Male 

93 

48 

Year group Year 1 

Year 2 

Year 3 

141 

0 

0 

4.3 Data preparation and analyses 

After the questionnaire was closed, the results were downloaded from Google 

Forms in .xls data file format and were exported into Microsoft Excel. A number 

of columns in the file were removed to make data analysis more manageable. The 

removed data columns include:  

1. Participant Consent column: Every participant gave their consent to 

complete the questionnaire and due to that this column was removed.  

2. Do you take English classes in your school?: This question aimed to confirm 

that every participant was studying English as a foreign language in their 

school at the time of this research. The column of answers to these questions 

was also removed from the data file since all of the participants answered 

this question with "Yes". 

3. What year/grade are you in your school now?: The student participants were 

asked in which year of school they were studying at the time when they were 
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completing the questionnaire. Since every student answered this question 

with "1st year" this column was also removed. 

4. If there are any other digital technologies that you use for learning English, 

can you please type below?: This question enabled the participant students 

to add any other digital technologies that they were using but could not find 

among the digital technologies that were presented with this questionnaire. 

Due to the qualitative characteristics of the answers to this question, this 

column was also removed.  

At the end of this process, the responses of 141 participants were prepared for the 

final analyses of the data in SPSS data analysis software. The final data file was 

uploaded to SPSS and the results will be presented in the next section. 

4.4 Questionnaire findings 

The aims of this questionnaire were three-fold: 

• Sampling digital technologies to be used in photo-elicitation 

interviews and nominal group technique meetings; 

• enabling the participants to contribute to the sample of these 

digital technologies; 

and 

• to reach participants for photo-elicitation interviews and 

nominal group technique meetings. 

Therefore, the results will be presented in this section in the order of the aims. 

All of the participants studied English as a foreign language course in their school 

at the time of the questionnaire (Table 11). In addition to English, the majority of 

the students studied at least one other foreign language (). 
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Table 11 The frequency of other foreign languages 

Languages Number of students who study the language 

Spanish 62 

German 36 

French 33 

Chinese 14 

Dutch 1 

Japanese 1 

The results relating to the sampling of digital technologies to be used in the next 

stage of the research indicated that most of the digital technologies presented in the 

questionnaire were used by the students. Table 12 below shows the frequency of 

how many participants marked the related digital technology with "Yes" to indicate 

that she or he used it.  
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Table 12 The frequency of digital 

technologies used by the participants 

Digital Technologies Yes No 

Acrobat Reader 86 55 

Teacher-A.com 30 111 

appear.in 45 96 

Bing Maps 3 138 

Blogger 34 107 

ClustrMaps 12 129 

Doodle 0 141 

Dropbox 28 113 

Duolingo 45 96 

Evernote 7 134 

Facebook 93 48 

Google 22 119 

Google Alerts 39 102 

Google Analytics  5 136 

Google Drive 45 96 

Google Earth 25 116 

Google Forms 12 129 

Digital Technologies Yes No 

Google Keep 3 138 

Google Maps 48 93 

Google Scholar 22 119 

Google Sheets 9 132 

Google Slides 21 120 

Google Docs 136 5 

Google Ngram Viewer 4 137 

Grammarly 27 114 

Instagram 63 78 

ItsLearning 132 9 

iTunesU by Apple 12 129 

Kahoot! 128 13 

Khan Academy 7 134 

Microsoft Excel 66 75 

Microsoft Word 135 6 

OneDrive 57 84 

OneNote 116 25 

PenPalWorld 31 110 

Picasa 9 132 

Digital Technologies Yes No 

PowerPoint 126 15 

PressReader 33 108 

Prezi 68 73 

Quizlet 68 73 

Screencast-O-Matic 13 128 

Skype 56 85 

Snapchat 55 86 

SoundCloud 46 95 

Spreaker 0 141 

Survey Monkey 4 137 

TED 30 111 

Twitter 51 90 

unibok.no 59 82 

Vimeo 6 135 

Vocabulary.com 44 97 

Wikimedia Commons 2 139 

Wikipedia 136 5 

WordPress 78 63 

YouTube 127 14 
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In addition to these digital technologies, participants also contributed to the sample 

of digital technologies. The digital technologies that were suggested by the 

participants were Google Translate, Spotify, Netflix, ordbok+, 

penpalscchools.com, freerice.com, brettboka.no, reddit.com, iFinger translator, 

vocabulary.com, ordnett.no, snl.no, ndla.no, vine.com, tumblr.com, and 

international news websites of BBC and CNN. These results, therefore, provided 

the opportunity to make informed decisions about what digital technologies to be 

included in the interviews.  

With regards to the third aim of this survey, the intended number of volunteer 

students could not be reached. Of the 141 participants, only 13 students indicated 

that they would volunteer to participate in interviews and they provided at least one 

contact detail of either email address, mobile phone number, or Skype address, yet 

only 8 of them maintained their interest and took part in the subsequent interview 

and nominal group technique phases. This figure is relatively small when 20 

participants were targeted for one-to-one photo-elicitation interviews and 24 

students for nominal group technique meetings. Therefore, the researcher had to 

look for ways to invite students to interviews on his visit to the school for the second 

phase of this research which will be explained in the next chapter. 

4.5 Chapter summary 

This chapter described the first phase of the research. It aimed to find out what 

digital technologies the learners of English as a foreign language used at the time 

of research to help them with their language learning. The purpose of sampling the 

digital technologies was to make informed decisions about which digital 
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technologies were going to be presented to the participants in the photo-elicitation 

interviews and nominal group technique meetings to build up the concourse, which 

comprises one of the steps of data collection in the second phase of the research, as 

explained in the next chapter. With regards to this, the questionnaire can be 

considered successful in that it enabled irrelevant digital technologies to be 

discarded and others used by participants to be added. However, the questionnaire 

would have been more successful if more participants had indicated participation 

for the interviews in the second phase.  
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Chapter 5 Methodology-3: Q-methodology 

in Practice 

Q methodology provides researchers with a systematic way of understanding 

subjectivity from the first person’s perspective. McKeown and Thomas (2013) 

outline a sequence of how a typical Q-methodological study can be carried out. In 

such a typical sequence, the researcher first identifies and develops a concourse of 

communication from which a set of items, Q-set or Q-sample, are extracted to 

sample the overall concourse. In the next step, the researcher decides on the 

participants, the person samples or the P-Set. This is followed by the participants 

expressing their subjectivity via Q-sorting. In the Q-sorting step, the participants 

rank-order the items in the Q-sort on a grid according to a condition of instruction, 

thereby reflecting their subjectivity through a Q-sort. The collected Q-sorts are 

correlated with one another and factor analysed, and finally, the factors are 

interpreted. This chapter will follow this general sequence to show how data were 

collected and analysed in this research. Table 13 shows a summary of this sequence. 

The chapter begins with establishing the domain of subjectivity. 
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Table 13 Stages of Q methodology 

Stages in a Q methodological 

research 
Brief Explanation 

1. Establish domain of 

subjectivity 
• Set research question: 

o What are the affordances of digital 

technologies for autonomous English 

language learning to students studying in 

a Norwegian secondary school? 

2. Identify and build the 

concourse 
• Compile a large set of statements about 

what digital technologies can afford English 

language learners in terms of autonomous 

language learning 

o Literature review; 

o One-to-one interviews with English 

language learners (N=20 students); 

o Nominal group technique meetings (4 

group meetings with N=24 students)  

3. Select statements for 

the Q-set: sampling 

the concourse 

• Categorize the statements under themes, 

write up statements which will be presented 

to the participants for Q-sorting 

4. Select sorters: P-set • Learners of English as a foreign language 

(N=37 students) 

5. Carry out Q-sort and 

post Q-sort open-

ended questions 

• Rank-ordering of the statements in the Q-

sample by the participants and each 

participant is asked an open-ended question 

to understand the rationale of card 

placement 

6. Factor analysis and 

factor interpretation 
• Resulting patterns of statements analysed 

using KenQ website (data analysis 

software), interpretation of statements 

within each factor 

5.1 Establishing the domain of subjectivity 

The domain of subjectivity refers to the area of the subjectivity of the participants, 

i.e. the research question to which participants can express their subjective 

viewpoints (Cooker, 2012). In other words, the participants express their subjective 
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viewpoints by rank-ordering the statements provided to them in the form of Q-

statements as a response to the condition of instruction, and they do so by Q-sorting. 

In this research, the area of subjectivity to be explored concerns what affordances 

digital technologies provide to the learners of English for autonomous language 

learning. 

5.2 Identifying and building the concourse 

It was stated in the theory of Q methodology that subjectivity is communicable. 

Communicability refers to "an observable domain of self-referent statements and 

opinion" (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 33). Such subjective expressions can be made 

about any topic and they constitute a "[a] universe of ’statements’ so conceived for 

any situation or context" (Stephenson, 1986, p. 44). The term concourse is used to 

refer to this universe of statements in Q methodology. It refers to what can be said 

about a topic, and in this research, the concourse was designed to consist of any 

statements about the affordances of digital technologies for autonomous language 

learning.  

The concourse in Q methodological research should represent what could 

potentially be said about the existing research topic and it should be as 

comprehensive as possible. According to McKeown and Thomas (2013, p. 18), 

"concourses[…] arise from shared understandings”, but they also argue that the 

meaning of a topic or content may not be the same for every single person. They 

may vary according to the "context of subjective communicability" and thereby 

they can be expected to be almost infinite (McKeown & Thomas, 2013, p. 18). This 

notion of the infinite nature of a concourse has led to discussions of when a 
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concourse can be regarded as complete. Watts and Stenner (2005) support the idea 

that a concourse should only cover the discourse in existence within any research 

topic. As Cooker (2012, p. 124) states, it is rarely possible that "a concourse can be 

fully and perfectly delineated". Although it is impossible to grasp every unique 

viewpoint about a topic or content, this research ensured the coverage of the 

concourse by using various techniques that will be introduced in the next section. 

There are a number of ways that a concourse can be developed on a domain of 

subjectivity (McKeown & Thomas, 1988, 2013), although these are not exhaustive 

and can vary according to research purposes and conditions. In naturalistic ways, 

in-person interviews, written narratives from the participants, and nominal group 

technique can be used to collect participants’ subjective viewpoints about a research 

topic directly. Likewise, indirect sources such as "Internet discussion boards, […] 

quoted materials unearthed in newspapers, newsmagazines, book reviews, Internet 

blogs, and the like" can serve to assemble the concourse in a naturalistic approach 

(McKeown & Thomas, 2013, p. 20). Such naturalistic ways to develop a concourse 

have been favoured on the basis that the Q samples derived from such a concourse 

are likely to "reduce the risk of missing the respondents’ meaning or confusing them 

with alternative meanings deriving from an external frame of reference" (McKeown 

& Thomas, 1988). However, when the opportunity of the direct derivation of 

concourse from the participants is not possible, "adapted" (McKeown & Thomas, 

2013, p. 20) or "ready-made" (McKeown & Thomas, 1988, p. 26) methods can also 

be utilized. In this means of developing concourse, "academic journals, 

newspapers, official documents, television or radio broadcasts, or online sources” 

can be benefited, in which the concourse is assembled from "sources already in 

existence and not directly from research participants" (Cooker, 2012, p. 125). 
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Finally, a third way to develop the concourse over the research topic is a "hybrid" 

method (McKeown & Thomas, 2013, p. 21). As its name indicates, this method 

combines both naturalistic and ready-made ways of developing concourse 

(McKeown & Thomas, 2013).  

In light of this, the data for the concourse in this research were collected by 

naturalistic techniques: interviewing students with one-to-one in-person interview 

protocol and nominal group technique meetings. In both techniques, images of 

digital technologies were used as a stimulus to make participants more engaged 

with the questions and remember their language learning experiences with these 

digital technologies. Therefore, how images were prepared before the 

administration of both data collection processes will be explained. In addition to 

these naturalistic methods of data collection in Q methodological terms, the 

concourse will be supplemented with existing research studies in the literature that 

investigated how technological practices could improve learner autonomy.  

5.2.1 Preparation for interviews and nominal group technique 

meetings 

To elicit more information from the participants in interviews, questions can 

sometimes be grounded by using photographs, drawings or diagrams (Prosser, 

2011). This is often referred as photo-elicitation, defined by Harper (2002) as "the 

simple idea of inserting a photograph into a research interview". Harper (2002, p. 

13) explains the difference between a photo-elicitation interview and interview by 

noting that: 

the parts of the brain that process visual information are evolutionarily 

older than the parts that process verbal information. Thus, images 
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evoke deeper elements of human consciousness than do words; 

exchanges based on words alone utilize less of the brain’s capacity 

than do exchanges in which the brain is processing the image as well 

as words. 

It is understood that photos and images can serve as cues to participants to recall 

more information. Visual images can both stimulate the interviewees to see and 

interpret topics more differently and remind the interviewees of experiences that 

might have been forgotten. Finally, one of the most important contributions of 

photo-elicitation interviews can be that they can trigger "longer and more 

comprehensive interviews" (Epstein, Stevens, McKeever, & Baruchel, 2006, p. 2). 

These points overlap with the aim of developing the concourse in this research. The 

concourse for the domain of affordances of digital technologies for autonomous 

language learning was expected to be as large and comprehensive as possible and 

visual images could be helpful to ensure coverage by stimulating the participants to 

remember and share their experiences of the use of digital technologies for language 

learning. Thus, it was thought that inserting visual images of the digital 

technologies into both the interview protocol and nominal group technique 

meetings would be useful. The participants would already be given the digital 

technologies, and thereby the participants would not have to spend extra time 

during the interviews and nominal group technique meetings to remember what 

digital technologies they were using. In this way, they could focus on how they used 

digital technologies and what opportunities they provided for their learning. In a 

sense, visual images of the digital technologies were expected to serve a common 

ground between the interviewer and the interviewee and both parties could develop 

a more meaningful discussion (Harper, 2002). 
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In the first phase of the research, the digital technologies to be used in the interviews 

and nominal group technique meetings were identified by a survey of digital 

technologies as described in Chapter 2. The participants were actively involved in 

the process of sampling the digital technologies, which had also been represented 

visually with their logos in the questionnaire. For the interviews, these images 

needed to be larger. The images of seventy-two digital images were arranged on A3 

size papers. In four of the A3 size papers, fifteen images were arranged in five rows 

and three columns. In the fifth A3 paper, there were twelve images left and they 

were arranged in four rows and three columns. Each image was bordered with a 

frame of equal measurements (see 8.5Appendix A.10). 

5.2.2 Interviews 

As Cohen et al., (2011, p. 409) note, one of the characteristics of using interviews 

in research is that they enable the knowledge to be produced between humans rather 

than making it external to the participants in the research. In this regard, the 

interview participants are not regarded "subjects as simply manipulable", but they 

become one side of the intersubjective data generation process, with the other side 

being the interviewer (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 409). The participants are allowed to 

provide the interviewer with the way they see the world from the point of their 

perceptions (Cohen et al., 2011). The interviewees express their unique viewpoints 

according to the interview questions within the interview. In this sense, this neither-

subjective-nor-objective understanding of interviews becomes very well-suited for 

building the concourse for a Q methodological research. Therefore, as McKeown 

and Thomas (2013, p. 18) suggest, interviews can be thought of as instruments that 

are "most consistent with the principle of self-reference". For example, a set of 
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items in a Q-set or interview questions "can be felt and hence show up very 

differently to another person or the same person at another time" (Watts & Stenner, 

2012, p. 31).  

The fact that interviews are consistent with the principle of self-reference bring 

some advantages. First of all, the topics of research can be covered more widely 

and in a more detailed way since the interaction between interviewer and the 

interviewee can lead to more probing questions and "natural digressions" can occur 

within the natural flow of the interview (McKeown & Thomas, 2013, p. 18). That 

is helpful in a Q methodological research to widen the coverage of the concourse 

and thus contribute to the increase of the "number of the features relevant for the Q 

sample" (McKeown & Thomas, 2013, p. 18). The aim of the concourse, namely 

generating as many statements as possible, can thereby be achieved. Related to this 

point, the second advantage of the interviews in building the concourse in Q 

methodology is that the language and the wording of the Q sample, in the end, can 

be more "naturalistic and operant" (McKeown & Thomas, 2013, p. 18). Therefore, 

a lower researcher effect can be observed in the wording of the Q-statements. Also, 

the statements can be more familiar to the participants since they or their fellow 

participants will have been actively involved in the production of the final set of 

data collection instruments (Q-sample).  

While interviews bring some advantages to Q-methodology, particularly when 

building up the concourse, interviewing, in general terms, is not without potential 

weaknesses. One possible weakness of interviews is related to the time that it takes 

to conduct and transcribe the interviews. While it is not necessary for researchers 

to audio or video-record interviews, such recordings can prove to be helpful for a 

robust data analysis at later stages. Yet, transcribing each interview can take more 
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time than interviewing since it requires a researcher to listen to the interview 

minute-by-minute and type it at the same time. When the potential difficulty of not 

being able to understand the recording clearly due to poor recording quality is also 

added, interviews can be a time-consuming data collection method for researchers 

(Sharp, 2012). Another weakness of interviews is how the interviewees respond to 

the interview questions. The participants may provide answers which they think the 

interviewer would want to hear, and this may lead the participants not to answer the 

interview questions truthfully and with accuracy (Creswell, 2013). This weakness 

could be affected from the attributes of the researcher such as “personal identity 

(e.g. sex, ethnic origin, accent, socio-economic status and professional status), self-

presentation (e.g. appearance) and personal involvement (e.g. attentiveness and 

style)” (Sharp, 2012, pp. 80-81). While it is not possible to judge to what extent the 

interviewees’ answers are accurate and represent their true feelings or beliefs, in 

this research, I aimed at mitigating such effects to a minimum by conducting the 

interviews professionally. For example, to mitigate the effects of the professional 

status of being a researcher from a UK university, I explained to potential 

participants that I was a research ‘student’ but at a different level of education. In 

addition to that, I paid attention to my outlook when I visited the school so that I 

would dress neither too smart nor too casually. Finally, for interviewees to feel that 

they are ‘really’ being listened to, I paid great attention to their responses by 

nodding and asking follow-up questions to some of their answers.  

Although interviews can be very advantageous in building a concourse and 

consequently a Q-sample, not every Q-researcher uses interviews. As stated above, 

non-naturalistic or adapted sources can be preferred to interviews. One reason for 

this is that interviews already stand as one of the main data collection instruments 
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in qualitative research. Employing interviews as one of the instruments to generate 

the data for another data collection instrument (Q-sorting) can be exhaustive and 

time-consuming. Cohen et al. (2011) point out that using interviews can be costly 

with regards to time. In this particular research, so far it has proved that it is both 

costly to the interviewer and the interviewee. Thus, Q-researchers can resort to less-

time intensive means for concourse building. Nevertheless, there have been Q-

research studies that benefited from using interviews. For example, to generate 

statements for their Q-set, Maxwell and Brown (1999) interviewed the participants 

in their research that investigated the problems and provided solutions for student 

misconduct in a faculty environment. Dariel’s (2011) research that explored the e-

learning adoption in nurse education also utilized a concourse which was developed 

through interviews. 

In this research, a semi-structured type of interview protocol was followed in which 

a set of questions were prepared in an interview guide before the interviews. The 

reason for using the semi-structured type of interview was that it provided more 

freedom to the interviewers to "clarify people’s understanding and to ask follow-up 

questions to explore a viewpoint […]" (Newby, 2014, p. 340). Therefore, the 

researcher travelled to Northview School in Norway to carry out the interviews. 

The target number of students for this phase was 24, of which 4 were for piloting 

the interview protocol and 20 for the main conduct of one-to-one interviews. 8 

students for the target number of 24 participants in this phase were recruited through 

the online survey of digital technologies phase which constituted the first phase of 

data collection in this research. Of the main 141 participants who participated in the 

online survey, 13 participants indicated that they would be interested in being 

participants for the interview and nominal group technique phases, but only 8 of 
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these students could be reached on the day of interviews when the researcher arrived 

at the school to conduct the interviews. To recruit further 16 participants, the 

researcher visited three classrooms with Teacher A and with the permission of other 

English teachers at the time of the lessons. The researcher first introduced himself 

telling the students that he was a post-graduate research student visiting from the 

University of Reading in the UK and doing research about the affordances of digital 

technologies for autonomous language learning. The researcher gave information 

about the research and explained what would be required from the participants 

during one-to-one interview meetings. The researcher also asked if the students had 

any further questions about the research. At each classroom, the researcher also 

assured the participants that the participation would be voluntary and that even if 

the students volunteered to participate in the one-to-one interview meetings, they 

were free to change their minds at any stage. After having briefed the students about 

the study, the researcher left the classrooms to give time to students to think about 

the study and decide whether they would like to participate in the one-to-one 

interview phase. Later, the researcher visited three classes again without Teacher A 

and asked if there would be any volunteers to participate in the one-to-one interview 

phase. From these three classes, 16 participants showed interest and they 

volunteered to participate in the one-to-one interview phase.  

A convenience sampling strategy was followed at this phase to recruit the 

participants, and in the end, a total of 24 students were recruited for one-to-one 

interview phase (Table 14), of whom 4 participated in the pilot phase of the 

interviews and 20 participated in the main interviews phase. 4 participants in the 

pilot phase were 16 years old and all of these participants were first-year students. 

3 of these participants were male and 1 of them was female. When it comes to 
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participants at the main phase of one-to-one interviews, of the 20 participants, 17 

students were aged 16 and other 3 students were aged 17. 11 of these participants 

were female and the remaining 9 participants were male. All of the participants 

were first-year students. 

Table 14 Number of participants for the semi-structured interview phase 

To conduct the interviews, the school provided a quiet study space in the school 

library to carry out the interviews. Before carrying out the main interviews, the 

interview guide was piloted with four students. The aim of piloting the interview 

guide was to see whether the interview could be conducted smoothly in the provided 

conditions and whether the images of the digital technologies which were elicited 

from the survey were successful in understanding how digital technologies were 

helping students learn English. Each of the four students was invited to the 

interview room in the school library, where they sat at a large table on which the 

digital images were displayed. It was observed during the pilot interviews that the 

 

Data collection phases 

Semi-structured interview 

N=24 

Key demographics Variables Pilot Phase N=4 Main Phase N=20 

Age 

16 

17 

18 

4 

0 

0 

17 

3 

0 

Gender 
Female 

Male 

1 

3 

9 

11 

Year group 

Year 1 

Year 2 

Year 3 

4 

0 

0 

20 

0 

0 
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images of the digital technologies displayed succeeded in promoting students to 

think more about their English learning experiences. It was understood that the 

students could recognize the digital technologies that they were using and reflect 

on how they were useful for learning English or supporting their language learning 

activities. However, a few technical points needed to be changed for conducting the 

main interviews. One point was how five A3 size papers on which the images were 

printed should be arranged on the table. In the pilot interviews, five A3 size papers 

were placed side-by-side on the table. It appeared to be difficult for the participants 

to see the images on A3 size papers at both ends of the table. This problem was 

solved by putting one of the A3 size papers in front of the participant and laying 

two papers vertically on both sides of the participant. This gave the participant an 

n-shape vantage point from where s/he could see all the images of the digital 

technologies without trying to lean on the edge of the table. The second condition 

which needed to be changed was the sitting position of the participant. The study 

space which was provided by the school in the library had a glass door and wall. In 

the pilot study, the students sat on the table facing the glass door and wall, and 

therefore the library. It was observed that the participants could be distracted by 

other library users. Thus, while conducting the main interviews, the students were 

asked to sit facing the windows so that they would not be distracted.  

After piloting the interview guide, the main interviews were conducted over two 

days due to the time limitations in Norway. Twenty students were recruited and 

interviewed individually voluntarily. The interviews lasted between ten to fifteen 

minutes. In each interview, the interview guide was followed. As suggested by 

Cohen et al. (2011) to conduct an interview in which participants feel secure to talk 

freely, the interviewees were informed about what interview protocol involved and 
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the aims of the research (see 8.5Appendix A.11). An information sheet explained 

the aims of the research, ethical considerations and how the interview would be 

conducted with audio-recording (see 8.5Appendix A.5). Also, before starting the 

interviews, signed consent was taken from the participants (see 8.5Appendix A.6). 

The questions in the interview were conducted over the images. The interviewees 

were given time to familiarize themselves with the images of the digital 

technologies, and they were asked which, if any, of those digital technologies they 

used to help with their language learning. The interviewees were reminded that they 

could talk about as many digital technologies as possible and that there were no 

right or wrong answers. The images of digital technologies proved to be helpful to 

learn more about the experiences of students regarding the opportunities that the 

digital technologies provided for language learning. In the meantime, the interviews 

were recorded on two devices to prevent losing data, and at the end of each 

interview, the audio-recording of the interview was saved. 

5.2.3 Nominal group technique meetings 

Although it was acknowledged above that it is impossible to grasp every unique 

viewpoint about a topic, this research used a second technique, namely a nominal 

group technique, to increase the coverage of the concourse as much as possible. 

The other reason for using a second technique was to provide triangulation of the 

research data. Cohen et al. (2011, p. 195) briefly define triangulation as "use of two 

or more methods of data collection in the study of some aspect of human 

behaviour”. It is also stated that triangulation can be characterized in different types 

such as “time triangulation, space triangulation, combined levels of triangulation, 

theoretical triangulation, investigator triangulation and methodological 
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triangulation” (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 195). In this research, a multi-method 

characterization of triangulation was found more relevant to "map out, or explain 

more fully, the richness and complexity of human behaviour by studying it from 

more than one standpoint […]" (Cohen et al., 2011, p. 195).  In this research, this 

refers to the affordances that digital technologies provide to language learners for 

learning English autonomously. 

In Q methodological research, the nominal group technique is used when the 

researchers want to generate a Q-set for Q sorting in a less time-consuming way 

(McKeown & Thomas, 2013). The Q-researcher can reach the desired number of 

Q-statements in a very short time, even in one session with the participants, by 

following the steps of a highly structured group meeting. It is a technique of 

structured group meetings which combines participation both at individual and 

group level. Unlike other data collection techniques, such as focus group meetings, 

participants work individually for a certain period in nominal group technique 

meetings (Macphail, 2001). Thus, participants are less likely to be affected by group 

dynamics and social power relations with each other (Laenen, 2015). It is also 

useful to prevent dominant participants from taking control over the group 

interaction and discussion. As Macphail (2001) states, the technique aims to give 

each participant an equal opportunity to voice his/her own viewpoint about the topic 

of the meeting. Porter (2013) also suggests that more viewpoints can be generated 

by employing nominal group technique meetings. 

In the light of its advantages concerning it being less time consuming and finding 

out more viewpoints about a topic, two Q studies can be identified in the literature 

which used nominal group technique meetings. Kinsey and Kelly (1989) used 

nominal group technique in a Q study to understand what issues could emerge in a 
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political campaign process. The nominal group technique played a role in this 

research to generate a 40-statement Q sample in 2 hours. For Kinsey and Kelly’s 

(1989) research, nominal group technique proved to be a time-efficient way of 

generating the Q sample for the main data collection step of Q methodology, Q-

sorting. In another research, Mattson, Clark, Byrd, Brown, and Robinson (2011) 

used nominal group technique meetings to generate two sets of Q-sample for 

challenges and solutions that were experienced by the authorities in the evolution 

of a national park. The nominal group technique meeting resulted in a 63-item Q-

sample for challenges and 58-item Q-sample for solutions. Therefore, nominal 

group technique meetings were used in the concourse building step both to 

triangulate the viewpoints identified in the interviews and to identify as many 

viewpoints as possible about the domain of subjectivity. 

While nominal group meetings have some advantages and they are used in Q-

methodological studies to build up the concourse much more quickly, they also 

have some limitations. First of all, the results from a nominal group technique 

meeting are not generalisable since few participants take place in the meetings 

(Laenen, 2015). Nominal group technique meetings are also limited in terms of the 

topics that can be discussed with the participants. Generally, the starting question 

is presented to the participants at the beginning of the meeting, and no follow-up 

questions are asked during the meeting. Therefore, the results from a nominal group 

technique meeting may also lack the “sufficient depth” (Laenen, 2015, p. 8). 

Finally, the certain structure of nominal group technique can make some of the 

participants develop a resistance to the rigid structure of the technique due to the 

lack of flexibility in the format (Steward, 2001). If this study had used nominal 

group technique only as a data collection tool, the findings could be problematic in 
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terms of generalisability. Yet, the nominal group technique was is only used to build 

up the concourse together with interview technique. Therefore, generalising 

findings from this technique only has not been a concern. When it comes to a fixed 

structure, this study adapted the nominal group technique to overcome participants’ 

developing resistance to its structure. As it will be explained later in this part, some 

of the steps of nominal group technique procedure are modified such as not typing 

every idea generated by the participants to save more time for participants. 

In terms of participants recruitment, a similar procedure to recruitment for one-to-

one interviews in the previous phase was followed. An on-site convenience 

sampling procedure was followed. The researcher visited Northview School in two 

days. In the first day, the researcher visited three classes of English lessons with 

teacher A and with the permission of English teachers at the time of the lesson. The 

researcher introduced himself once again telling the students that he was a post-

graduate research student from the University of Reading in the UK and doing 

research about the affordances of digital technologies for autonomous language 

learning. Having introduced himself, the researcher gave information about what 

nominal group technique meetings meant and explained how these meetings would 

be conducted. After explaining the procedure to the students, the researcher also 

asked if the students had any further questions about the data collection technique, 

the research itself or about the researcher himself. At each classroom, the researcher 

made it very clear again that the participation would be voluntary and that even if 

the students showed interest and wanted to volunteer to participate in the nominal 

group technique meetings, they had the right to change their minds at any stage and 

withdraw their consent from participation. Again, after having introduced the 

students to the study and nominal group data collection technique, the researcher 
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left the classrooms and gave time to students to think about the study and make a 

decision whether they would be interested in being participants in nominal group 

data collection phase. Later, the researcher visited three classes in turn again, but 

this time without Teacher A, and asked if any students would like to participate in 

the nominal group technique phase. From these three classes, 29 participants 

expressed interest and they volunteered to participate in nominal group data 

collection phase (Table 15). Of the 5 participants who took part at the pilot phase 

of the nominal group data collection technique, 3 participants were aged 16 and 2 

participants were aged 17. 2 of the participants were female and 3 of them were 

male. All of the participants were first-year students. When it comes to the 

participants at the main phase of nominal group data collection technique, 14 of the 

participants were 16 years old and 10 of them were 17 years old. While 15 

participants were female, 9 participants were male. All of the participants were Year 

1 students in their schools. 
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Table 15 Number of participants for the nominal group technique phase 

 

Data collection phase 

Nominal group technique 

N=29 

Key 

demographics 
Variables Pilot Phase n=5 Main Phase n=24 

Age 

16 

17 

18 

3 

2 

0 

14 

10 

0 

Gender 
Female 

Male 

2 

3 

15 

9 

Year group 

Year 1 

Year 2 

Year 3 

5 

0 

0 

24 

0 

0 

 

Carrying out a nominal group technique meeting requires the researcher to follow 

a set of steps. Although there is no single procedure, generally a set of guidelines 

are followed. According to the nature of the research, modifications can also be 

made in the nominal group technique procedure (Laenen, 2015). In this research, 

some modifications were made. In Kinsey and Kelly’s (1989) and Mattson et al. 

(2011) studies, nominal group technique was useful to generate the Q-sample in a 

very short time without dealing with data analysis separately. Since the aim of using 

nominal group technique in this research was only to identify the viewpoints with 

regards to the opportunities that digital technologies could provide to learners of 

English, nominal group technique protocol was slightly modified to serve this aim.  

The modification to the nominal group technique was also informed by the results 

of a pilot meeting with the participants. The nominal group technique meeting 
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procedure was piloted with five students before the main meetings and it showed 

that sharing ideas after the silent generation of ideas was time-consuming for the 

participants. In the pilot nominal group technique meeting, (1) the participants 

shared verbally each of their ideas as they had written them down on their record 

templates, (2) these ideas were typed on Word document by the researcher as they 

were noted down by the participants, (3) the participants shared verbally each of 

their explanations of their ideas, and (4) the researcher typed their explanations next 

to the previously shared idea. However, it was understood at the end of the pilot 

meeting that it would be an inefficient use of time to transfer participants’ recorded 

ideas on their record papers to Word document during the meeting because the 

researcher was already going to keep participants’ papers on which they recorded 

their ideas. Therefore, in the main nominal group technique meetings, the 

participants did not share their notes from their papers, but they only shared their 

explanations of their ideas. 

Table 16 presents details of how a traditional nominal group technique procedure 

(adapted from (Potter, Gordon, & Hamer, 2004) was followed in this research. Each 

meeting was conducted with six students, and in total four meetings were carried 

out. As with the sampling for interviews, a convenience sampling strategy was 

followed for the nominal group technique meetings. 

Table 16 Nominal group technique meeting procedure 

Nominal 

group 

technique 

protocol steps 

Description of the steps 
How they were applied in this 

research 

Introduction 

and 

explanation 

Welcome participants and explain 

the purpose and procedure of the 

meeting. 

The participants were welcomed and 

informed about the nature and aims 

of the research. 
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Nominal 

group 

technique 

protocol steps 

Description of the steps 
How they were applied in this 

research 

Silent 

generation of 

ideas 

Provide each participant with a sheet 

of paper with the question to be 

addressed and ask them to write 

down all ideas that come to mind 

when considering the question. 

During this period, ask participants 

not to consult or discuss their ideas 

with others. Allow approximately 10 

minutes.  

 

Six students participated in each of 

the four nominal group technique 

meetings. Each student was provided 

with a template paper (see 

8.5Appendix A.12) to record their 

viewpoints as answers to the question 

of "what opportunities do the digital 

technologies afford you with learning 

and improving your English?". Six 

students in each group sat around a 

table on which the same images of 

digital technologies printed on A3 

size papers were displayed to the 

participants. Students were given ten 

minutes to record their answers and 

were reminded not to discuss their 

ideas with each other (see 

8.5Appendix A.13 for a sample 

completed forms).  

Sharing ideas Invite participants to share the ideas 

they have generated. The facilitator 
records each idea on a flip chart 

using the words spoken by the 

participant. The round-robin process 

continues until all ideas have been 

presented. There is no debate about 

items at this stage and participants 

are encouraged to write down any 

new ideas that may arise from what 

others share. This process ensures all 

participants get an opportunity to 

make an equal contribution and 

provides a written record of all ideas 

generated by the group. This stage 

may take 15-30 minutes.  

 

Each student only shared the name of 

what digital technology s/he wrote 
about and the researcher noted each 

digital technology on a Word 

document. In the pilot study, noting 

each idea on Word document 

appeared to be a very slow process 

and very little time was left for the 

group discussion level. It was also 

observed that the participants felt 

tired. Therefore, since the record 

papers of the participants were 

already going to be collected at the 

end of each session, these ideas were 

not transferred verbally to Word 

document once again. The researcher 

transferred participants’ records of 

ideas later once each session was 

finished. 

Group 

discussion 

Participants are invited to seek 

verbal explanation or further details 

about any of the ideas that 

colleagues have produced that may 

not be clear to them. The facilitator’s 

task is to ensure that each person is 

allowed to contribute and that 

discussion of all ideas is thorough 

without spending too long on a 

single idea. It is important to ensure 

that the process is as neutral as 

possible, avoiding judgment and 

criticism. The group may suggest 

new items for discussion and 

combine items into categories, but 

no ideas should be eliminated. This 

stage lasts 30-45 minutes. 

The participants did not share their 

raw version of generated ideas, but 

they were invited to elaborate on their 

viewpoints by explaining how digital 

technologies can be beneficial in 

learning and improving English (see 

8.5Appendix A.14 for sample form of 

clarification of ideas). In a round-

robin manner, i.e. each participant 

taking a turn for each viewpoint, 

participants briefly explained their 

ideas and these ideas were noted 

down on the same Word document, 

in a separate column next to the name 

of the digital technology which had 

been shared in the previous stage. 
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Nominal 

group 

technique 

protocol steps 

Description of the steps 
How they were applied in this 

research 

Voting and 

ranking 

This involves prioritizing the 

recorded ideas concerning the 

original question. Following the 

voting and ranking process, 

immediate results in response to the 

question are available to participants 

so the meeting concludes having 

reached a specific outcome.  

This stage was omitted in nominal 

group technique meetings because the 

main aim was to reach a 

comprehensive set of ideas which 

would be analysed to generate the Q-

sample. 

 

At the end of these two techniques, namely the interviews with participants and the 

nominal group technique meetings, the data were collected for identifying and 

building the concourse on the domain of subjectivity. The raw data from the 

interviews and the nominal group technique meetings were uploaded on NVIVO 

qualitative data analysis program and transcribed. Following this step, cases were 

created with the names of digital technologies. At the end of the initial analysis, a 

concourse of 83 statements was generated from the naturalistic resources of 

interviews and nominal group technique meetings. Those statements were later 

edited in the light of statements in Cooker (2012) and Tassinari (2012). 

5.3 Selecting statements for the Q-set: sampling the 

concourse 

The next step after the data were collected for developing the concourse is to 

prepare the Q-set that refers to a purposive selection of statements derived from the 

concourse and that research participants sort on a grid according to a given 

condition of instruction during the Q-sorting procedure. As has been noted, a 

concourse is expected to become as comprehensive as possible to reflect all possible 
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opinions in response to the research question, but "practicality necessitates a 

reduction in magnitude for research purposes" (McKeown & Thomas, 2013, p. 18). 

There is not a suggested number of statements for a Q-set, but a set of 40-80 

statements is generally accepted as the standard in Q methodology (Watts & 

Stenner, 2012). So, the concourse of 83 statements needed to be refined. 

The main aim of a Q-set is to generate statements from the concourse in a way that 

Q-set statements will represent or be a sample of that concourse. Thus, two 

characteristics of successful Q-set statements are "coverage", defined as "broadly 

representative of the opinion domain, population or concourse at issue" and 

"balance", which refers to a design that can capture "the full gamut of possible 

opinion and perspective in relation to your research question" (Watts & Stenner, 

2012, p. 58). 

Stephenson (1952, p. 223) states that a Q-set can be generated "purely on theoretical 

grounds, or from naturally-occurring (ecological) conditions, or as required for 

experimental purposes, to suit the particular requirements of an investigation”. So, 

there can be multiple ways of generating a Q-set. Of those ways, there are generally 

two which can be followed to sample a Q-set from the concourse: unstructured or 

structured sampling (Watts & Stenner, 2012). In an unstructured approach, the 

researcher does not use any experimental design principles, and statements are 

selected presuming that those statements provide the balance and coverage 

characteristics of effective statements in Q-set (McKeown & Thomas, 2013). 

However, it has been noted that unstructured sampling may risk over- or under-

sampling of some of the opinions of the participants.  
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Structured sampling, however, can provide a comprehensive representation of all 

the relevant opinions with regard to the research question (Adams, 2002). In 

structured sampling, the Q-sample is generated more systematically and is "given a 

sufficiently comprehensive and theoretically elaborate experimental design". One 

of the benefits of this approach is that theories can be tested by creating hypotheses. 

For structured sampling, the researcher can adopt a deductive design (statements 

are derived according to "hypothetical or theoretical considerations") or an 

inductive design (statements are derived from "patterns that are observed as 

statements are collected") (McKeown & Thomas, 2013, p. 23).  

In the light of this description for designing the Q-sample, this research adopted an 

unstructured sampling strategy as there is no inherent hypothesis to test. During the 

initial analysis of the interview and nominal group technique meetings data, themes 

were created, but those themes aimed to organize initial concourse statements rather 

than comprising the themes for a structured sampling strategy. At this stage, Watts 

and Stenner (2012, p. 61) suggest writing as many statements as possible to prevent 

becoming "overly restrictive or dismissive of possible content at too early a stage". 

So, based on the concourse of 83 statements, a set of steps were followed to elicit 

the final set of Q-statements. 

First, some of these 83 statements were combined since they had a similar 

proposition with other statements. Particularly, the statements which had a very 

specific proposition were combined. Additionally, some of the statements were too 

long since they were taken directly from the interviews and nominal group 

technique meeting records. These statements were also discarded. As a result of this 

operation, a set of 60 statements were reached. 60 statements would be within the 

standards in Q-methodology, but Watts and Stenner (2012) suggest that sometimes 
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circumstances require using a smaller number of statements. The compelling reason 

to further refine the statements in this research was the time limitations of the 

participants. It had already proved difficult in interviews and nominal group 

technique meetings to recruit participants during class time, and it might be better 

not to take too much time of the students by populating the Q-set with too many 

statements. 

To refine the existing 60 statements and to see how Q-sorting would work, a pilot 

study was designed. Originally, Q-sorting was planned to be made face-to-face with 

the students, but because of unexpected circumstances, the pilot Q-sorting had to 

be made via online means. To reach students for the pilot Q-sorting, Teacher A was 

contacted again, and she helped in terms of distributing the URL-link to online Q-

sorting among her students in her English class as well as other students in other 

English classes. 

By using the POETQ web application, selection of which will be explained in the 

Q-sorting stage, seven students completed the Q-sorting. It was understood from 

the pilot Q-sorting that Q-sorting 60 statements could take more than 30 minutes, 

and more importantly, the participants stated that some of the statements were 

similar. So, based on this feedback from the pilot Q-sorting, 60 statements were 

worked on again. In such circumstances, when a researcher aims to employ a 

smaller number of statements, the statements can be phrased or reworded in more 

general terms (Watts & Stenner, 2012). Hence, some of the statements were 

rephrased in a more general way. Finally, a set of 42 statements were generated to 

be used in main Q-sorting. These statements are as follow: 

1. It is fun learning English with digital technologies. 
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2. I find people better to learn English with on digital 

technologies.  

3. I find out the strengths and weaknesses of my English with 

digital technologies. 

4. I get myself in the mood to learn English better with digital 

technologies. 

5. I am more confident speaking English with digital 

technologies. 

6. I am more focused on learning English with digital 

technologies. 

7. I evaluate the reliability of information from resources on the 

Internet for learning English. 

8. With digital technologies, I evaluate which resources are good 

for learning English. 

9. I create new strategies to help me learn English with digital 

technologies. 

10. I make time to learn English with digital technologies. 

11. I am more self-disciplined and organized in learning English 

with digital technologies. 

12. I am more careful about how I am speaking English with 

people on digital technologies. 

13. I explain better why I learn English in the ways that I do with 

digital technologies. 

14. With digital technologies, I explain better why I choose the 

materials that I use. 

15. I collaborate with other students more easily for English with 

digital technologies. 

16. I am more motivated to learn English with digital 

technologies. 

17. I am more relaxed and less stressed about learning English 

with digital technologies. 
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18. I feel more supported when learning English with digital 

technologies. 

19. I find more resources easily with digital technologies to help 

me learn English. 

20. I get a sense of what is happening around the world in English 

with digital technologies. 

21. I get frustrated learning English on my own with digital 

technologies as I need a teacher to tell me if I am learning 

well. 

22. I give feedback to my English teacher and assess her work 

anonymously with digital technologies. 

23. I learn English at any place I want with digital technologies. 

24. I learn English at any time I want with digital technologies. 

25. With digital technologies, I have courage to try different things 

in English. 

26. With digital technologies, I know better why I am learning 

English. 

27. I learn English at my own pace/speed with digital 

technologies. 

28. I get instant feedback to my language mistakes and errors with 

digital technologies. 

29. With digital technologies, I learn more about the culture of 

English speaking countries. 

30. I select appropriate learning strategies according to my needs 

in English with digital technologies. 

31. I set more achievable objectives/goals while learning English 

with digital technologies. 

32. I find more opportunities to use English with digital 

technologies. 

33. I understand better what works for me when learning English 

with digital technologies. 
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34. With digital technologies, I need the encouragement of an 

English teacher for learning English. 

35. With digital technologies, I need a push from my English 

teacher to study English. 

36. With digital technologies, I am less worried about making 

mistakes in front of other people. 

37. With digital technologies, I review what I have learnt in 

English. 

38. Learning English with digital technologies is more natural 

because I do not feel like "I am sitting down to learn English". 

39. With digital technologies, I learn English in ways and with 

resources that interest me. 

40. With digital technologies, I have a better understanding of how 

I learn English best. 

41. With digital technologies, I learn English better on my own 

without the help of someone. 

42. With digital technologies, I monitor my own English learning 

progress over time. 

5.4 Selecting the P-set and Q-sorting phase 

Up until this point in the study, interviews and nominal group technique meetings 

were conducted to ascertain the subjective communicability around the topic of 

affordances of digital technologies for autonomous language learning from which 

a Q-set of 42 statements were generated. Of these steps, Q-sorting can be suggested 

to be the most crucial step in Q methodology. This is because "subjectivity is 

expressed by participants modelling their viewpoints through the operational 

medium of a Q sort" (McKeown & Thomas, 2013, p. 5). This is the step in which 

the participants in this research state which of the Q-set statements represents an 
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affordance of digital technologies for autonomous language learning. The aim of 

observing the affordances from the point of view of the participants themselves will 

be achieved through Q-sorting. 

Q-sorting is generally administered by the researcher in-person, but online Q-

sorting can also be used on some occasions (Watts & Stenner, 2012). This research 

first aimed at administering Q-sorting in person with the students by visiting them 

in Northview School. However, because of unexpected circumstances, an online 

data collection option had to be chosen. For this online administration, an online 

tool was needed which could still inherently possess the subtleties of in-person Q-

sorting process such as allowing the participants pre-sort the Q-statements into 

three categories and allowing the participants to see all the statements at the same 

time and make "relative evaluation" among the statements when Q-sorting. One of 

the most popular options was FlashQ online package. The main advantage of this 

programme was its being free and replicating the characteristics of an in-person Q-

sorting process. However, it required some technical knowledge to run the 

programme. Another online tool which could be an option was the Q-Assessor web 

application which was also very successful at replicating the subtleties of in-person 

Q-sorting. However, Q-Assessor was not free, and the price of it was not affordable. 

So, this research used the POETQ web application which was developed by 

Stephen Jeffares and Helen Dickinson and programmed by Greg Hughes. The main 

advantages of POETQ were that it was free and user-friendly. It also allowed the 

participants to divide the Q-statements into three provisional ranking categories. 

Although POETQ did not allow the participants to sort the statements on a Q-grid, 

the participants could see all the statements from each category at the same time, 
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and therefore they could still compare and select the statements relative to each 

other. 

42 statements were uploaded to the POETQ web application and a Q-sorting 

operation was designed. For in-person Q-sorting, the researcher needs to prepare a 

Q-grid that can be labelled with a scale such as Least like me to Most like me 

(Damio, 2013), most agree to most disagree; most characteristic to most 

uncharacteristic; most important to most unimportant (Watts & Stenner, 2012). It 

also has to be on a continuum, e.g. (-5) to (+5). POETQ lacked this feature of 

showing a Q-grid to participants and allowing them to distribute their statements 

onto this Q-grid. Yet in POETQ, the researcher still needed to specify the range of 

values and the length of the column to build the grid into the system. The Q-grid 

which was set in POETQ is as follows (Figure 3): 

Figure 3 Q-grid in this research 

 

Q-sorting constitutes the most important stage of data collection in Q-methodology, 

and therefore, it entails a well-thought sampling of participants. In Q-methodology 

terminology, sampling of the participants is also referred to as selecting the P-set. 

P-set in Q methodology refers to the participants who rank-order the Q-set 

statements. It is the technical term for the participants whose subjectivity is 

explored by Q-sorting operation. 

Brown (1980) suggests that the aim of Q methodology is more "to establish the 

existence of particular viewpoints and thereafter to understand, explicate and 
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compare them". Therefore, rather than a large number of participants, "enough 

subjects [or participants] to establish the existence of a factor [overarching 

viewpoint] for purposes of comparing one factor with another" has been suggested 

and applied in Q methodological research studies. Watts and Stenner (2012) state 

that the number of Q-set statements should be two times the number of participants. 

For example, for a Q-set of 40 statements, 20 participants will suffice. Besides 

formulating the number of participants using this ratio, a standard number of 

participants between 40 and 60 have also been suggested (Watts & Stenner, 2012). 

Apart from the careful consideration of the number of participants, particular 

consideration should also be given as to how these participants are selected. Watts 

and Stenner (2012) warn against opportunistic sampling. This is because, in Q 

methodology, each participant is regarded as a variable, and thus participants who 

may have a "viewpoint to express" (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 71) and who are 

selected more based on "theoretical…or dimensional …than random or accidental" 

(Brown, 1980, p. 192) are more preferable for Q-sorting. Thus, rather than 

opportunistic sampling, a strategic sampling strategy is recommended. Fulfilling 

the aim of this research also entailed selecting a P-set or participants who used 

technology in their language learning context. In the light of these considerations, 

the students in Northview School were selected as the P-set in this study within the 

overall framework of purposive sampling. Yet, purposive sampling can be 

overridden by the "participant’s enthusiasm for the subject" (Watts & Stenner, 

2012, p. 71), and therefore a convenience sampling strategy can be pursued with 

the boundaries of purposive sampling. So, since the researcher could not force the 

students to carry out a Q-sorting operation, the P-set were sampled among the 

purposively-selected students on a voluntary and convenience basis. In other words, 
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the ‘circle’ of the participants were narrowed down to the students in Northview 

School through purposive sampling. The purpose was to collect data from the 

students who were already using digital technologies for their learning of English 

as a foreign language. Yet, both due to the above warning that the participants’ 

willingness and consent can override the purposive sampling and the researcher’s 

inability to travel to the Northview School himself to administer the Q-sorting phase 

entailed a convenience sampling strategy to recruit participants among the students 

who were both voluntary to take part and available at the time of the Q-sorting. 

For the recruitment of the participants for Q-sorting, Teacher A helped the 

researcher. When the study was set up online, the link to the online Q-sorting web 

application was sent to Teacher A, and she was asked to distribute the URL-link 

both to the students in her English class and to the students in other English classes 

in the school.  After the URL-link was distributed to the students, a total number of 

53 students started online Q-sorting. Therefore, it is possible to state that 53 

students were initially recruited for the Q-sorting phase. Yet, not every participant 

who started Q-sorting continued to the end of the process. This reminds the 

argument by Cohen (2011) that the online administration of the questionnaires is 

vulnerable to the drop-outs of the participants. During online Q-sorting process in 

this phase, only 37 of the 53 participants finished Q-sorting while others dropped-

out before completing the process. Table 17 below shows the demographics of these 

participants. Those finished Q-sorts are finally downloaded and prepared for factor 

analysis. 
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Table 17 Number of participants for the Q-sorting phase 

 Data collection phase 

Q-sorting 

N=44 

Key 

demographics 

Variables Pilot Phase n=7 Main Phase n=37 

Age 16 

17 

18 

6 

1 

0 

12 

4 

21 

Gender Female 

Male 

3 

4 

15 

22 

Year group Year 1 

Year 2 

Year 3 

7 

0 

0 

12 

2 

23 

 

The online Q-sorting process started by informing the students about the research 

itself together with its aims and the ethical considerations. It later moved to ask 

demographic information about the participants which involved their age and what 

class they were in the school. The main Q-sorting operation started by providing 

the participants with instructions. The participants were first required to divide 42 

statements into three ranking categories according to the following condition of 

instruction: 

Think about the functions (opportunities) in digital technologies 

below. Which of these functions have helped you learn/study English 

autonomously without the direct control or influence of your English 

teacher (for example, to have control over your English learning 

with self-determined and volitional tasks such as doing online 

exercises, watching movies and TV series in English, playing online 

games, writing a blog in English, and many other things you do...)? 
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Based on your experiences, put each statement in MOST 

HELPFUL (agree) or MOST UNHELPFUL (disagree) box. 

If you feel unsure or have no idea, then select NEUTRAL. 

Once the initial categorization was finished, the POETQ system showed the 

statements from the Most Helpful category and Most Unhelpful category 

alternatively to the participants until each category was exhausted. At this point, it 

must be acknowledged that the Q-sorting process was unlike the ideal Q-sorting 

operation of the in-person data collection procedure. Normally, a participant is 

provided with the Q-grid and the statements, and the participants distribute the 

statements directly onto the Q-grid. Although POETQ still allowed the participants 

to refine their preferences for Q-sorting, it lacked this feature. Rather than seeing 

their Q-sort taking shape in the process, the participants in POETQ could only see 

their finished Q-sort after all the statements were distributed (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4 A complete Q-sort 

Once the Q-sorting was finished, the system brought four questions which asked 

the participants to elaborate more on why they found the two statements in both 

ends of the Q-grid most helpful and most unhelpful. In most Q-studies, post-sorting 

interviews can be conducted with every participant to make the data more rich and 

better quality (Gallagher & Porock, 2010). The main aim with these follow-up 

interviews is to dive more into how participants understand the issue and to explore 

"why they have sorted the items as they have and to get them to focus on the 

meaning and significance of particularly important and salient items" (Watts & 

Stenner, 2012, p. 82). In this research, since Q-sorting was made online, four 

follow-up open-ended questions were asked. The answers to these follow-up 

questions were also important in this research because they could help 

understanding why some learners prioritized some affordances of digital 
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technologies for autonomous language learning and thereby helping with the factor 

interpretation. 

5.5 Factor analysis 

Factor analysis is another important step in Q-methodological research studies. 

Factor analysis consists of "the statistical means by which respondents are grouped 

-or, more accurately, group themselves- through the process of Q sorting" 

(McKeown & Thomas, 2013, p. 51). The factor is defined as "an outcome emerging 

from a cluster of participants whose Q-sorts were statistically similar" and is 

different from its meaning of "issues influencing behaviour" (Dariel, 2011, p. 11). 

At the end of this statistical analysis, "family resemblances" are sought to "reduce 

the multivariate data down to a small number of dimensions of factors", and so data 

analysis and interpretation are facilitated (Adams, 2002, p. 44). Factors represent 

the participants who are "like-minded on a topic [and] their Q-sorts will be similar 

and they will […] end up on the same factor” (Brown, 1980, p. 208). McKeown 

and Thomas (2013, p. 52) state that factor analysis makes interpretation 

significantly easier by drawing the attention on the "typological nature of audience 

segments on any given subjective issue". Thus, it will be this statistical analysis 

process to yield a number of factors or patterns of viewpoints of participants 

concerning the affordances of digital technologies for autonomous language 

learning. The emerging factors from the factor analysis will answer the main 

research question below: 

What are the affordances of digital technologies for autonomous 

English language learning to students studying in a Norwegian 

secondary school? 
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In this study, the factor analysis was carried out in three consecutive steps: factor 

extraction and rotation, flagging significantly loading Q-sorts, and preparation of 

factor estimates and factor arrays. 

5.5.1 Factor extraction and rotation 

Before the factor extraction, thirty-seven finished Q-sorts were downloaded from 

POETQ web application. In this research, Ken-Q web application was used for 

factor analysis, which is a bespoke data analysis application for Q-methodological 

data. To stage data for analysis, Q-sort data and Q-sort statements were uploaded 

onto Ken-Q web application. Once the Q-sort data and statements entry was 

completed, Ken-Q application computed the correlations among Q-sorts and 

created the correlation matrix. This step was for seeing which Q-sorts are similar 

or dissimilar to one another. The computed intercorrelations among the Q-sorts 

were then applied to factor-analysis. Two methods are used in Q-methodological 

factor analysis, i.e. to statistically analyse the correlations between Q sorts and to 

group them. One is Centroid Factor Analysis (CFA) and the other one is Principal 

Component Analysis (PCA) (McKeown & Thomas, 2013). It is suggested that CFA 

and PCA will generally give similar results (Harman, 1976). The main difference 

between two methods is that PCA will analyse the data into a "best" statistically 

possible solution and thereby a determinant solution while CFA will not resolve 

itself into a determinant statistically best solution and allow the researcher to try 

different theoretical solutions. It is because of this feature of CFA that it is generally 

the preferred mode of factor extraction in Q methodological research studies. Both 

of these analysis methods were available features of Ken-Q web application. Before 

settling to a definitive number of factors, numerous iterations of factor analysis 
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were trialled with CFA and PCA in this research. The aim in each trial was to 

maximise the number of Q-sorts which loaded significantly on factors, but more 

importantly to obtain meaningful factors. It was understood after these several trials 

that PCA was more suitable in this research to extract factors with a meaningful 

solution. PCA automatically generates eight factors, and the researcher has to 

decide whether to keep all the eight factors or continue with a lesser number of 

factors for factor rotation. 

Factor rotation is a method by which the researcher attempts to provide that every 

Q sort has a bigger and significant loading only on one factor and smaller loadings 

on other factors. The reason for factor rotation is to increase each Q-sort’s 

correlation with only one factor to help with factor interpretation at the next stage 

(Watts & Stenner, 2012). In this research, three of the first eight factors were kept 

for rotation, and varimax rotation and judgmental rotation was applied. To 

determine which factors to keep, generally, the eigenvalue (EV) scores were 

considered (Watts & Stenner, 2012). The factors with an EV score more than 1.00 

could be kept for factor rotation, but all of the eight unrotated factors had an EV 

score higher than 1.00 in this research. Relying on such a statistical criterion of EV 

score can lead to keeping "spurious factors" for rotation and interpretation (Brown, 

1980, p. 222). Therefore, the main concern became to reach meaningful factors 

which were not repeating the content of each other. 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8 factors were 

kept and rotated in iterative trials, and the content of each factor were inspected in 

each factor solution. It was observed that the viewpoints in the first three factors 

were clear while the factors beyond that number were either different 

manifestations of the first three factors or with no clear meaning. Therefore, after 

extracting eight factors with PCA, three factors were first rotated with varimax.  
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At the end of the varimax rotation, twenty-eight Q-sorts loaded significantly on a 

factor. Of the remaining Q-sorts, nine did not load on any of the three factors and 

three factors were confounded which loaded significantly on two factors. One pair 

of judgemental rotation was done (Table 18). As a result of this judgemental 

rotation, Q-sort 1 loaded significantly on factor 2. 

Table 18 Judgemental rotation for one pair of factors 

Q-Sort Number 1st Factor 2nd Factor Angle of rotation 

1 2 3 4 

5.5.2 Factor loadings and flagging 

At the end of the analysis of the Q-sorts with PCA, the Ken-Q application resulted 

in a table of three factors on which the Q-sorts, the factors, and the factor loadings 

were shown. The factor loading refers to each Q-sort’s "correlation with each of the 

identified clusters of factors" (Dariel, 2011, p. 12), and they are represented with 

their correlation coefficient figures. Factor loadings show "the extent to which each 

Q sort is similar or dissimilar to the composite factor array […] for that type" 

(McKeown & Thomas, 2013, p. 53). In the next step, the Q sorts that were 

significantly loaded on one factor and showed less loading with other factors 

needed to be flagged. Factor flagging is an operation in factor analysis and it entails 

the researcher to select factors which are to be used in creating the factor arrays in 

the later step. The analysis programme Ken-Q can make this calculation and 

automatically flag the significantly loading Q-sorts. Although Ken-Q web 

application can automatically do flagging, a set of further criteria were applied to 

reduce the correlation between factors and to reach un-mixed factors which meant 

that factors with more clear-cut viewpoints. The first criterion was to flag Q-sorts 
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which loaded significantly and solely onto one factor. The significance level at 

p<0.01 was calculated by the formula of 2.58*(1/√42) =0.398; where 42 refers to a 

number of Q statements in this research, and the Q-sorts which had a significance 

level higher than 0.398 were flagged. If Q-sorts’ significance level were higher than 

0.398 but was confounded, i.e. loaded significantly at p<0.01 level on other factors, 

these Q-sorts were not flagged. Finally, Q-sorts needed to explain more than half 

of the communality or the common variance. The communality for each Q-sort is 

calculated by the sum of its squared factor loadings and it shows "how communal 

a particular Q sort is, i.e. how much it holds in common with all the other Q-sorts 

in the study group" (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 104). Therefore, flagging a particular 

Q-sort, which explained more than half of the communality on a particular factor, 

shows that more than half of the variance of that particular Q-sort was explained by 

that particular factor. 

As a result of this statistical and judgmental factor flagging operation, the final table 

of the factor matrix with defining Q-sorts flagged was reached (Table 19). A total 

of twenty-nine Q-sorts were flagged. While two Q-sorts were confounded, six Q-

sorts did not load significantly on any factor at p<0.01 level. In this outcome, a 

three-factor solution explained 41% variance. Factor score correlations also 

indicated that the factors were not correlated with one another at a significantly high 

level (Table 20). This suggests that three factors had quite distinctive viewpoints. 

Table 19 Factor matrix with defining sorts flagged 

Q Sorts Factor 1  Factor 2  Factor 3  

1 0.0479  0.6067 flagged 0.3818  

2 0.5631 flagged 0.058  0.01  

3 0.6244 flagged -0.2632  0.1384  

4 0.0935  0.5366  0.4843  
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Q Sorts Factor 1  Factor 2  Factor 3  

5 0.265  0.6125 flagged 0.0892  

6 0.3129  0.1947  0.271  

7 0.1068  -0.549 flagged 0.2368  

8 0.3573  -0.2522  0.5421 flagged 

9 0.2725  -0.094  0.4792 flagged 

10 0.6108 flagged 0.1739  0.3614  

11 0.6437 flagged 0.3114  0.2199  

12 -0.0324  0.6565 flagged -0.0602  

13 0.708 flagged 0.0364  0.1889  

14 0.1502  0.0593  0.5908 flagged 

15 0.5813 flagged 0.2774  0.2401  

16 0.3719  0.1494  -0.0297  

17 0.3587  0.5777 flagged 0.1007  

18 0.4226 flagged 0.2946  0.3488  

19 0.5062  0.5491  0.2897  

20 0.0768  -0.0205  0.6172 flagged 

21 -0.154  0.1821  0.7232 flagged 

22 0.5935 flagged 0.2929  0.2358  

23 0.3946  0.4689 flagged -0.0498  

24 0.5916 flagged 0.1447  0.3434  

25 0.6378 flagged 0.308  -0.004  

26 0.2117  0.0401  0.3405  

27 -0.0649  0.2014  0.7776 flagged 

28 0.5396 flagged 0.2462  0.3238  

29 0.1534  0.0686  0.081  

30 0.1895  -0.0308  -0.0084  

31 0.4471 flagged -0.1603  0.2906  

32 -0.0114  0.5973 flagged -0.0165  

33 0.763 flagged -0.2834  0.0609  

34 0.5275 flagged -0.0054  0.0187  

35 0.3791  0.4368 flagged -0.1228  

36 0.6346 flagged 0.3671  0.0671  

37 0.1526  -0.1542  0.1796  
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Q Sorts Factor 1  Factor 2  Factor 3  

%Explained 

Variance 
18  12  11  

 

Table 20 Factor score correlations 

 Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 

Factor 1 1 0.362 0.3257 

Factor 2 0.362 1 0.1425 

Factor 3 0.3257 0.1425 1 

 

As Watts and Stenner (2012, p. 181) stated, the Q-sorts which loaded significantly 

onto a factor did "so because they exhibit a very similar sorting pattern or 

configuration". Therefore, these Q-sorts can be called as factor-exemplars. In the 

next step, those factor exemplar Q-sorts are merged to form a single ideal-typical 

Q-sort for each factor called a factor array (Stenner, Cooper, & Skevington, 2003). 

5.5.3 Factor scores and factor arrays 

In Q-methodological studies, the factors are extracted in the light of the factor 

scores and factor arrays. Factor scores are used to prepare the factor arrays which 

refer to "empirical generalisations of a subjective viewpoint shared by those whose 

individual sorts are significantly loaded on the same factor” (McKeown & Thomas, 

2013, p. 60). In other words, a factor array represents an ideal model of Q sort which 

is a mixture of the Q sorts that load significantly on that factor. Calculating the 

factor scores and preparing the factor array is important because it enables 

identification of the distinguishing statements of each factor which refer to 

statements that are placed in significantly different places than other factors.  
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Previously flagged significantly loading Q-sorts on a particular factor are used to 

calculate the factor scores which are subsequently transformed into factor arrays. 

However, since each flagged Q-sort has a varying degree of loading, they are first 

weighted according to their factor loading. As Watts and Stenner (2012, p. 143) 

commented, "the higher the factor loading the greater the contribution made to the 

final estimate". Weighted factor scores are obtained by multiplying each 

statement’s item ranking by the factor’s weight. The weighted scores are later 

summed across the flagged Q-sorts, and subsequently, the total scores are converted 

into standard (z) scores. The reason for converting into z score is to "enable cross-

factor comparisons" between the factors (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 143). Finally, 

the z-scores for statements are converted back to the original Q-grid scores which 

were -5 to +5 in this research. In this way, a factor array of an ideal model Q-sort 

was prepared for each factor. This Q-sort shows how a "hypothetical respondent 

with a 100% loading on that factor would have ordered the items in the Q-sort" (van 

Exel & de Graaf, 2005, p. 9). While this ideal Q-sort is helpful to see the overall 

picture of factors, the Ken-Q web application also yielded a list of statements for 

each factor which were arranged categorically as highest-ranked statements, 

positive statements ranked higher in factor array than in other factor arrays, 

negative statements ranked lower in factor array than in other factor arrays, and 

lowest-ranked statements. In the next chapter, the factor array both in the form of a 

Q-grid and as the relative ranking of statements across factors are presented for the 

interpretation of the factors. 
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5.6 Chapter summary 

The methodology chapter is organised and presented in three chapters. It started 

with giving an account of the theory and the principles of Q-methodology and 

discussed why it was suitable for this research in Chapter 2. 0 presented the survey 

of digital technologies and its results which were used to investigate what digital 

technologies were being used at the time of the research and to recruit participants 

for the main data collection methods of Q-methodology. Finally, this chapter 

presented the data collection and analysis procedures in Q methodology. At the end 

of data analysis, three factors were retained. In the next chapter, the factor 

interpretation is presented as the results of this thesis.  
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Chapter 6 Findings: Factor Narratives 

This chapter presents the results of the factor analysis in the previous stage. The 

findings are presented in the format of factor interpretation. As described in the 

previous chapter, the Ken-Q web application was used to stage data for analysis; to 

create the correlation matrix among the Q-sorts, and to extract and rotate the factors. 

The Principal Components Analysis method was used to extract the three factors, 

which were then rotated by varimax and judgemental rotation to increase the factor 

loadings and bring similar Q-sorts together. After numerous trials, a three-factor 

solution was found to be the best option to answer the research question in this 

research: 

What are the affordances of digital technologies for autonomous 

English language learning to students studying in a Norwegian 

secondary school? 

In this research, the concept of learner autonomy was defined as "a systematic 

capacity for effective control over various aspects and levels of the learning 

process”, and to provide participants with a reference point to which they could 

return and interrogate whether digital technologies provide any affordances, the 

construct of control was used to operationalise learner autonomy. The term control 

is defined as:  

An autonomous language learner is a learner who learns or study 

English without the direct control or influence of a teacher and takes 
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control over his/her learning English with self-determined and 

volitional tasks and activities. 

In the light of this operationalised version of learner autonomy, three factors will 

be interpreted in this chapter. They represent the different ways in which digital 

technologies offer affordances to the participants, enabling them to take control 

over their learning of English. Before moving into the interpretation of the findings, 

the form in which the findings are presented is introduced in the next section. 

6.1 Method for factor interpretation in this research 

The description of each factor starts with technical information about the factor. It 

gives details about how much variance is explained by a particular factor, and also 

how many participants loaded on it significantly. As discussed in the previous 

chapter, factor loading refers to how each Q-sort is correlated with three factors 

found as a result of the factor analysis. Factor loadings show "the extent to which 

each Q sort is similar or dissimilar to the composite factor array […] for that type" 

(McKeown & Thomas, 2013, p. 53). Therefore, the participants who have loaded 

significantly within a particular factor are the ones who make up that particular 

factor. Later, factor interpretation of the three factors "takes the form of a careful 

and holistic inspection of the patterning of items in the factor array" (Stenner et al., 

2003) which were obtained at the end of factor analysis and the procedure for that 

was described in the previous chapter. The interpretation is made through a 

narrative. 

Technical information about the factor is followed by the visual representation of 

the factor array in the format of a Q-sort grid. This enables identification of items 

are placed at the extreme ends (-5 and +5) on the Q-grid. However, to deliver the 
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final factor interpretation, a crib sheet will be presented which, as a systematic 

approach to factor interpretation, was developed by Watts (2001). A factor 

interpretation crib sheet consists of four categories. The first category comprises 

the highest-ranked statements which refer to two statements ranked at +5 and three 

statements ranked at +4, and the lowest-ranked statements which refer to two 

statements ranked at -5 and three statements ranked at -4 on the Q-grid. Between 

these two extreme ends, the positive and negative statements which were ranked 

higher and lower than any of the other factors are presented. In the latest category, 

some of the statements can be tied which means that any particular statement can 

be ranked similarly across two factors. These statements are still included in the 

interpretation since they contributed to the holistic interpretation of each factor. 

Preparing a crib sheet for factor interpretation, or interpreting the affordances of 

digital technologies for autonomous language learning, is important since the crib 

sheet format provides the "foundations on which a through and holistic factor 

interpretation can be built" (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 153). In Q-methodological 

studies, the primary concern is to provide the whole point or the viewpoint within 

a factor in a holistic manner rather than atomistic (item-by-item) interpretation 

(Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 153). Another benefit of the crib sheet is that it enables 

understanding of the importance of the statements which were ranked close to the 

centre (0) of the factor array Q-grid. Watts and Stenner (2012, p. 154) warn against 

presuming these statements ranked towards the middle of the distribution as 

"indicative of neutrality, total indifference or a general lack of significance or 

meaning". While this assumption might sometimes be correct, such statements can 

also act as supporting points for the overall interpretation of the viewpoint within 

factor. 
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As stated in the Q-sorting stage, the responses to the four open-ended follow-up 

questions were also used in the interpretation of the factors. Drawing on Dariel 

(2011), each of forty-two Q-statements was created as free nodes in the Nvivo 

software and data from the open-ended questions were coded as quotes under the 

node of a relevant Q-statement. These quotes were used to "provide the rationale 

for the interpretation and […] to provide added depth" (Dariel, 2011). 

Another point in factor interpretation is that each factor is given an appropriate 

name so that readers can grasp the essence of a particular factor in a few words 

(Watts & Stenner, 2012). Therefore, this chapter will now continue with the 

interpretation of these three factors with their given names as below: 

6.2 Factor 1: Affordances from student-led language 

learning resources 

Factor 1 accounts for 18% of the study variance, which is the largest percentage of 

the total explained variance of 41%. It is defined by fifteen significantly loading 

participants, which is also higher than the other two factors. Table 21 shows the 

ideal factor array for factor 1. An overall understanding of factor array and 

positively and negatively ranked statements suggest that the affordances in this 

factor are generally related to finding language learning resources on one’s own 

with digital technologies. This is the reason that the findings in this factor are named 

with "affordances from student-led language learning resources". 
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Table 21 Ideal factor array for factor 1 

-5 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 5 

34. With digital 

technologies, I need 

the encouragement of 

an English teacher for 

learning English. 

*<
18. I feel more 

supported when 

learning English 

with digital 

technologies. 

**<
11. I am more 

self-disciplined 
and organized in 

learning English 

with digital 

technologies. 

10. I make time to 

learn English with 

digital 

technologies. 

33. I understand 

better what works 

for me when 

learning English 

with digital 

technologies. 

3. I find out the 

strengths and 

weaknesses of my 

English with digital 

technologies. 

8. With digital 

technologies, I 

evaluate which 

resources are 

good for learning 

English. 

*
38. Learning 

English with digital 
technologies is more 

natural because I do 

not feel like I am 

sitting down to learn 

English. 

24. I learn English 

at any time I want 

with digital 

technologies. 

**>
23. I learn 

English at any 

place I want with 

digital 

technologies. 

**>
19. I find 

more resources 
easily with digital 

technologies to 

help me learn 

English. 

21. I get frustrated 

learning English on my 

own with digital 

technologies as I need 

a teacher to tell me if I 

am learning well. 

*>
35. With digital 

technologies, I 

need a push from 

my English teacher 

to study English. 

**<
37. With 

digital 

technologies, I 

review what I have 

learnt in English. 

*<
4. I get myself 

in the mood to 

learn English better 

with digital 

technologies. 

30. I select 

appropriate learning 

strategies according 

to my needs in 

English with digital 

technologies. 

*
17. I am more 

relaxed and less 

stressed about 

learning English with 

digital technologies. 

14. With digital 

technologies, I 

explain better why 

I choose the 

materials that I 

use. 

*>
15. I collaborate 

with other students 

more easily for 

English with digital 

technologies. 

*>
29. With 

digital 

technologies, I 

learn more about 

the culture of 

English speaking 

countries. 

39. With digital 

technologies, I 

learn English in 

ways and with 

resources that 

interest me. 

*>
20. I get a 

sense of what is 

happening around 

the world in 

English with 

digital 

technologies. 

 

*<
12. I am more 

careful about how 

I am speaking 

English with 

people on digital 

technologies. 

*<
9. I create new 

strategies to help 

me learn English 

with digital 

technologies. 

*
36. With digital 

technologies, I am 

less worried about 

making mistakes in 

front of other 

people. 

*>
22. I give 

feedback to my 

English teacher and 

assess her work 

anonymously with 

digital technologies. 

5. I am more 

confident speaking 

English with digital 

technologies. 

16. I am more 

motivated to learn 

English with 

digital 

technologies. 

**
7. I evaluate the 

reliability of 

information from 

resources on the 

Internet for learning 

English. 

32. I find more 

opportunities to 

use English with 

digital 

technologies. 

*>
28. I get 

instant feedback to 

my language 

mistakes and 

errors with digital 

technologies. 

 

  

*<
42. With digital 

technologies, I 

monitor my own 

English learning 

progress over time. 

6. I am more 

focused on 

learning English 

with digital 
technologies. 

26. With digital 

technologies, I know 

better why I am 

learning English. 

2. I find people better 

to learn English with 

on digital 

technologies.  

27. I learn English 

at my own 

pace/speed with 

digital 
technologies. 

*>
41. With digital 

technologies, I learn 

English better on my 

own without the help 

of someone. 

1. It is fun learning 

English with 

digital 

technologies. 

  

   
 

*<
40. With digital 

technologies, I have 

a better 

understanding of 

how I learn English 

best. 

13. I explain better 

why I learn English 

in the ways that I do 
with digital 

technologies. 

25. With digital 

technologies, I 

have courage to 
try different 

things in English. 

    

Array Key 

*Distinguishing statement-significance level at p<0.01 

**Distinguishing statement-significance level at p<0.05 

>z-Score for the statement is higher than in all the other factors 

< z-Score for the statement is lower than in all the other factors 
  

31. I set more 
achievable 

objectives/goals 

while learning 

English with digital 

technologies. 
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6.2.1 Positively ranked statements 

The statements interpreted in this section give an account of what digital 

technologies afforded the participants who loaded significantly on factor 1 for 

learning English on their own without the direct support or intervention of their 

English teacher, thereby taking control over their learning. 

Table 22 lists the five statements which were ranked at the highest positive scores 

on the idealized factor array and together with their z-scores. 

Table 22 The Highest ranked statements 

 

Table 23 shows the positive statements which were ranked higher in Factor 1 than 

the other two factors. 

Statement 

Number 
Highest Ranked Statements z-score F1 D/C 

19 
I find more resources easily with digital 

technologies to help me learn English. 
1.745 5 D 

20 

I get a sense of what is happening around 

the world in English with digital 

technologies. 

1.727 5 D* 

23 
I learn English at any place I want with 

digital technologies. 
1.567 4 D 

39 
With digital technologies, I learn English in 

ways and with resources that interest me. 
1.509 4  

28 

I get instant feedback to my language 

mistakes and errors with digital 

technologies. 

1.357 4 D* 

Key 

F1: Factor 1 

D:  Distinguishing Statement 

C:   Consensus Statement 

*:  Significance Level p<0.01 
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Table 23 Positive statements ranked higher in factor 1 array 

Statement 

Number 

Positive Statements Ranked Higher in 

factor 1 Array than in Other Factor 

Arrays 

z-score F1 D/C 

24 
I learn English at any time I want with 

digital technologies. 
1.209 3  

29 

With digital technologies, I learn more 

about the culture of English speaking 

countries. 

1.205 3 D* 

32 
I find more opportunities to use English 

with digital technologies. 
1.003 3  

1 
It is fun learning English with digital 

technologies. 
0.961 3  

15 
I collaborate with other students more easily 

for English with digital technologies. 
0.761 2 D* 

41 

With digital technologies, I learn English 

better on my own without the help of 

someone. 

0.696 2 D* 

8 
With digital technologies, I evaluate which 

resources are good for learning English. 
0.405 1  

14 
With digital technologies, I explain better 

why I choose the materials that I use. 
0.302 1 C* 

5 
I am more confident speaking English with 

digital technologies. 
0.042 0 C* 

2 
I find people better to learn English with on 

digital technologies. 
-0.055 0 C* 

13 
I explain better why I learn English in the 

ways that I do with digital technologies. 
-0.13 0  

31 
I set more achievable objectives/goals while 

learning English with digital technologies. 
-0.168 0  

Key 

F1: Factor 1 

D:  Distinguishing Statement 

C:   Consensus Statement 

*:  Significance Level p<0.01 
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Table 22 suggests that the significantly loading participants in factor 1 found 

statement 19 and expressed what they considered to be most helpful about 

technology for learning English on their own. For these participants, the digital 

technologies afforded learners of English the opportunity to take control over their 

learning by finding new resources. In their accounts of the reasons why they found 

this statement the most useful, Q-sorter 13 stated that it was: 

easier to find resources on the Internet rather than if you are reading a 

book. 

while Q-sorter 22 commented that: 

The Internet is full of information and resources and that helps me 

learn English. 

Another participant, Q-sorter 33, stated that s/he used Google to do his/her search 

for resources. It is possible to understand from the former two Q-sorters’ comments 

that the ease of access to resources and wide range of resources for learning English 

facilitated these learners to take advantage of this affordance to learn English 

autonomously. 

Participants defining factor 1 ranked statement 20 as the second most helpful. These 

participants believed that digital technologies afforded them the opportunity of 

getting a sense of what is happening around the world in English with digital 

technologies, thereby being engaged in English even if they did not study it. This 

statement can be interpreted in light of statement 19. Following news in English in 

statement 20 might be one of the resources for learning English in statement 19. 

For example, Q-sorter 3 commented that: 

Because through digital technologies, it is easier to get access to news 

and information about what is happening in the world.  
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In a similar vein, Q-sorter 25 justified why s/he found statement 20 as the most 

helpful for learning English by stating that: 

Because a huge part of learning English is knowing what is going on 

in the different parts of the world, and there could be huge contrasts 

for instance between the USA and South Africa. 

It is possible to understand from this comment that this particular participant found 

it useful to follow what happened around the world in English and saw it as an 

important part of learning English.  

What these participants followed in English can also be about the culture of other 

English-speaking countries. The reason for this interpretation relies on the ranking 

of statement 29 at +3 in factor 1 array. More importantly, it is a significantly 

distinguishing statement at p<0.01 level which indicates that this statement was 

placed statistically at a different place in comparison to the other two factors. 

According to statement 29, the participants believed that digital technologies could 

afford them the chance to learn more about the culture of English speaking 

countries. For example, Q-sorter 3 commented that: 

It is easy and quick to find information about culture and history 

through digital technologies. 

Therefore, digital technologies not only provide opportunities to access to materials 

to study and learn English but also opportunities to be engaged with English by 

keeping up to date with world events in English including the culture of English-

speaking countries, as well. 

Participants’ interest in the affordance of finding resources for learning English is 

also manifested in their placing statement 39 at +4 in factor 1 array. These 

participants believed that digital technologies enabled them to learn English in ways 
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and resources that interested them. In response to the question of why participants 

found this statement to be the most useful, they made the following comments. Q-

sorter 36 provided a generic account by stating that: 

With digital technologies I can learn English in the ways I found 

interesting. 

Another two participants elaborated more on why they found the affordance in 

statement 39 helpful for learning English on their own. Q-sorter 13, for example, 

commented that: 

The world is not filtered as much as school - you should be able to use 

the resources at school as well as when you are home, to somewhat 

prepare you for the rest of your life. 

Although the participant did not give a full account of what filters were being 

applied regarding the access to resources at his/her school, the participant likely felt 

limited about ways and resources s/he was offered and was aware that there were 

more resources available for learning English beyond the school environment. It 

seems that s/he was more interested in learning with ways and resources that could 

prepare him/her for life after school. Therefore, it is interesting to note here that 

digital technologies afforded to this student a digital environment where s/he could 

overcome the filtered environment at school, thereby taking control over which 

resources to use for supporting his/her learning English.  

The view of statement 39, that technologies afford the learning of English in ways 

and resources which participants find interesting, was also echoed by Q-sorter 18. 

Commenting on this statement, s/he stated that: 

Because with interesting resources it is more fun to really read the 

language and fully concentrate on the words and grammar in front of 

me. 
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For this participant, digital technologies provided an opportunity to learn English 

in a "fun" way. The underlying reason why s/he found this statement the most 

helpful for learning English was that the participant could have fun while still 

focusing on learning English. 

“Having fun" when learning English suggests being taught in ways which interest 

and engage the learner. The importance of this notion can be observed in the fact 

that statement 1 is ranked at +3. In the other two factors, the same statement was 

ranked at -1 and +2. Therefore, although it is not a significantly distinguishing 

statement for factor 1, it was ranked higher than other two factors and can help to 

explain why the affordance of a fun way of learning English in digital technologies 

is important. Q-sorter 11, for example, stated that: 

Because you have a bigger variety of places and methods to learn 

English, like movies and friends in other countries, which makes it 

easier to find a fun way of learning the language. 

It can be understood from this comment that the participant was aware of how to 

find a fun way of learning English. The participant could take control over the way 

s/he learnt because digital technologies provided a digital environment where the 

participant could explore various methods of learning such as watching movies or 

meeting friends in other countries. In another comment, Q-sorter 22 found 

statement 1 as the most helpful and explained that: 

Because it was motivating to have fun while learning a subject. 

This comment shows that having fun in learning matters because it motivates 

learners. Accordingly, it can be suggested that digital technologies can also enable 

learners to take control over their learning English by providing opportunities to 
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learn English in ways and resources that interest them beyond the classroom 

environment. 

Participants’ interest in perceiving the affordance of finding and learning in ways 

and resources that interest them, such as learning in a fun way and with movies, 

sheds light on why statement 8 was ranked very close to the neutral point on the 

factor array at +1. Although the participants on this factor saw it as an affordance, 

they remained nearly neutral about evaluating the resource they considered to be 

good for learning English. Therefore, although no participant commented on 

statement 8, learners considered whether they can have fun when learning English 

and whether it was interesting for them when choosing resources and materials 

rather than whether it was good for learning English. 

The participants with this view of factor 1 also found statement 28 pointed towards 

one of the most helpful affordances of digital technologies. It is also worth noting 

that it is a significantly distinguishing statement at p<0.01 level. According to the 

ranking of this statement, the participants in this factor believed that digital 

technologies could help them receive instant feedback to their language mistakes 

and errors. Q-sorter 2 explained further how digital technologies can help him/her 

with learning English: 

The reason I find this statement most helpful is because I get 

immediate feedback from my superiors for improvement of mistakes 

that I’ve made or just positive feedback on my work that I have 

submitted. 

As the comment also suggests, digital technologies provided an opportunity to 

correct one’s language mistakes. However, it is important to note here that the focus 

of the Q-sorter was more on getting immediate feedback, whether it was for 
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correcting a mistake or getting positive feedback, rather than waiting for it. So, it is 

possible to suggest that digital technologies can also provide the means for learners 

to control how they manage to receive feedback. Yet, it is not clear who the 

"superiors" refer to in this comment from whom the participant could receive the 

immediate feedback. While these "superior" figures could be the teacher, another 

distinguishing statement, statement 15 in the next paragraph, suggests that they can 

be fellow learners of this particular student, as well. 

Although statement 15 was not ranked very high in the factor 1 array (ranked at 

+2), it is a significantly distinguishing statement at p<0.01 level for factor 1. Other 

factors ranked this statement at -3 and -2. For such statements which are close to 

neutral point 0 on the factor array, Watts and Stenner (2012) suggest that 

interpretation can be made in reference to other statements and comments of the 

participants for the particular statement. Therefore, the ranking position +2 where 

statement 15 was placed on factor array 1 can help clarify the idea in statement 28 

in the previous paragraph. 

According to statement 15, digital technologies provided the participants on this 

factor the opportunity to collaborate with other fellow learners more easily when 

learning English. The comments of two participants illustrate how the affordance 

of collaboration works when learning English. Q-sorter 28, for example, suggested 

that: 

It’s easy to work together, communicate and collaborate on texts. 

while Q-sorter 24 stated that: 

With digital technologies it’s easier to join each other’s work, and look 

at the same document at the same time, like Google Docs. 
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These comments firstly show that digital technologies such as Google Docs create 

a digital environment where the learners can meet, work on the same document and 

contribute to each other’s work. Secondly, the scope of such a collaborative digital 

learning environment can include giving and getting live feedback on each other’s 

work. When the Q-sort of Q-sorter 2 was inspected, it was seen that s/he placed 

statement 15 at +4 position right after the first two +5 positions. This suggests that 

s/he found both statement 28 and statement 15 helpful when learning English. 

Therefore, the idea that the "superior" figures providing immediate feedback could 

be the fellow learners of the participants seems more likely. While the "superior" 

figure could be the English teacher of the participants, it could also be their 

classmates who they meet in a digital environment and see each other’s work and 

contribution immediately. 

Another statement which was ranked relatively higher is statement 41. It is a 

significantly distinguishing statement for factor 1, which was placed in -2 and 0 in 

the other two factors. According to this statement, digital technologies afford 

participants the ability to learn English on their own without the help of someone. 

Interestingly, statement 41 may look slightly incongruent with statement 15. While 

the former statement is about learning on one’s own, the latter statement involves 

learning collaboratively. No participant commented on statement 41, so it is 

difficult to elaborate on how these two statements might have been ranked at the 

same positions on the factor array +2 at a significantly distinguishing level. One 

possible explanation is that while the participants loading on this factor takes the 

advantage of working collaboratively on digital technologies as statement 15 

suggested, they are not fully interested in working with other students all the time, 

as statement 41 suggested. Therefore, the participants may still be learning better 



 

206 

on their own, but, depending on their needs for their learning, they may also be 

turning to their fellow learners. As well as finding resources easily with digital 

technologies, the participants might see other fellow learners as "human resources" 

for learning, as well. 

Other than access to resources, the participants who loaded significantly on this 

factor believed that digital technologies afforded them the opportunity to learn 

English anywhere they wanted. This is evident from the ranking of statement 23 at 

+4 in factor array for factor 1. This statement is also distinguishing but at 

significance level p<0.05. Some of the participants elaborated on this statement 

with the following comments. Q-sorter 10 suggested that: 

it makes it so that I do not feel forced to practice my English skills. it 

makes it more of a natural part of my daily life. 

Q-sorter 15 responded that: 

I am always connected to the internet and can bring my preferred 

learning platform anywhere I want at any time. 

It is possible to see from these comments that digital technologies afford learners 

the flexibility to learn English anywhere so that they are not confined to a particular 

place to study and learn English. They do not feel forced to study English at a fixed 

place, because, as Q-sorter 15 stated, digital technologies provide a digital 

environment which can be brought along with the participant to wherever s/he 

wants. Also, the same participant noted the importance of being able to learn 

English at any time. Therefore, statement 24 can also be interpreted alongside the 

affordance of learning anywhere. As statement 24 suggests, digital technologies 

also afforded the participants loading on this factor to learn English at any time they 
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wanted. It, therefore, suggests that the participants on this factor could take control 

over the way, the place and the time that they were learning English. 

There are also other statements, such as statements 14, 5, 2, 13, and 31, which are 

still ranked higher than the other two factors. Yet, these statements are ranked very 

close to the neutral point and no participant commented on them. Therefore, these 

statements will not be further elaborated on for this factor. 

6.2.2 Negatively ranked statements 

The statements which were ranked negatively in factor array 1 represent the digital 

technologies that the participants loading significantly on this factor believed were 

not helpful to them for learning English on their own without the direct support or 

intervention of their English teacher. 

Table 24 presents the statements which were ranked the lowest in factor 1 array. 

 

Table 24 Lowest ranked statements in the factor 1 array 

Statement 

Number 
Lowest Ranked Statements z-score F1 D/C 

21 

I get frustrated learning English on my own 

with digital technologies as I need a teacher 

to tell me if I am learning well. 

-2.094 -5  

34 

With digital technologies, I need the 

encouragement of an English teacher for 

learning English. 

-1.925 -5 C* 

12 
I am more careful about how I am speaking 

English with people on digital technologies. 
-1.518 -4 D* 

35 
With digital technologies, I need a push from 

my English teacher to study English. 
-1.433 -4  
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Statement 

Number 
Lowest Ranked Statements z-score F1 D/C 

18 
I feel more supported when learning English 

with digital technologies. 
-1.192 -4 D* 

Key 

F1: Factor 1 

D:  Distinguishing Statement 

C:   Consensus Statement 

*:  Significance Level p<0.01 

 

In Table 25, the negative statements which were ranked lower in the Factor 1 array 

than the other two factors can be seen.  

Table 25 Negative statements ranked lower in factor 1 array 

Statement 

Number 

Negative Statements Ranked Lower in 

factor 1 Array than in Other Factor 

Arrays 

z-score F1 D/C 

42 
With digital technologies, I monitor my own 

English learning progress over time. 
-1.173 -3 D* 

9 
I create new strategies to help me learn 

English with digital technologies. 
-1.067 -3 D* 

37 
With digital technologies, I review what I 

have learnt in English. 
-0.951 -3 D 

11 
I am more self-disciplined and organized in 

learning English with digital technologies. 
-0.89 -3 D 

4 
I get myself in the mood to learn English 

better with digital technologies. 
-0.614 -2 D* 

40 
With digital technologies, I have a better 

understanding of how I learn English best. 
-0.489 -1 D* 

30 

I select appropriate learning strategies 

according to my needs in English with 

digital technologies. 

-0.303 -1  

33 
I understand better what works for me when 

learning English with digital technologies. 
-0.272 -1  
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Statement 

Number 

Negative Statements Ranked Lower in 

factor 1 Array than in Other Factor 

Arrays 

z-score F1 D/C 

5 
I am more confident speaking English with 

digital technologies. 
0.042 0 C* 

3 
I find out the strengths and weaknesses of 

my English with digital technologies. 
0.153 0  

Key 

F1: Factor 1 

D:  Distinguishing Statement 

C:   Consensus Statement 

*:  Significance Level p<0.01 

 

As can be seen in Table 24, the participants ranked statement 21 at -5 which 

suggests that they did not believe that digital technologies caused any frustration 

when learning English on their own without the support of their English teacher. 

Frustration over learning may already be something which digital technologies 

should not afford. Yet, it should be remembered that "[t]he affordances of the 

environment are […] what it provides or furnishes, either for good or ill" (Gibson, 

1979, p.127). So, digital technologies might still afford learners frustration, as what 

they provide or furnish for ill when learning English with digital technologies. As 

a result, the participants might need a teacher to tell them whether they were 

learning English well. In this factor, however, that was not the case and the 

participants disagreed with the idea that it could be frustrating learning English with 

digital technologies on their own. 

The participants who placed this statement at -5 in their own Q-sorts made the 

following comments. Q-sorter 28, for example, reiterated that s/he does not "[…] 

need a teacher to tell [him/her] if [s/he is] doing well or not, so [s/he does] not get 

frustrated using digital technologies". Q-sorter 10 also emphasized that: 



 

210 

I personally learn things better on my own and in a subject like 

English I do not rely as much on my teacher as in other subjects. 

In a similar vein, Q-sorter 11 commented that: 

I find it easier to learn English without a teacher by reading, hearing 

and talking to English speakers. 

Q-sorter 36 also responded why s/he disagreed with this affordance by stating that: 

It is not so true, I do not need a teacher telling me if I am learning 

well. if the computer says I’m learning good I think that’s good 

enough. 

It can be derived from the strong disagreement with the statement 21 in light of 

these comments that digital technologies did not afford participants any frustration 

when learning English, and also digital technologies afforded them to be less 

dependent on their teacher when learning English. The learners did not need the 

authority of the teacher to tell them whether the ways they were learning English 

were good for them or not. It is interesting to note from Q-sorter 36’s comment, one 

particular participant turned to the computer to understand if s/he was learning well. 

So, there is a departure from being dependent on the teacher towards relying on 

digital technologies and thereby taking control over how the participants assess 

their learning without getting frustrated. 

The affordance of being less dependent on the teacher when learning English is 

supported as statements 34 and 35 are ranked on factor 1 array, respectively at -5 

and -4. Although they were ranked at very similar positions in other two factors 

(statement 34 at -5 on factor 2 and -5 on factor 3; statement 35 at -5 on factor 2 and 

-5 on factor 3), the comments made in respect of these statements helps elaborate 

why the learners become less dependent on their English teacher. 
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By placing statement 34 at -5, the participants loading significantly on this factor 

did not believe that they needed the encouragement of their English teacher to learn 

English. Commenting on why they disagreed with this statement, Q-sorter 10 stated 

that: 

I do not need encouragement to learn English as I am already very 

happy to learn more. 

while Q-sorter 2 repeated that: 

I’m easily encouraged by myself for the task that is given. 

Q-sorter 11 also believed that s/he could: 

learn English more easily and in a more fun way without a teacher. 

Finally, Q-sorter 18 commented that:  

Because I read English online every day, which means that I don’t 

need the encouragement from a teacher to read English. 

When it comes to statement 35 ranked at -4, the participants also disagreed that they 

needed a push from their English teacher to study English. In their accounts of why 

they disagreed, Q-sorter 2 responded that: 

I don’t need a push from my English teacher to study English because 

I find it fun and fascinating to work with. 

Q-sorter 24 also commented that: 

Every teenager is on their phone or their computer most parts of the 

day, so I believe it’s easier to work on English when it’s with digital 

technologies rather than on paper. 

It can be observed from these comments that some of the participants were already 

motivated and encouraged to learn English, but digital technologies afforded 
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learners to continue learning English in a fun way. This aligns with the statement 1 

(It is fun learning English with digital technologies) in the previous section. Also, 

digital technologies provided opportunities for easy access to materials in English 

at any time. So, it is possible to deduce that these two affordances enabled learners 

to become less dependent on their English teacher and therefore do more learning 

on their own. 

The participants loading significantly on this factor also placed statement 12 at -4 

which suggests that the participants believed that digital technologies did not afford 

them to be more careful how they were speaking English with people on digital 

technologies. This statement is also a significantly distinguishing statement at 

p<0.01 level for factor 1. Being another significantly distinguishing statement at 

p<0.01 level, statement 18 was also ranked at -4 on the factor 1 array. According to 

this ranking, the participants could not see the affordance of feeling more supported 

when learning English with digital technologies. 

From Table 25, it can also be seen that the participants found some of the statements 

not helpful for learning English on their own. According to statement 42, a 

significantly distinguishing statement for factor 1 and ranked at -3, digital 

technologies did not afford the participants to monitor their own English learning 

progress over time. The ranking of statement 9 at -3, which is also a significantly 

distinguishing statement, suggested that the digital technologies did not help create 

new strategies to help participants learn English. The participants also disagreed 

that the digital technologies could afford them to review what they have learnt in 

English, as indicated by statement 37 being ranked at -3 on the factor 1 array. The 

position of statement 11 at -3 suggested that it was not an affordance of digital 

technologies for participants in this factor to become more self-disciplined and 
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organized in learning English with digital technologies. On the contrary, Q-sorter 

15 stated that s/he could be "easily distracted". The participants at this factor also 

differed significantly from the other two factors by placing statement 4 at -2 on the 

factor array, which was ranked at +4 on the other two factors. This suggests that 

digital technologies did not provide learners with the opportunity to get themselves 

in the mood to learn English on their own.  

Statements 40, 30, 33, 5, and 3 were also ranked relatively lower in the factor 1 

array than the other two factors. Yet, these statements were also ranked very close 

to a neutral point which suggests that the participants remained neutral or impartial 

to these statements. Since there were no comments for these statements, these 

statements will not be elaborated on further. 

6.2.3 Factor 1 Summary 

Overall, the ranking of the statements in the factor 1 array and the comments made 

by the participants as to why they ranked particular statements at +5 and -5 on the 

Q-grid suggest that the participants loading significantly on this factor mostly found 

the affordance of finding resources the most helpful for learning English on their 

own without the direct support or intervention of their English teachers. While these 

resources could be material such as movies or news in English, some participants 

turned to their fellow learners for collaborative learning when needed, thereby also 

using human resources. For resources and the ways that the participants made their 

learning with, the participants considered what interested them and whether it was 

fun learning English with digital technologies. Finally, these participants showed 

that they were less dependent on their English teacher when learning English with 

digital technologies. Therefore, it can be said that factor 1 represents a view that 
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digital technologies can provide affordances to learners to take control over their 

learning by learning English in ways and with resources that they find interesting 

and without the direct control of their English teacher. 

6.3 Factor 2:  Affordances for self-regulated learning 

Factor 2 accounts for 12% study variance, which is the second-largest percentage 

of the total explained variance of 41%. It is defined by eight significantly loading 

participants. Factor 2 is a bipolar factor, that is to say, it is "defined by both 

positively and negatively loading Q sorts because they have exemplar Q sorts 

positioned near to both their poles" (Watts & Stenner, 2012, p. 165). One of the 

eight participants, Q-sorter 7, loaded on factor 2 negatively with a correlation rate 

of r=-0.549. This correlation is moderate, and it does not suggest a total opposition 

to the other seven significantly loading Q-sorters on this factor. Yet, for some 

statements, Q-sorter 7 may have opposite ideas. Below, Table 26 shows the ideal 

factor array for factor 2. It is possible to understand from the factor array and 

positively and negatively ranked statements that the affordances in this factor are 

generally related to learners’ finding an alternative mode of learning to learn in the 

classroom. This is the reason that the findings in this factor are named "affordances 

for self-regulated learning". 
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Table 26 Ideal factor array for factor 2 

-5 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 5 

34. With digital 

technologies, I need 

the encouragement 

of an English teacher 

for learning English. 

*<
8. With digital 

technologies, I 

evaluate which 

resources are good 

for learning English. 

 

10. I make time to 

learn English with 

digital technologies. 

2. I find people 

better to learn 

English with on 

digital 

technologies. 

*<
1. It is fun 

learning English 

with digital 

technologies. 

13. I explain better 

why I learn 

English in the 

ways that I do with 

digital 

technologies. 

40. With digital 

technologies, I 

have a better 

understanding of 

how I learn English 

best. 

*>
26. With 

digital 

technologies, I 

know better why I 

am learning 

English. 

24. I learn 

English at any 

time I want with 

digital 

technologies. 

*>
36. With digital 

technologies, I am 

less worried about 

making mistakes 

in front of other 

people. 

*>
38. Learning 

English with digital 

technologies is more 

natural because I do 

not feel like I am 

sitting down to learn 

English. 

35. With digital 

technologies, I need 

a push from my 

English teacher to 

study English. 

21. I get frustrated 

learning English on 

my own with digital 

technologies as I 

need a teacher to tell 

me if I am learning 

well. 

15. I collaborate with 

other students more 

easily for English 

with digital 

technologies. 

37. With digital 

technologies, I 

review what I 

have learnt in 

English. 

*<
19. I find more 

resources easily 

with digital 

technologies to 

help me learn 

English. 

14. With digital 

technologies, I 

explain better why 

I choose the 

materials that I 

use. 

*<
39. With digital 

technologies, I 

learn English in 

ways and with 

resources that 

interest me. 

 

*
29. With digital 

technologies, I 

learn more about 

the culture of 

English speaking 

countries. 

 

**
23. I learn 

English at any 

place I want with 

digital 

technologies. 

 

*>
17. I am more 

relaxed and less 

stressed about 

learning English 

with digital 

technologies. 

*>
27. I learn 

English at my own 

pace/speed with 

digital technologies. 

 

22. I give feedback 

to my English 

teacher and assess 

her work 

anonymously with 

digital technologies. 

 

6. I am more focused 

on learning English 

with digital 

technologies. 

41. With digital 

technologies, I 

learn English 

better on my own 

without the help 

of someone. 

*<
7. I evaluate 

the reliability of 

information from 

resources on the 

Internet for 

learning English. 

3. I find out the 

strengths and 

weaknesses of my 

English with 

digital 

technologies. 

20. I get a sense of 

what is happening 

around the world in 

English with digital 

technologies. 

 

25. With digital 

technologies, I 

have courage to 

try different things 

in English. 

32. I find more 

opportunities to 

use English with 

digital 

technologies. 

4. I get myself in 

the mood to learn 

English better with 

digital 

technologies. 

 

  

**<
31. I set more 

achievable 

objectives/goals 

while learning 

English with digital 

technologies. 

 

 

*<
28. I get 

instant feedback to 

my language 

mistakes and 

errors with digital 

technologies. 

 

*
9. I create new 

strategies to help 

me learn English 

with digital 

technologies. 

5. I am more 

confident speaking 

English with 

digital 

technologies. 

*
42. With digital 

technologies, I 

monitor my own 

English learning 

progress over time. 

*>
12. I am more 

careful about how 

I am speaking 

English with 

people on digital 

technologies. 

16. I am more 

motivated to 

learn English 

with digital 

technologies. 

  

   
 

**
11. I am more 

self-disciplined 

and organized in 

learning English 

with digital 

technologies. 

 

33. I understand 

better what works 

for me when 

learning English 

with digital 

technologies. 

18. I feel more 

supported when 

learning English 

with digital 

technologies. 

    

Array Key 

*Distinguishing statement-significance level at p<0.01 

**Distinguishing statement-significance level at p<0.05 

>z-Score for the statement is higher than in all the other factors 

< z-Score for the statement is lower than in all the other factors 

  

 

30. I select 

appropriate 

learning strategies 

according to my 

needs in English 

with digital 

technologies. 
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6.3.1 Positively ranked statements 

The statements interpreted in this section give an account of what digital 

technologies afforded the participants loading significantly on factor 2 for learning 

English on their own without the direct support or intervention of their English 

teacher, thereby taking control over their learning. 

Table 27 lists the five statements which were ranked with the highest positive scores 

on the idealized factor 2 array and together with their z-scores. 

Table 27 Highest-ranked statements in factor 2 array 

Statement 

Number 
Highest Ranked Statements z-score F2 D/C 

38 

Learning English with digital technologies is 

more natural because I do not feel like I am 

sitting down to learn English. 

2.354 5 D* 

27 
I learn English at my own pace/speed with 

digital technologies. 
1.929 5 D* 

36 

With digital technologies, I am less worried 

about making mistakes in front of other 

people. 

1.777 4 D* 

17 
I am more relaxed and less stressed about 

learning English with digital technologies. 
1.565 4 D* 

4 
I get myself in the mood to learn English 

better with digital technologies. 
1.425 4  

Key 

F2: Factor 2 

D:  Distinguishing Statement 

C:   Consensus Statement 

*:  Significance Level p<0.01 

 

In Table 28, positive statements which were ranked relatively higher than the other 

two factors can be seen. 
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Table 28 Positive statements ranked higher in factor 2 array 

Statement 

Number 

Positive Statements Ranked Higher in 

factor 2 Array than in Other Factor 

Arrays 

z-score F2 D/C 

24 
I learn English at any time I want with 

digital technologies. 
1.316 3 

 

32 
I find more opportunities to use English 

with digital technologies. 
0.738 3 

 

26 
With digital technologies, I know better 

why I am learning English. 
0.678 2 D* 

25 
With digital technologies, I have courage 

to try different things in English. 
0.509 2 C 

12 

I am more careful about how I am 

speaking English with people on digital 

technologies. 

0.353 2 D* 

40 
With digital technologies, I have a better 

understanding of how I learn English best. 
0.325 1 

 

13 
I explain better why I learn English in the 

ways that I do with digital technologies. 
-0.003 0 

 

5 
I am more confident speaking English with 

digital technologies. 
-0.109 0 C* 

Key 

F2: Factor 2 

D:  Distinguishing Statement 

C:   Consensus Statement 

*:  Significance Level p<0.01 

 

According to Table 27, the top four statements are significantly distinguishing at 

p<0.01 level at factor 2. Of these statements, statement 38 is ranked +5 on the factor 

2 array by the participants loading significantly onto factor 2. They believed that 

digital technologies afforded them to learn English in more "natural" ways. For 

these participants, this meant learning English without “sitting down to learn 
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English”. Some of the participants explained why they found this statement the 

most helpful for learning English on their own with the following comments. 

In a very concise manner, Q-sorter 32 stated that it was "more chill and not any 

press". From this brief explanation, it is possible to understand that the participant 

felt less pressured when learning English with digital technologies. The view in this 

statement is also supported by the fact that statement 17 was ranked at +4 on the 

factor 2 array. It is a significantly distinguishing statement and suggests that 

learners could become more relaxed and less stressed about learning English with 

digital technologies. It is, therefore, possible to suggest that digital technologies can 

afford the participants to overcome the stress and pressure when learning English, 

and thereby taking control over psychological aspects within their learning 

conditions. 

Q-sorter 12 elaborated on why s/he found statement 38 the most helpful: 

Take me for an example. I don’t really like reading, and I think I am 

not the only 18 years old boy/girl who thinks that. The difference with 

digital technologies is that you don’t get the same feeling of learning 

you get when you have to read and study a book. It is more fun with 

digital technologies. 

In a similar vein, Q-sorter 35 also commented on statement 38 that: 

I don’t know, it’s just a feeling I guess. Instead of taking up a book 

which is boring, u take up a laptop which is fun. 

These two comments above illustrate what the participants mean when they report 

that they do not like sitting down to learn English. It can be seen that the participants 

on this factor do not prefer learning English by taking up a book and studying it, 

which might be what they are doing during English classes or for homework after 
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school. Q-sorter 35 even refers to studying and learning English with a book as 

boring. Instead, these participants seem to be more interested in learning English in 

what they refer to as "more natural" ways, rather than by studying in a formal way. 

So, digital technologies seem to provide these participants with an alternative mode 

of learning which they can switch to when they find more traditional ways of 

learning less interesting. 

The affordance of providing an alternative mode of learning is also echoed in Q-

sorter 17’s comment. S/he stated that: 

Digital technologies allow the learning to be more alternative, and 

perhaps fun and more adapted to individuals. 

It is interesting to note from this comment that digital technologies provide 

opportunities to the learners to adapt learning to suit themselves. Instead of learning 

English by intentionally studying with books, the participants can find alternative 

learning methods which suit themselves better. From the comments above, it can 

be suggested that the alternative learning method which suits the participants better 

is learning more naturally by having fun and in a less stressed environment. 

Being able to learn more naturally with digital technologies can also help 

understand how statement 4 was ranked at +4 on factor 2 array. With this statement, 

the participants agreed that they could get themselves more in the mood of learning 

English with digital technologies. It is possible that feeling less stressed and more 

relaxed with digital technologies, being able to adapt learning to suit themselves 

and having fun at the same time may appeal to learners to learn English. 

Another high ranked and significantly distinguishing statement for factor 2 is 

statement 27. By ranking this statement at +5 in the factor 2 array, some of the 
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participants believed that they could learn English at their own speed with digital 

technologies. Q-sorter 12 explained why s/he found this statement the most helpful 

for learning English on his/her own in the following comment: 

Learning English take time, and we all work and learn at our own 

tempo. With digital technologies, I find it easier to learn, without help 

from your teacher or fellow students. 

Q-sorter 12 draws attention with this comment to the point that each learner may 

have a different learning pace, thereby suggesting that not every learner can learn 

at the same speed at the same level. It addresses an individual difference with regard 

to the time to learn. This comment shows that digital technologies have the potential 

to afford learners to learn English at their own pace or "tempo’, as the Q-sorter puts 

it. One of the opportunities that might enable learners to learn at their own pace is 

related to their taking control over time for learning. The participants on this factor 

agreed with statement 24 and ranked it at +3 on factor 2 array. Although it is ranked 

at +3, the difference between the z-scores of statement 24 and statement 4 which 

was ranked at +4 is only 0.109. Hence, there is a considerably strong agreement 

with this statement after the top five highest-ranked statements. With this statement, 

the participants believed that they could learn English at any time they wanted with 

digital technologies. They already indicated that they did not prefer sitting down to 

learn English with statement 38 and showed a preference for being more flexible 

for learning English. Therefore, when the strong agreement with statement 27 and 

considerably strong agreement with statement 24 are considered in the light of the 

interpretation of statement 38 in the previous paragraphs, taking control over 

learning time and thereby learning at one’s own pace can be one of the ways by 

which learners adapt learning conditions to themselves. 
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Statement 27 was not, however, seen as an affordance of digital technologies for 

learning English on one’s own by every participant. Since factor 2 is a bipolar 

factor, Q-sorter 7 showed opposition to this statement. By placing this statement at 

-5, s/he disagreed that digital technologies could afford learners to learn at their 

own pace. Q-sorter 7 argued that: 

I don’t think I learn English at my own speed with digital 

technologies, because I have to stick with the rest of the class. 

This comment suggests that not every learner takes advantage of the same 

affordance. Q-sorter 7 felt that s/he had to stick with his/her English class despite 

the opportunity of adapting his/her learning speed while Q-sorter 12, for example, 

took advantage of this affordance to individualize his/her learning pace, and thereby 

taking control over his/her learning. 

Another statement which showed that digital technologies afforded the participants 

to take control over psychological aspects of their learning was statement 36. It was 

ranked at +4 on the factor 2 array and was a significantly distinguishing statement 

at p<0.01 level. With this statement, the participants agreed that they could become 

less worried about making mistakes in front of other people with digital 

technologies. In a sense, digital technologies afford these participants to become 

more courageous to try using English. The viewpoint of being more courageous is 

supported with statement 25. Although it is a consensus statement which did not 

help to differentiate between factors and was only ranked at +2 on the factor 2 array, 

the comment made by one of the significantly loading participants illustrates how 

the participants can become more courageous with digital technologies. The Q-

sorter 17 stated that: 
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Often you are alone while using digital technologies, and you are less 

afraid of making mistakes and therefore dare to try different things. 

It can be observed that digital technologies provided a less threatening learning 

environment for the participants. They were able to try different things in English 

because no one could see them and notice their mistakes. That may also be the 

reason why the participants felt less worried about making mistakes in front of other 

people. By trying things on their own in English beforehand with digital 

technologies, the participants could notice their mistakes and possibly correct them, 

before trying them in front of other people. However, this may not be the case every 

time. Statement 12 was ranked at +2 on factor 2 array, and it is a significantly 

distinguishing statement. Although the z-score of the statement is very close to zero 

(0.353), statement 12 suggests that some of the participants could still be 

monitoring how they were speaking English with other people on digital 

technologies. 

The participants on this factor also agreed with statement 26, which was ranked at 

+2 on the factor 2 array. It is a significantly distinguishing statement for factor 2 at 

p<0.01 level. It suggests that digital technologies can afford learners to understand 

why they are learning English. No participants commented on this statement, so it 

is difficult to elaborate. Also, statements 40, 13, and 5 were ranked higher than the 

other two factors, but these three statements were ranked at neutral points. This 

suggests that the participants remained neutral with regard to the affordances stated 

with these statements. 
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6.3.2 Negatively ranked statements 

The statements which were ranked negatively in the factor 2 array indicate that the 

participants loading significantly on this factor believed that digital technologies 

did not help them learn English on their own without the direct support or 

intervention of their English teacher. Therefore, digital technologies did not enable 

them to take control over their learning. 

Table 29 shows the statements which were ranked the lowest on factor 2 array. 

Table 29 Lowest ranked statements in the factor 2 array 

Statement 

Number 
Lowest Ranked Statements z-score F2 D/C 

35 
With digital technologies, I need a push from 

my English teacher to study English. 
-2.16 -5 

 

34 

With digital technologies, I need the 

encouragement of an English teacher for 

learning English. 

-1.981 -5 C* 

22 

I give feedback to my English teacher and 

assess her work anonymously with digital 

technologies. 

-1.541 -4 
 

21 

I get frustrated learning English on my own 

with digital technologies as I need a teacher 

to tell me if I am learning well. 

-1.229 -4 
 

8 
With digital technologies, I evaluate which 

resources are good for learning English. 
-1.181 -4 D* 

Key 

F2: Factor 2 

D:  Distinguishing Statement 

C:   Consensus Statement 

*:  Significance Level p<0.01 

 

In Table 30, the statements which were ranked lower in factor 2 than other factor 

arrays can be seen. 
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Table 30 Negative statements ranked lower in the factor 2 array 

Statement 

Number 

Negative Statements Ranked Lower in 

factor 2 Array than in Other Factor 

Arrays 

z-score F2 D/C 

31 
I set more achievable objectives/goals while 

learning English with digital technologies. 
-1.134 -3 D 

6 
I am more focused on learning English with 

digital technologies. 
-0.937 -3  

15 
I collaborate with other students more easily 

for English with digital technologies. 
-0.84 -3  

10 
I make time to learn English with digital 

technologies. 
-0.596 -3  

28 
I get instant feedback to my language 

mistakes and errors with digital technologies. 
-0.522 -2 D* 

41 

With digital technologies, I learn English 

better on my own without the help of 

someone. 

-0.514 -2  

2 
I find people better to learn English with on 

digital technologies. 
-0.45 -2 C* 

7 
I evaluate the reliability of information from 

resources on the Internet for learning English. 
-0.295 -1 D* 

19 
I find more resources easily with digital 

technologies to help me learn English. 
-0.285 -1 D* 

1 
It is fun learning English with digital 

technologies. 
-0.273 -1 D* 

5 
I am more confident speaking English with 

digital technologies. 
-0.109 0 C* 

3 
I find out the strengths and weaknesses of my 

English with digital technologies. 
-0.081 0  

14 
With digital technologies, I explain better 

why I choose the materials that I use. 
-0.009 0 C* 

Key 

F2: Factor 2 

D:  Distinguishing Statement 

C:   Consensus Statement 

*:  Significance Level p<0.01 
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The participants on this factor showed responses which indicated that they did not 

need encouragement from a teacher to learn or study English. Statements 35 and 34 

were ranked at -5 on the factor 2 array. These two statements were also ranked at 

similar positions in both the factor 1 and factor 3 arrays. Yet, the reasons why the 

participants disagreed with these statements can still show the hidden affordances 

of digital technologies. 

As the positively ranked statement suggests, the participants on this factor are 

already interested in learning in more "natural" ways which they can adapt 

themselves. In a sense, they would like to be in control of their learning. These 

participants are also less stressed and worried when learning English with digital 

technologies, and they have the courage to try using English. From these 

perspectives, it can be understood why the participants on this factor did not need 

a push from their teacher to study English, as the strong disagreement with 

statement 35 indicated. In a similar vein, as the strong disagreement with statement 

34 also suggested the participants did not feel the need for encouragement from 

their teacher to study English, particularly by using digital technologies. The 

participants’ comments shed light on why they disagreed with these two statements. 

With regard to statement 35, Q-sorter 1 stated that: 

I do not need a push to do things with digital technologies. I like using 

digital technologies myself, and therefore no one needs to tell me to 

use it. 

Similarly, Q-sorter 17 responded that: 

We find digital technologies at every corner, I do not need my English 

teacher to push me to use them - as I use them voluntarily. 
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These two comments suggest that the participants do not need their teacher to 

instruct them to use digital technologies for learning English because they already 

use digital technologies voluntarily and easily. They do not see digital technologies 

as materials which a teacher should ask them to use for learning, but instead, they 

are a part of the participants’ daily life. This also goes some way to explaining the 

strong agreement with statement 38 in the previous section. Since the participants 

can easily access digital technologies and they are part of their daily life, the 

participants favour learning English in more natural ways with digital technologies, 

and therefore without the direct push or encouragement of a teacher. 

From a different perspective, Q-sorter 12 explained why s/he did not need the 

support of a teacher to learn English with digital technologies: 

When I am using digital technologies, I do not have my teacher 

breathing down my neck. I do not have him watching over me, to see 

if I work. Here, we have trust. He trusts me, to do my work using 

digital technologies. And I value that trust, so I do my work. 

It is clear from this comment that the participant is aware of his/her responsibility 

when learning English and s/he can perform tasks for learning without the direct 

control or intervention of a teacher. There is a trust between the teacher and the 

participant, and it seems that such a trust-worthy environment helps the learner to 

take more control over his/her learning with the help of digital technologies. 

The participants on this factor also disagreed with the statement 21. They do not 

find it frustrating to learn English on their own with digital technologies because 

they do not need a teacher to tell them whether they are learning well. This is further 

support for the notion that digital technologies afford learners to become less 

dependent on their English teacher. By acknowledging that a teacher can still be 

helpful, though, Q-sorter 1 made the following comment: 
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A teacher can be good to have to tell you where you are, but the 

internet is just as important. I love using digital technologies, and I 

never (or almost never) get frustrated using them. 

As the phrase "almost never" in the comment above suggests, it is difficult to 

suggest that learners can learn English independently from their English teacher. 

The fact that statement 41 was ranked at -2 on the factor 2 array suggests that the 

participants did not believe that digital technologies afforded them the opportunity 

to learn on their own without help. The statement is not significantly distinguishing, 

and it is close to the neutral point with a low z-score (-0.514). However, the 

comment of Q-sorter 7, who loaded on factor 2 negatively, illustrates why learners 

may still need the support of someone such as their English teacher. 

A lot of the stuff we are learning are quite difficult and therefore I 

need a teacher to explain as well as the digital technologies. 

It can be understood from the comment that the participants need a teacher to 

explain some topics they were studying, particularly for more complex tasks. 

Hence, digital technologies can afford learners on this factor to learn without the 

encouragement of a teacher. In a sense, the participants are already motivated to 

learn on their own. Yet, when it comes to learning tasks which might be challenging 

for them, there is a possibility they may turn to their English teacher for support. 

On factor 2, the participants also disagreed that digital technologies could afford 

them to give feedback to their English teacher and assess their work anonymously, 

as disagreement with statement 22 at -4 level suggests. This could have been an 

affordance for the participants to express a view about the way their English teacher 

taught, and thereby gaining some control over how they are being taught. Yet, the 

participants on this factor did not perceive this affordance.  
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Finding resources for learning English with digital technologies is another 

affordance which the participants disagreed on in this factor. Statement 8, for 

example, was ranked at -4 on the factor 2 array, and it suggests that digital 

technologies did not afford to be able to evaluate which resources were good for 

learning. In addition, the participants disagreed with the affordance of finding 

resources easily with digital technologies to help them learn English by ranking the 

statement 19 at -1 on the factor 2 array. The participants also did not believe that 

digital technologies helped them evaluate the reliability of information from 

resources on the Internet for learning English. This is indicated by their ranking 

statement 7 at -1 position. Although statements 19 and 7 are very close to a neutral 

point, they are both significantly distinguishing statements for factor 2 at p<0.01 

level. Therefore, the participants on this factor differ from the participants on other 

factors with regard to the affordance of finding learning resources in English with 

digital technologies. 

With regards to statement 7, Q-sorter 7 differs from the other participants in factor 

2. Contrary to the other participants, Q-sorter 7 ranked statement 7 at +5 on his/her 

Q-sort. S/he also justified his/her ranking with the following comment: 

When finding information from different sources on the internet, I 

have learned to be critical and also evaluate the reliability. 

Despite the general disagreement with the idea that digital technologies afford 

learners to evaluate the information from the resources on the Internet in factor 2, 

Q-sorter 7 was able to perceive this affordance. Digital technologies helped him/her 

to become more critical about the information from the sources on the Internet when 

learning English, thereby taking control over which sources to use for his/her 

learning English. 
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Q-sorter 7 also differed from the rest of the participants on factor 2 with regards to 

statement 28. This statement was ranked by the other participants at -2 and it is a 

significantly distinguishing statement for factor 2. Q-sorter 7, however, ranked this 

statement at +5 on his/her Q-sorting procedure. S/he strongly agreed that digital 

technologies could afford to get instant feedback on learners’ language mistakes 

when learning English, thereby helping with learning English on their own. S/he 

commented that: 

When I write a task on for instance Word, I instantly get feedback if 

my spelling is wrong or if there are other language mistakes. 

Q-sorter 7 illustrates that digital technologies, such as Microsoft Word in this 

example, can furnish learners with the opportunity of getting immediate feedback. 

This can be correcting spelling or grammar mistakes, but it shows that the 

participants can find a strategy to get instant feedback to his/her language mistakes 

with digital technologies on their own. 

Other statements which were ranked negatively and lower than the other two factors 

also show what learners did not perceive as affordances of digital technologies for 

learning English on their own without the intervention or direct control of someone 

else. By ranking statement 31 at -3 on the factor 2 array, the participants disagreed 

that they could set more achievable learning goals and objectives for learning 

English. Participants did not believe that they were more focused on learning 

English with digital technologies, as statement 6 suggested at a ranking of -3 on the 

factor 2 array. According to statement 15 being ranked at -3, digital technologies 

also did not affect whether participants collaborated with other students more easily 

using digital technologies for learning English. Finally, the participants disagreed 

with statement 10 by ranking it at -3 on the factor 2 array, which suggests that 
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digital technologies were not helpful to participants on this factor to make time to 

learn English. 

Statements 14, 3, and 5 were ranked at 0 in the factor 2 array, which shows that the 

participants on this factor remained neutral for these affordances. It is interesting to 

note that statement 1 was ranked at -1 as a significantly distinguishing statement. 

Its z-score is, however, very low (-0.273), so it might be considered as a neutral 

statement, as well. 

6.3.3 Factor 2 summary 

Overall, the digital technologies afforded the participants on this factor a more 

"natural" way of learning English, by which they referred to learning English 

without intentionally sitting down to study with books. Digital technologies 

provided a less stressful learning environment, and the participants could become 

more courageous by trying to use English with digital technologies on this factor. 

The participants could also take control over the time and pace of their learning 

with digital technologies. However, sticking with the rest of the class prevented one 

participant from exploiting this affordance.  

The participants on this factor did not need encouragement and a push from their 

English teacher when learning English with digital technologies. Their responses 

indicated that they could take control over how they used digital technologies for 

learning English. Yet, for difficult learning topics, they could turn to their teacher 

for support. Therefore, this does not imply total independence from their English 

teacher. Finally, the participants on this factor did not find the affordance of finding 

resources with digital technologies for learning English, but, since factor 2 is a 
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bipolar factor, digital technologies afforded one participant to improve his/her 

criticality about resources and get instant feedback to his/her language mistakes. 

6.4 Factor 3:  Affordances for metacognitive strategies 

about learning 

Factor 3 accounts for 11% of the total explained variance of 41% in this research. 

It is defined by six significantly loading participants. Table 31 shows the ideal 

factor array for factor 3. The factor array and positively and negatively ranked 

statements appear to suggest that the affordances in this factor are generally related 

to learning in a more systematic and organised way with digital technologies. For 

this reason, the findings in this factor are named "affordances for metacognitive 

strategies for learning". 
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Table 31 Ideal factor array for factor 3 

-5 -4 -3 -2 -1 0 1 2 3 4 5 

34. With digital 

technologies, I need 

the encouragement 

of an English 

teacher for learning 

English. 

*<13. I explain 

better why I learn 

English in the ways 

that I do with 

digital 

technologies. 

*12. I am more 

careful about how 

I am speaking 

English with 

people on digital 

technologies. 

*<29. With digital 

technologies, I learn 

more about the 

culture of English 

speaking countries. 

27. I learn 

English at my 

own pace/speed 

with digital 

technologies. 

14. With digital 

technologies, I 

explain better 

why I choose the 

materials that I 

use. 

 
**>30. I select 

appropriate 

learning strategies 

according to my 

needs in English 

with digital 

technologies. 

1. It is fun 

learning English 

with digital 

technologies. 

*>11. I am more 

self-disciplined 

and organized in 

learning English 

with digital 

technologies. 

4. I get myself in 

the mood to learn 

English better 

with digital 

technologies. 

*>16. I am more 

motivated to 

learn English 

with digital 

technologies. 

35. With digital 

technologies, I need 

a push from my 

English teacher to 

study English. 

 
*<38. Learning 

English with digital 

technologies is 

more natural 

because I do not 

feel like I am 

sitting down to 

learn English. 

 

*<17. I am more 

relaxed and less 

stressed about 

learning English 

with digital 

technologies. 

31. I set more 

achievable 

objectives/goals 

while learning 

English with digital 

technologies. 

25. With digital 

technologies, I 

have courage to 

try different 

things in 

English. 

5. I am more 

confident 

speaking English 

with digital 

technologies. 

*>10. I make time 

to learn English 

with digital 

technologies. 

20. I get a sense 

of what is 

happening around 

the world in 

English with 

digital 

technologies. 

*>9. I create new 

strategies to help 

me learn English 

with digital 

technologies. 

39. With digital 

technologies, I 

learn English in 

ways and with 

resources that 

interest me. 

*>3. I find out the 

strengths and 

weaknesses of 

my English with 

digital 

technologies. 

 

21. I get frustrated 

learning English on 

my own with 

digital technologies 

as I need a teacher 

to tell me if I am 

learning well. 

 

22. I give 

feedback to my 

English teacher 

and assess her 

work 

anonymously with 

digital 

technologies. 

15. I collaborate 

with other students 

more easily for 

English with digital 

technologies. 

*<24. I learn 

English at any 

time I want with 

digital 

technologies. 

*>6. I am more 

focused on 

learning English 

with digital 

technologies. 

*28. I get instant 

feedback to my 

language mistakes 

and errors with 

digital 

technologies. 

*>33. I understand 

better what works 

for me when 

learning English 

with digital 

technologies. 

**19. I find more 

resources easily 

with digital 

technologies to 

help me learn 

English. 

**>7. I evaluate 

the reliability of 

information from 

resources on the 

Internet for 

learning English. 

 

  

*<36. With digital 

technologies, I am 

less worried about 

making mistakes 

in front of other 

people. 

 

26. With digital 

technologies, I 

know better why I 

am learning English. 

37. With digital 

technologies, I 

review what I 

have learnt in 

English. 

 
*<32. I find more 

opportunities to 

use English with 

digital 

technologies. 

 

 

40. With digital 

technologies, I 

have a better 

understanding of 

how I learn English 

best. 

18. I feel more 

supported when 

learning English 

with digital 

technologies. 

*>42. With digital 

technologies, I 

monitor my own 

English learning 

progress over 

time. 

  

   
 

2. I find people 

better to learn 

English with on 

digital 

technologies.  

*<23. I learn 

English at any 

place I want with 

digital 

technologies. 

 

8. With digital 

technologies, I 

evaluate which 

resources are good 

for learning 

English. 

 

    

Array Key 

*Distinguishing statement-significance level at p<0.01 

**Distinguishing statement-significance level at p<0.05 

>z-Score for the statement is higher than in all the other factors 

< z-Score for the statement is lower than in all the other factors 

  

41. With digital 

technologies, I 

learn English 

better on my own 

without the help 

of someone. 
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6.4.1 Positively ranked statements 

The statements included in this section give an account of what the participants 

loading significantly on factor 3 believed to help learn English on their own without 

the direct support or intervention of their English teacher, thereby taking control 

over their learning. 

Table 32 lists the five statements which were ranked at the highest positive scores 

on the idealized factor array and together with their z-scores. 

Table 32 Highest-ranked statements in the factor 3 array 

Statement 

Number Highest Ranked Statements z-score F3 D/C 

16 
I am more motivated to learn English with 

digital technologies. 
2.242 5 D* 

3 
I find out the strengths and weaknesses of my 

English with digital technologies. 
1.668 5 D* 

4 
I get myself in the mood to learn English 

better with digital technologies. 
1.355 4  

39 
With digital technologies, I learn English in 

ways and with resources that interest me. 
1.335 4  

7 
I evaluate the reliability of information from 

resources on the Internet for learning English. 
1.238 4 D 

Key 

F3: Factor 3 

D:  Distinguishing Statement 

C:   Consensus Statement 

*:  Significance Level p<0.01 

 

In Table 33, the positive statements which were ranked relatively higher than other 

factor arrays are presented.  
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Table 33 Positive statements ranked higher in the factor 3 array 

Statement 

Number 

Positive Statements Ranked Higher in 

factor 3 Array than in Other Factor 

Arrays 

z-score F3 D/C 

11 
I am more self-disciplined and organized in 

learning English with digital technologies. 
1.223 3 D* 

9 
I create new strategies to help me learn 

English with digital technologies. 
1.193 3 D* 

42 
With digital technologies, I monitor my own 

English learning progress over time. 
0.873 3 D* 

33 
I understand better what works for me when 

learning English with digital technologies. 
0.521 2 D* 

18 
I feel more supported when learning English 

with digital technologies. 
0.456 2  

30 

I select appropriate learning strategies 

according to my needs in English with digital 

technologies. 

0.36 1 D 

10 
I make time to learn English with digital 

technologies. 
0.327 1 D* 

8 
With digital technologies, I evaluate which 

resources are good for learning English. 
0.214 1  

40 
With digital technologies, I have a better 

understanding of how I learn English best. 
0.21 1  

5 
I am more confident speaking English with 

digital technologies. 
0.088 0 C* 

6 
I am more focused on learning English with 

digital technologies. 
0.067 0 D* 

Key 

F3: Factor 3 

D:  Distinguishing Statement 

C:   Consensus Statement 

*:  Significance Level p<0.01 
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The participants on this factor ranked statement 16 at the +5 position, and it is a 

significantly distinguishing statement for factor 3 at p<0.01 level. They believe that 

digital technologies help them to become more motivated to learn English. One 

reason why these participants found learning English with digital technologies more 

motivating is related to having "fun" from learning. In a very short response, Q-

sorter 20 stated that "it is more fun" learning English with digital technologies. In 

addition to having fun, the "variety" that comes with digital technologies also 

motivates the participants, as Q-sorter 8 commented very briefly by stating "[…] it 

[is] more fun and variety".  

To elaborate on what "variety" in Q-sorter 8’s comment may refer to, Q-sorter 27’s 

response may be informative. S/he suggested that: 

You can do things the way you want, meaning more fulfilling 

practices.  

It is possible to understand from this comment that the participants can learn 

English in the ways they choose, and they can find more "fulfilling" activities and 

exercises to practice English. The ranking of statement 39 at +4 on the factor 3 array 

also suggests that digital technologies can provide more variety. The participants 

agreed that they could learn English in ways and with resources that interested them 

with digital technologies. Q-sorter 14 commented that: 

Handing me a paper with a task is not the best way I learn. Series and 

other learning methods that are to be found in digital technologies, are 

much better for me. 

The participants are aware that they can find various learning methods and 

resources for learning English with digital technologies. This comment also shows 

that one practice, such as giving an exercise on paper, does not fit every learner. So, 
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digital technologies can afford learners to take control over their learning with a 

variety of learning methods and resources. Subsequently, such various learning 

methods and resources to practice with digital technologies motivate learners to 

learn English. 

As well as finding resources, the participants on this factor can also evaluate the 

reliability of information from the resources on the Internet for learning English 

with the help of digital technologies. This is suggested by statement 7 being ranked 

at +4 on the factor 3 array. It is also a distinguishing statement for the factor at 

p<0.05 level. This is an affordance of digital technologies which may help learners 

to become more critical and selective about the resources for learning English. 

The participants on this factor agreed that digital technologies can afford them to 

become more critical and evaluative about other aspects of their learning, as well. 

For example, the participants ranked statement 3 at the second-highest position on 

the factor 3 array. They agreed that digital technologies could provide them with 

the opportunity to find out their strengths and weaknesses when learning English. 

This suggests that these participants show an interest in evaluating themselves 

while learning English. This interest can also be observed in their agreement with 

statement 42. Statement 42 is ranked at +3 position, and it is a significantly 

distinguishing statement. This suggests that the participants can monitor their own 

English learning progress over time. It, therefore, supports the idea that digital 

technologies can afford learners to take control over their learning by providing the 

opportunity to self-evaluate their skills in learning English. 

In addition to being evaluative and critical about their strengths and weaknesses, 

the participants also agreed that they could become evaluative about their learning 
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strategies. These participants agreed with statement 33 by ranking it at +2 on the 

factor 3 array. It is a significantly distinguishing statement at p<0.01 level, and it 

suggests that the participants on this factor can understand better what works for 

them when learning English with digital technologies. It shows that they can be 

critical as to whether a learning resource or a method helps them. In addition, the 

participants in this factor agreed with statement 30. Although it is only ranked at 

+1 on the factor array, it is a distinguishing statement for factor 3 at p<0.05, and it 

suggests that the digital technologies can help participants on this factor to select 

appropriate learning strategies according to their needs. It shows that the 

participants can analyse their needs with digital technologies by being critical about 

their strengths and weaknesses in English. They can, therefore, select the 

appropriate strategies which suit them better for learning English. 

In fact, as well as selecting among available appropriate strategies, the participants 

on this factor can also create new strategies with digital technologies to help them 

learn English. This is apparent from the participants ranking statement 9 at +3 on 

the factor 3 array. This statement also significantly distinguishes factor 3 from other 

factors. 

Turning to other statements, agreement with statement 4 at +4 suggests that the 

participants on this factor can get themselves better in the mood to learn English 

with digital technologies. This may be related to the affordances of digital 

technologies for providing a variety of learning resources, methods and strategies 

on factor 3. In addition, the participants on this factor already agreed very strongly 

that they could become more motivated to learn English with digital technologies. 

These affordances may, therefore, attract learners to studying and learning English. 

Statement 10 also becomes more meaningful within this framework. Although it is 
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only ranked at +1 position on the factor 3 array, it is a distinguishing statement for 

factor 3. It, therefore, represents a viewpoint which is different from the other two 

factors. Agreement with statement 10 suggests that these participants are more 

likely to make time to learn English with digital technologies. This suggests that 

the participants on this factor are more "focused" on learning English rather than 

learning it incidentally or in "natural" ways, as in factor 2. 

Statement 11, another significantly distinguishing statement at p<0.01 level and 

ranked at +3, summarises the viewpoints above. This statement suggests that digital 

technologies can provide opportunities for participants to become more self-

disciplined and organized in learning English. Q-sorter 27 commented on this 

statement that: 

Digital technologies make it easier to organize, and you have many 

options as to how you can do things. It is possible to customize it 

yourself, in a way, making it more suited your own style. 

It can, therefore, be suggested that, by means of a variety of resources, learning 

methods and strategies, the participants on this factor can organize their learning in 

a way which suits them better, thereby taking better control over their learning. 

Statements 18, 8, 40, and 5 are also ranked higher on the factor 3 array than other 

factors. Yet, since these statements are neither a distinguishing statement for factor 

3 nor received a comment, they will not be further elaborated. Statement 6 is 

distinguishing, but it is ranked at the neutral point, and therefore it is possible to 

suggest that the participants did not have a clear idea about the affordance in that 

statement. 
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6.4.2 Negatively ranked statements 

The statements which were ranked negatively in the factor 3 array show what the 

participants loading significantly on this factor thought did not help learn English 

with digital technologies on their own without the direct support or intervention of 

their English teacher, thereby taking control over their learning. Table 34 shows 

which statements were ranked lowest in the factor 3 array. 

Table 34 Lowest ranked statements in the factor 3 array 

Statement 

Number 
Lowest Ranked Statements z-score F3 D/C 

35 
With digital technologies, I need a push 

from my English teacher to study English. 
-2.128 -5  

34 

With digital technologies, I need the 

encouragement of an English teacher for 

learning English. 

-1.703 -5 C* 

21 

I get frustrated learning English on my 

own with digital technologies as I need a 

teacher to tell me if I am learning well. 

-1.661 -4  

38 

Learning English with digital technologies 

is more natural because I do not feel like I 

am sitting down to learn English. 

-1.462 -4 D* 

13 
I explain better why I learn English in the 

ways that I do with digital technologies. 
-1.443 -4 D* 

Key 

F3: Factor 3 

D:  Distinguishing Statement 

C:   Consensus Statement 

*:  Significance Level p<0.01 

The statements ranked relatively lower in the factor 3 array than other factor arrays 

are presented in Table 35. 



 

240 

Table 35 Negative statements ranked lower in the factor 3 array 

Statement 

Number 

Negative Statements Ranked Lower in 

factor 3 Array than in Other Factor 

Arrays 

z-score F3 D/C 

36 

With digital technologies, I am less 

worried about making mistakes in front of 

other people. 

-1.414 -3 D* 

17 
I am more relaxed and less stressed about 

learning English with digital technologies. 
-1.021 -3 D* 

26 
With digital technologies, I know better 

why I am learning English. 
-0.774 -2  

29 
With digital technologies, I learn more 

about the culture of English speaking 

countries. 

-0.563 -2 D* 

24 
I learn English at any time I want with 

digital technologies. 
-0.041 -1 D* 

25 
With digital technologies, I have courage 

to try different things in English. 
-0.033 -1 C 

27 
I learn English at my own pace/speed 

with digital technologies. 
-0.019 -1  

23 
I learn English at any place I want with 

digital technologies. 
-0.007 0 D* 

32 
I find more opportunities to use English 

with digital technologies. 
0.024 0 D* 

5 
I am more confident speaking English 

with digital technologies. 
0.088 0 C* 

14 
With digital technologies, I explain better 

why I choose the materials that I use. 
0.104 0 C* 

Key 

F3: Factor 3 

D:  Distinguishing Statement 

C:   Consensus Statement 

*:  Significance Level p<0.01 

Similar to the viewpoints in factor 1 and factor 2, digital technologies provided 

opportunities to the participants on this factor to learn English without the 
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encouragement and support of their English teacher. The participants ranked 

statement 35 at -5 on the factor 3 array and very strongly disagreed that they needed 

a push from their teacher to study when learning English with digital technologies. 

They also placed statement 34 at -5 and disagreed that they needed to be encouraged 

by their English teacher to learn with digital technologies. In a similar vein, the 

participants ranked statement 21 at -4 and disagreed with the idea of needing an 

English teacher to tell them whether they were learning well or not. The participants 

believe that they could learn on their own without feeling frustrated about how they 

were learning. In the light of the ranking of these three statements, it is possible to 

suggest that digital technologies can provide opportunities for learners to learn 

English on their own without the support of their teacher. The comments of the 

participants who loaded significantly on this factor and disagreed with these three 

statements may also support this suggestion. 

For example, Q-sorter 21 commented for statement 34 and stated that: 

I can ensure myself that what I wrote was correct. 

Q-sorter 21 also commented on statement 21 and argued that: 

I don’t need someone to tell me I am learning the "right" way, I can 

ensure myself of that myself. 

These two comments show that the participant already has confidence in how s/he 

is learning. It can also be noted that the participant was able to ensure that his/her 

writing was correct or not without seeking an opinion of his/her English teacher. 

Commenting on statement 35, Q-sorter 14, however, shows that a slight "push" 

from an English teacher may still be needed: 
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Having a boring task on your computer is not as fun as Netflix. So, if 

the task isn’t exciting enough, I’ll just go on the internet instead. And 

then I would need a push from my teacher so that I may focus on the 

task instead. 

It is possible to see from this comment that the participant is interested in learning 

English in a way that will excite him/her in the same way as watching things in 

English on digital platforms such as Netflix. If learning tasks are not interesting 

enough, it may discourage learners from completing tasks given to them. Learners 

can use the Internet to avoid a "boring" task, in their terms. This can illustrate how 

a learner is taking control over his/her learning by walking away from a learning 

task, possibly either seeking a way of learning English in his/her own way or taking 

a break from the task. However, it also shows that the participants can have 

difficulty in self-regulating their learning time, and digital technologies can afford 

distraction to learners when learning English. As this comment shows, Q-sorter 14 

needs a push from his/her teacher to return to the learning task given by the teacher. 

It can, therefore, be inferred in the light of these three comments that digital 

technologies can provide opportunities for the participants to have confidence in 

the ways they are learning English and in what they have done in English without 

the support of their English teacher. Digital technologies can also provide a digital 

environment where learners can take a break if they do not find the learning activity 

interesting and exciting, and possibly find a way of learning English in more 

interesting ways. However, if the learners cannot control how much time to spend 

on this "break" from the task, digital technologies can become a source of 

distraction, too. This may be an instance of digital technologies providing for ill in 

Gibson’s (1979) definition of the term affordances. 
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The participants on this factor also disagreed with statement 38, which is ranked at 

-4 on for the factor 3 array and a significantly distinguishing statement for factor 3. 

The negative position of this statement clearly distinguishes factor 3 from factor 2, 

where the participants believed that digital technologies afforded them learning 

English in more natural ways rather than learning with books more traditionally. 

The participants on factor 3, however, did not perceive this affordance and 

disagreed that learning English with digital technologies is more natural. The 

positively ranked statements in the previous section mostly suggested a more 

intentional and organized learner profile in factor 3. This may be one reason for 

learners to learn English more systematically and purposefully rather than seeing it 

as part of a daily task. 

Statements 23 and 24 support the idea that the participants on this factor are more 

focused on learning with digital technologies. On the factor 3 array, statement 23 

was ranked at neutral point (0) while statement 24 was ranked at -1, which is also 

very close to the neutral point. Nevertheless, both statements are significantly 

distinguishing statements for factor 3 at p<0.01 level. This suggests that even if the 

participants did not disagree very strongly with these statements, they were neutral 

about them. The participants can be observed not to have clear ideas about whether 

they can learn English at any time or any place with digital technologies. So, in the 

light of one of the positively ranked statements, statement 10 in the previous 

section, one reason may be that the participants purposefully make time for learning 

English, which again shows that they see studying and learning English as a task. 

The participants in this factor also did not believe that digital technologies could 

help them explain better why they learnt English in the ways they did. This is 
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understood from statement 13 being ranked at -4 on the factor 3 array. It is also a 

significantly distinguishing statement for factor 3 at p<0.01 level. 

Digital technologies did not help provide learners on this factor with a less stressful 

learning environment, either. The participants ranked statements 36 and 17 at -3 on 

the array, and both these statements are significantly distinguishing statements for 

factor 3. According to the negative disagreement with statement 36, the participants 

did not believe that digital technologies could make learners less worried about 

making mistakes in front of other people. For example, Q-sorter 8 stated in his/her 

comment that digital technologies do not have any effect on how s/he feels in front 

of other people:  

Digital technologies do not change how I feel when I speak in front of 

other people. I am nervous with and without digital technology. 

From Q-sorter 14’s comment, it is even possible to suggest that digital technologies 

can make the participants more worried about speaking English in front of others: 

If a task tells you to make a video for instance and post it online, the 

video will be there forever. If you are to present a topic in front of the 

class, that presentation is just at that time. The video that are to be 

published can be seen after class and even shown to others as bullying 

or making fun of the pronunciation that may not be perfect. We are 

often told to post the video online instead of just showing it in class. 

That way we can save more time, but it is very uncomfortable. 

It is possible to understand from this comment that the worry of the participant is 

not to speak English when presenting his/her work in front of other learners in the 

classroom because s/he believes that it is a one-off thing and will be seen only once 

by his/her classmates. Yet, digital technologies extend the boundaries of the 

classroom to a digital environment. In this digital environment, a presentation can 

be seen by others many times, even by foreigners. Apparently, the possibility to be 
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seen by foreigners is what worries the participant. So, even though digital 

technologies can help save time by doing presentations, it creates an uncomfortable 

digital environment in which learners may be worried about making mistakes when 

speaking English. Digital technologies may, therefore, prevent learners from 

practising speaking English and trying new things in English. 

Disagreement with statement 17 also shows that digital technologies are not helpful 

for learners to make themselves feel more relaxed and less stressed about learning 

English. For example, Q-sorter 20 stated that: 

It stresses me because I am always online, and then I start focusing of 

other things. 

It is possible to understand from this comment that the possibility of being 

distracted by digital technologies is stressful for the participant. So, while digital 

technologies can afford immediate access to finding resources and materials for 

learning English, it can also cause a distraction to learners. 

With digital technologies, the participants on this factor did not perceive an 

opportunity to reflect on why they were learning English, as statement 26 being 

ranked at -2 on the factor array suggests. In addition, the participants on this factor 

disagreed with statement 29 which suggested that they could not learn more about 

the culture of English speaking countries.  

When it comes to statements 14, 5, 32, 27 and 25, their z-scores were very low. This 

suggests that the participants were neutral about these points. They remained 

impartial as to whether these statements were affordances for them to learn English 

on their own without the support of their teacher. 
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6.4.3 Factor 3 summary 

Factor 3 illustrated a more systematic and organized language learner profile. The 

participants in this factor, for example, disagreed with seeing learning English in 

more natural ways as an affordance. The participants were understood to be more 

focused on learning English systematically. For example, digital technologies 

afforded these participants to become more motivated to learn English. In addition, 

the participants were critical and evaluative about both themselves and the ways 

and resources for learning English. As well as providing such affordances for good, 

the digital technologies provided affordances for ill, too. It was seen that digital 

technologies could prevent learners from practising and trying new things in 

English because they provide a digital environment where the learners fear being 

made fun of due to the way they speak. Digital technologies can also prevent 

learners from learning English on their own because they are likely to cause a 

distraction to learners. In this regard, although the participants stated that they did 

not need a push and encouragement from their English teacher to study and learn 

English, a teacher can still help to return some of the participants to the learning 

route. 

6.5 Chapter summary 

This chapter presented the results of factor analysis in this research. Three factors 

were interpreted in the light of the positively and negatively ranked statements in 

each factor. It was seen that digital technologies could provide learners with 

different affordances to learn English on their own, thereby taking control over their 

learning. In factor 1, the results showed that digital technologies can provide 
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learners with an affordance of finding resources for learning English on their own. 

In factor 2, it was seen the digital technologies can afford learners to learn English 

in more natural ways which they find more interesting than learning in what can be 

termed as traditional ways. In factor 3, it was observed that digital technologies 

helped learners to motivate themselves to learn English and in a more focused and 

systematic way. While the three factors differed from each other in terms of the 

statements discussed above, it was a shared belief in all the factors that the learners 

could learn English without the support or encouragement of their English teacher. 

In the next chapter, these affordances of digital technologies will be discussed in 

the light of other studies in the literature to understand how they relate to 

autonomous language learning. 
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Chapter 7 Discussion 

This chapter turns to a discussion of the findings presented in the previous chapter 

which constitute an answer to the research question as follows: 

What are the affordances of digital technologies for autonomous 

English language learning to students studying in a Norwegian 

secondary school? 

These three factors of affordances represent how digital technologies can be 

supportive of autonomous language learning by providing learners of English as a 

foreign language in a Norwegian secondary school context with opportunities to 

take control over their learning. To support the discussion, the relevant Q-

statements and their rankings on the factor array will be given in brackets where 

appropriate (e.g. Full Q statement, +/- position on factor array, Factor 1/2/3). 

When Q-sorters’ answers to open-ended questions are used to support the 

discussion, the anonymous name of the Q-sorter and what statement s/he reflected 

will be given in brackets together with the ranking of the relevant statement, as well 

(e.g. Q-sorter 1, on [full Q statement], +/- Q-sorter’s ranking of the statement). 

The analysis of the factors also showed that there are consensus statements which 

represent shared perspectives across factors. It is due to such statements that a 

similar affordance might be discussed between categories of affordances below. 

Yet, each statement should be considered within its own factor. This is because 
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factor narratives refer to a holistic discussion of the factor, but not micro-analysis 

of individual statements. 

7.1 Affordances from student-led language learning 

resources 

The results of the first factor show the affordances which learners can get from 

language learning resources which they find on their own by the help of digital 

technologies. With the help of digital technologies, learners can find various 

resources more easily to help them learn English (I find more resources, easily with 

digital technologies to help me learn English, +5, Factor 1). Finding resources is 

one of the important constitutive elements in autonomous language learning 

frameworks and models. In Tassinari’s (2012) model of autonomous language 

learning, for example, being able to choose from a variety of materials and 

resources is one of the indicators of autonomous language learning. According to 

the findings in the first factor, the learners stated that they were able to select from 

a range of resources to help them learn English and that ease of access to resources, 

as well as the fact that there is a wider range of resources on the Internet than in 

books, enabled learners to act on this affordance. Comparison of this finding with 

those of Zhang (2016) and Jitpaisarnwattana (2018) confirms that digital 

technologies afford learners to take control over their learning by finding their own 

language learning resources. Therefore, the learners can be allowed more 

opportunities by their teachers in their language classes to find their own language 

resources to foster the development of autonomous language learning. Teachers, 
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for example, can ask their students in their language classrooms to search for 

materials related to the lesson topic before they come to the class. 

In addition to this perceived opportunity, a number of factors seem to come into 

play when learners act on the affordance of finding learning resources. These 

factors can also be considered as affordances of digital technologies for 

autonomous language learning because they also arise from the relationship 

between learners and digital technologies. Firstly, it was found that digital 

technologies can provide learners with the opportunity to learn English in ways and 

with resources that interest them (With digital technologies, I learn English in ways 

and with resources that interest me, +4, Factor 1). The current study found that the 

learners can, for example, follow what is happening around the world by watching 

the news in English (I get a sense of what is happening around the world in English 

with digital technologies, +5, Factor 1). In this sense, this finding supports the 

finding from Zhang’s (2016) study. It shows that one of the language learning 

resources that autonomous language learners are interested in is following the news 

in the target language. One reason for such an interest can be that news is easy for 

learners to access and they are updated regularly which might help them to be 

exposed to different versions of English. Therefore, language teachers may learn 

from their students and can adapt the content of their teaching materials based on 

what is more engaging for the students. Teachers, for example, can also follow what 

is currently happening in the news, and they can use such news in their lessons. For 

example, and to be more specific, teachers can use news headlines in their lessons 

as a warm-up activity. Given the number of students in a classroom, the teacher 

would not be able to cater to the interests of every student. In such situations, 

teachers can also opt for delegating the responsibility to the learners themselves and 
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helping them find their own language learning resources. As a result, the teachers 

may change their role from being the source of the content to facilitator of the 

language learning contents brought by the learners based on their own interests. In 

this regard, teachers can, for example, give their students the target set of 

vocabulary that they are aiming to teach in their lessons, and then they can ask their 

students to find how these vocabulary items are being used in the news or in the 

materials of topics that they are interested in. 

In addition to this, digital technologies enable learners to learn more about the 

culture of English-speaking countries, such as their history (With digital 

technologies, I learn more about the culture of English speaking countries, +3, 

Factor 1). In terms of learning more about the culture of English-speaking 

countries, this finding recalls the finding from Miller’s (2019) study in which the 

learners of Spanish found Twitter as a useful platform to learn more about Spanish 

culture, and thereby improving their cultural awareness. Although they are different 

languages, in the light of this finding, it is possible to suggest that autonomous 

language learners are not only interested in learning their target language with its 

vocabulary and grammar, but also with its culture. Therefore, this finding may 

imply for language learning that autonomous language learning practices can be 

structured in a way in which cultural cues can be embedded. This may motivate 

learners to learn more about the language as learning more about the culture can 

invoke more curiosity in the learners. 

Using such a selective strategy based on the interests of the learners can be related 

to one of the important ways that autonomous language learning manifests itself. 

For example, Macaro (1997) states that the autonomy of choice and action with 

which the learners can choose independently from a variety of choices and act 
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accordingly is a constituent of autonomous language learning. As the accounts of 

the participants in this current study showed in line with the other two studies, 

digital technologies can afford learners with autonomy in selecting various 

resources. 

It is also worth noting here that digital technologies allow wider access to language 

learning resources when learners felt limited by the resources offered in the school 

(Q-sorter 13, on the statement "With digital technologies, I learn in ways and with 

resources that interest me”, +5). As Gonulal’s (2019) study also found, language 

resources that the learners study at their schools may not be sufficient for them, and 

at that point, the digital technologies can afford them the resources which they 

cannot access within their classroom. In this regard, the finding in this research is 

in agreement with that of Gonulal’s (2019) study. Therefore, it is possible to suggest 

that digital technologies afford learners the ability to take control over their learning 

by finding language learning resources based on their interests and beyond their 

classrooms. 

In addition to the benefit of finding resources based on students’ interests, two other 

findings explain why learners act on the affordance of finding resources with digital 

technologies. Firstly, the participants noted that they could learn English anywhere 

and at any time with digital technologies (I learn English at any place I want with 

digital technologies, +4, Factor 1; I learn English at any time I want with digital 

technologies, +3, Factor 1). This finding seems to be in accordance with the 

findings in Kondo et. al. (2012) and Loewen et. al. (2019) in which it was reported 

that the students can use any time and place more effectively such as break time 

between classes and waiting for a coffee or food to be served at a restaurant 

respectively. It would seem that digital technologies can afford learners with the 
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flexibility (Tassinari, 2012), extending the physical constraints of a classroom 

environment and time, and as an implication for language learning, such practices 

with mobile digital technologies can make more practice time for language learners. 

This flexibility feature of digital technologies can also be harnessed by the language 

teachers. The teachers may consider assigning homework or after-class tasks to the 

students who can complete them without having to sit down to do at home. 

Secondly, digital technologies can enable learners to learn English in fun ways (It 

is fun learning English with digital technologies, +3, Factor 1). Particularly, and 

more specifically, it was observed that learning with resources which interest 

learners can make the learners enjoy reading in English more and fully concentrate 

on the words and grammar (Q-sorter 18, on statement "With digital technologies, I 

learn English in ways and with resources that interest me”, +5). In this particular 

instance, this finding supports the finding from Nino’s (2015) study in which it was 

reported that fun and interactive exercises on Duolingo language learning 

application helped learners improve their reading skills in their target language. 

Additionally, having fun with learning resources which the learners are interested 

in can also be a source of motivation for learners while learning a topic in English 

(Q-sorter 22, on the statement "I find more resources easily with digital 

technologies to help me learn English”, +5). In terms of learning English in fun 

ways, these findings are also in line with Gonulal (2019) and Shadiev (2018). In 

both studies, it was reported that fun element was an important factor that affected 

learners’ engagement with the task and their selection of digital technology. 

According to the learner autonomy model of Cooker (2012), motivation and 

learners’ capacity to motivate themselves to be actively engaged in learning 

activities is one of the important elements of autonomous language learning.  It is 
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possible to understand that digital technologies can help learners to take control 

over their learning by furnishing them with the opportunity to find resources, which 

in turn can afford a fun way of learning English and a source of motivation. 

Digital technologies can allow wider access to learning resources which interest 

learners, but the characteristics of a fun way of learning should be approached 

cautiously. The learners on this factor generally agreed that digital technologies 

could give control over their learning resources (I find more resources easily with 

digital technologies to help me learn English, +5, Factor 1), and whether it is fun 

learning with such resources can be a determining factor for the learners to select 

them. It can be interpreted that the learners use a strategy when selecting their 

learning resources, which is having fun. That can even be a reflection of learners 

showing metacognitive awareness by providing a rationale for materials chosen 

(Cooker, 2012). Yet, such a selective strategy based on whether learning is fun with 

digital resources may be obscuring another important element for selecting learning 

resources, which is evaluating the learning resources for language learning 

(Tassinari, 2012). The learners on this factor were almost neutral about the 

statement 14, (With digital technologies, I evaluate which resources are good for 

learning English, +1, Factor 1). A neutral position by the participants on this factor 

would not necessarily mean that they are not evaluating language learning 

resources. Yet, it is possible to suggest here that these learners might be prioritising 

the fun element in learning resources over their appropriateness for learning 

English. To put it another way, there can be a trade-off between the affordances of 

experiencing fun with learning resources and evaluating their appropriateness for 

learning English. In this regard, this finding within this factor differs from the 

findings in Gonulal’s (2019) and Nino’s (2015) findings. In both those studies, it 
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was reported that there had been students who evaluated the language learning 

value of the content on digital technologies. In Gonulal’s (2019) study, for example, 

some students stated that there might be grammatically incorrect sentences on the 

Instagram as a social networking platform, and this could even make harm to their 

language learning. In Nino’s (2015) study, some students had to confirm the 

translations on Google Translate application with other methods to avoid misuse of 

words and plagiarism. One possible explanation of why students did not evaluate 

the learning materials can be that the students might have lacked the necessary 

digital literacy skills. Similar to Castellano et. al.’s (2011) and Li’s (2013) studies, 

even if the students might be interested in learning autonomously, lack of 

knowledge and skills in sourcing and finding language learning resources through 

digital technologies might have prevented them from evaluating and finding useful 

materials which fit into their language learning practices. Therefore, instead of 

making such an evaluation, the students might have prioritised the fun value when 

selecting resources for their language learning. It is therefore important when 

learning a language to look at the educational value that the digital technologies 

afford rather than solely considering whether learning with digital technology is fun 

or not. Such a fun-based strategy may be problematic in the long-run for learners. 

Therefore, to better harness from the affordances of digital technologies, the 

students who do not consider the pedagogical value of online materials can be 

taught strategies in which they can learn how to evaluate language learning 

resources. 

Regarding the nature of the resources, digital technologies can also provide learners 

with the opportunity to access social and discursive language learning resources by 

interacting with other language learners. The results of this study suggest that the 
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Internet can become a digital learning environment where learners can meet 

"friends" from other countries to practice English (Q-sorter 11, on the statement "It 

is fun learning English with digital technologies”, +5). Based on this finding, there 

is a similarity between this research and that of Gonulal’s (2019) in terms of 

affordance of digital technologies for reaching native speakers of the target 

language. For language learning, learners need to practice what they have learnt in 

their classrooms in real life, but classroom and their classmates offer limited 

opportunities for learners themselves to practice in the language that they are 

learning. Therefore, digital technologies extend opportunities for practice beyond 

the boundaries of the classroom and afford learners to reach and practice with native 

speakers of the target language. While some students can make their initiatives to 

find such communication opportunities, language teachers can also initiate such 

communication channels with teachers from other schools in other countries to 

provide communicative practice opportunities for their students. This might be a 

challenging task for some teachers because they may not have the network with 

other teachers and therefore they may not reach out to other teachers for such 

communicative practice opportunities. Yet, the teachers may even learn from their 

students on how to find such communicative practice opportunities by the help of 

digital technologies. Meanwhile, when communicating with ‘others’ through 

digital technologies to practise speaking the target language, the safety of students 

should also be considered. As Manca and Ranieri (2014, p, 12) suggest, social 

networking platforms such as Facebook can become a place where learners can be 

exposed to harm from “sexual predators, cyberstalking and cyberbullying” in the 

disguise of speaking practice. To prevent such harm, both learners and teachers can 

take extra training to learn how to stay safe on digital platforms. 
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The Internet can also become a place where learners can communicate and work 

together with fellow learners on language learning related texts. Particularly, being 

able to view each other’s work on platforms such as Google Docs can help learners 

to collaborate more easily with each other (Q-sorter 24, on the statement "I 

collaborate with other students more easily for English with digital technologies”, 

+5). This finding supports the evidence from previous observations in 

Jitpaisarnwattana’s (2018) and Shadiev’s (2018) studies where it was documented 

that the students could contribute to each other’s work by leaving comments of 

feedback on the digital technologies used. Such social and discursive language 

learning resources can be supportive of the social dimension of language learner 

autonomy. According to O’Leary (2014), learner autonomy entails control over the 

social aspect of language learning which manifests itself as creating an 

informational and collegial learning environment. Tassinari (2012) also suggests 

that being able to learn with and from others, such as other learners, native speakers 

and non-native competent speakers, is an important skill for autonomous language 

learning. It is, therefore, possible to suggest that teachers can also facilitate such 

learning environment within their classrooms, and beyond their classrooms. The 

learners can be assigned language learning tasks on which the learners can both 

work in the classroom or online outside the classroom, and therefore a collaborative 

learning environment can be created among the learners. This is likely to reduce the 

workload on the teacher, as well, since the learners can learn from one another 

rather than coming to their teachers when they struggle with their language learning 

tasks. 

In a narrower scope, the significance of the affordance of accessing social and 

discursive resources lies in its potential for learners to receive instant feedback on 
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mistakes in a constructive way. Fuchs (2017) found that limited feedback can 

discourage some learners from directing and regulating their learning on their own. 

Therefore, how learners get feedback on their mistakes can play an important role 

in learners’ taking control over their learning. Digital technologies, such as adaptive 

learning systems, were found to be supportive of giving learners instant scores and 

feedback which showed them their performance and what skills can be strengthened 

(Suvorov & Cabello, 2017). This mechanised form of feedback did not differ to a 

great extent from the feedback which computer programmes provided to the 

learners in the early phase of Behaviouristic CALL, which only provided learners 

with endless trials when they received the wrong answer. It is possible to suggest 

that such solely machine-generated feedback falls short of providing the learners 

with constructive feedback on their mistakes. This research, however, showed that 

digital technologies can provide an informational and collegial learning 

environment where learners can get instant feedback on their language mistakes 

and correct them immediately (Q-sorter 2, on the statement "I get instant feedback 

to my language mistakes and errors with digital technologies”, +5). In this regard, 

this finding is in line with Shadiev’s (2018) finding in which the learners could 

leave feedback on each other’s mistakes on their works on the mobile multimedia 

learning system and make recommendations on how to address them. In the light 

of finding from this research and that of Shadiev’s (2018), it is possible to suggest 

that interaction with fellow learners can be complementary to computer-generated 

feedback when learning a language, and in terms of autonomous language learning, 

digital technologies can afford learners by allowing them to get constructive 

feedback by enabling them to work collaboratively with fellow learners in the 

school environment. Yet, it should also be considered in such collaborative learning 
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practices that not every student might be willing to share their work online. As 

Kamnoetsin (2014) found out, the idea that their written work and posts might be 

seen by other students and family members might be discomforting for some 

students. Therefore, they may prefer not to join such collaborative activities due to 

their social concerns. 

While the overall affordance of this factor relates to the benefit of finding resources, 

as discussed above, it also signals other affordances for autonomous language 

learning. Firstly, taking control over their learning resources shows that learners are 

pursuing goals for their learning of English. Setting goals has long been regarded 

as one of the important elements of autonomous language learning (Holec, 1981; 

Tassinari, 2012). Palfreyman (2014) suggests that learner autonomy in language 

learning entails the capacity to use a wide range of learning resources towards a 

learning goal. While these learning goals can be short-term goals, such as 

understanding the words of a song in English, they can also be long-term goals, 

such as becoming a businessperson by mastering language skills in a foreign or 

second language. Such autonomous learners may not explicitly state what their 

goals are while making use of such learning resources. Yet, this current study found 

that digital technologies can provide affordance to learners to set their own goals in 

language learning. In particular, learners can set short-term goals, such as fully 

concentrating on words and grammar in English (Q-sorter 18, on statement "With 

digital technologies, I learn English in ways and with resources that interest me”, 

+5). At the same time, learners can set long-term goals such as preparing 

themselves for the rest of their lives by finding learning resources on their own (Q-

sorter 13, on the statement "With digital technologies, I learn English in ways and 

with resources that interest me”, +5). In terms of setting short term goals, this study 



 

260 

supports the observation made in Nino’s (2015) study in which the language 

learning app Duolingo afforded learners to set goals and do mini quizzes to review 

their learning progress. Therefore, it would seem that, by taking control over their 

learning resources through digital technologies, learners also take control over their 

language learning goals. In other words, learners can set themselves more genuine 

goals for learning English when they are exposed to a wider range of digital 

resources. 

As for a second affordance related to finding resources, emancipation from teacher 

control emerged as important. The results showed that learners need less support 

from their teachers when learning English with digital technologies (I get frustrated 

learning English on my own with digital technologies as I need a teacher to tell me 

if I am learning well, -5, Factor 1). For example, they do not rely on support from 

their English teachers as they would do in other subjects. This situation can be 

explained with the key main affordance within this factor: taking control over 

learning resources. As already discussed, learners can find learning resources which 

interest them, and which offer a fun way of learning English. This effectively 

motivates learners to learn English without the encouragement of a teacher. The 

learners can also become less dependent on their teachers by finding alternative 

ways of getting feedback from their fellow learners in a collaborative way. So, it is 

likely that learners become less dependent on their teachers and enrich the social 

human resources whom they can turn to when they need help. These results are in 

accordance with Little (1991), who argues that the "essential condition" for 

autonomous language learning is interdependence. According to Little (1991), 

learner autonomy does not totally refer to independent learning since learners are 

social beings and there is always a balance between independence from and 
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dependence on others. This study also showed that learners can become less 

dependent on their teacher with regards to finding resources and encouragement 

from them for learning English (With digital technologies, I need the 

encouragement of an English teacher for learning English, -5, Factor 1), but their 

independence is likely to be balanced by the need to rely on fellow learners and 

speakers of English for feedback and practising their speaking skills. Hence, it can 

be suggested that digital technologies can also be supportive of autonomous 

language learning by providing learners with the opportunity to learn in such an 

interdependent way. 

Overall, this first Q-factor shows that digital technologies can be supportive of 

autonomous language learning by providing learners with the opportunity to find 

learning resources. This factor shows that learners demonstrate metacognitive 

awareness by providing a rationale for selecting learning resources. Also, this factor 

contributes to the understanding that autonomous language learning with digital 

technologies cannot be equated with totally independent learning. On the contrary, 

this factor may help to show that autonomous language learning has a social aspect 

as well, and digital technologies can be supportive of learners in taking control over 

this social aspect by working collaboratively with fellow learners. Finally, while it 

was not clearly stated as an affordance in the results, it can be suggested that digital 

technologies also help learners to set their own language learning goals, even if 

these goals are implicit and not stated explicitly. 
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7.2 Affordances for self-regulated learning 

The results of the second factor suggest that digital technologies can be supportive 

of autonomous language learning by providing opportunities to learn in a self-

regulated way. As the learners put it, digital technologies can offer learners a 

"natural" way of learning English which refers to learning without "having to sit 

down" to learn English in a classroom (Learning English with digital technologies 

is more natural because I do not feel like I am sitting down to learn English, +5, 

Factor 2). For these learners, learning by having to read a book and study for 

learning English is not the same as learning with digital technologies. These 

learners do not enjoy learning English much with formal instruction, such as taking 

a book and studying it. Digital technologies, in contrast, provide a learning 

environment which is "more chill" and where the learners feel less pressure on them 

(Q-sorter 32, on the statement "Learning English with digital technologies is more 

natural because I do not feel like I am sitting down to learn English”, +5). In a 

similar vein, learners feel more relaxed and less stressed about learning English 

with digital technologies. Also, it seems that as learners feel less stressed and more 

relaxed, the digital technologies afford learners in this category to get themselves 

better in the mood to learn English (I get myself in the mood to learn English better 

with digital technologies, +4, Factor 2). In this regard, this finding further supports 

the finding in Shadiev’s (2018) research in which it was reported that by using a 

mobile multimedia language learning system, the students had felt less anxious 

during the language learning process in the classroom. From these findings, it is 

possible to understand that language learning within a classroom can be a stressful 

experience, and the learners can feel pressure on them. Given that the teachers also 
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have a responsibility to accomplish the competency aims, particularly as a 

requirement of the Norwegian curriculum in this research’s context, language 

classes follow certain rules. Yet, the teachers may still explore ways to make the 

language learning process as natural as possible. Unlike past, language classes are 

not the only source for language learning, and learners can improve their language 

skills from multiple resources outside the classroom which they perceive as a 

natural way of learning. As an outcome of this, digital technologies afford learners 

to take control over psychological factors such as stress and pressure, and they open 

opportunities to learn in less stressful ways.  Since the learners have access to digital 

technologies easily or in every corner, in their own words, they can, therefore, take 

control over their learning by finding such a natural way of learning which is an 

alternative to learning in a classroom environment. 

Before moving to a discussion of affordances which can enable the learners in this 

factor to take control over their learning by finding such an alternative mode of 

learning, it is worth discussing an interesting finding in this factor. The learners in 

this factor disagreed that digital technologies can provide an opportunity to set 

achievable objectives and goals for learning English (I set more achievable 

objectives/goals while learning English with digital technologies, -3, Factor 2). 

Yet, there was also a moderate agreement among the learners that, with digital 

technologies, they could become more aware of why they were learning English 

(With digital technologies, I know better why I am learning English, +2, Factor 2). 

These two statements appear to conflict with each other, however, this clash 

contributes to the understanding of Benson’s (2011) argument that learner 

autonomy is different from learners’ natural tendency to take control over their 

learning. As discussed in relation to the philosophical underpinnings of learner 
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autonomy, Benson (2011) suggests that learners can naturally take control over 

their learning, but learner autonomy entails a systematic capacity to control one’s 

own learning towards a self-determined objective and goal. Unless such attempts 

to naturally control one’s learning are in terms of a learning goal, they carry the risk 

of control over learning becoming "episodic [and] private to the learner" (Benson, 

2011, p. 74). This observation is relevant to the affordances discussed in this factor 

because, while the learners in this factor may have an idea of why they are learning 

English, their ability to take control over their learning with the help of digital 

technologies does not seem to be towards a systematic objective or goal, and 

thereby carries the risk of becoming episodic. This understanding requires strong 

caution, though. The learners in this factor may explicitly disagree with the idea 

that the digital technologies encourage them to set learning goals, but they may still 

have an overall implicit goal which they indicate with being aware of why they are 

learning English with digital technologies. This finding related to setting explicit 

own language learning goals has been unable to confirm finding from Nino’s (2015) 

study in which Duolingo language learning application had afforded language 

learners to set their own language learning goals. Yet, in the scope of this factor, 

this finding also shows that language learners may do their language learning 

without explicit goals. Therefore, the following affordances which enable learners 

to learn in such a natural way with digital technologies as an alternative to learning 

in a classroom environment can be better understood as the seeds of control from 

which learner autonomy can grow. 

First of all, digital technologies provide learners with the opportunity to learn 

English at their own speed and pace. That is possibly one of the affordances which 

the learners regard as different from learning in a classroom environment, and also 
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one of the reasons for learners to enjoy learning with digital technologies. This 

finding is also in congruence with the finding from Nino’s (2015) study which 

reported that the practicality and mobility of the digital technologies enable learners 

to learn at their own time, and as a result at their own pace and speed. This 

affordance can even be suggested to reveal a limitation of language learning in a 

classroom. While learners may have different learning speeds and learn at different 

levels, they can be forced to wait for "fellow learners" in the classroom. As one 

learner put it, they have to stick with the rest of the class (Q-sorter 7 [bi-polar 

loading], on the statement "I learn English at my own pace/speed with digital 

technologies”, -5). Hence, having to wait for other learners in the classroom can be 

one of the factors that prevent learners from taking control over their learning. 

Digital technologies, however, can allow learners to learn at their own speed 

without having to wait for their fellow learners, as in a classroom environment. 

Learners can also take control over time for learning English with digital 

technologies. It was found in this factor that digital technologies can extend the 

opportunities for learners to learn English at any time they want, thereby providing 

the flexibility of time for learning English (I learn English at any time I want with 

digital technologies, +3, Factor 2). In terms of having control over language 

learning time, this finding also supports the observation made in Kondo et. al. 

(2012). The learners in this factor, however, do not make time specifically for 

learning English with digital technologies. In other words, digital technologies are 

not supportive of organising time for learning English for these learners (I make 

time to learn English with digital technologies, -3, Factor 2). These two findings 

are reminiscent of the idea that, while these learners have a natural tendency to take 

control over their learning, in terms of learning time in this factor, they do not seem 
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to use it systematically. This outcome is in contrast to the findings in Shadiev’s 

(2018) and Nino’s (2015) studies. While these two studies showed that digital 

technologies afford learners to set reminders on their digital devices and on the 

Calendar feature of the digital learning system, this affordance is not taken up by 

the participants in this factor. Therefore, it can be concluded that one potential of 

digital technologies for learners to systematically take control over their learning 

lies in enabling learners to take control over when of their learning at a technical 

level. 

Turning to a further affordance, digital technologies can be supportive of learner 

autonomy by providing learners with opportunities to take control over their 

learning psychologically and emotionally, which, according to O’Leary (2014), is 

an important dimension of language learner autonomy. In this factor, the accounts 

of the learners showed that digital technologies have the potential to support 

learners in this regard. For example, learners feel more relaxed and less stressed 

about learning English with digital technologies (I am more relaxed and less 

stressed about learning English with digital technologies, +4, Factor 2). In 

addition, learners become less worried about making mistakes in front of other 

people (With digital technologies, I am less worried about making mistakes in front 

of other people, +4, Factor 2). As highlighted above, the classroom environment 

can make learners feel stressed and experience anxiety. One possible explanation 

for this can be that the learners may fear whether what they will speak in the target 

language will be correct or not. This explanation can be supported by a finding in 

Zhang’s (2016) study in which it was observed that the students could make as 

much practice as possible in English by using an English fun dubbing application 

until they can master the task to a comparable level with the native-like utterances. 
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This can be the reason why the learners are less concerned about making mistakes 

in front of others, whether in the classroom or another environment. For language 

learning, this affordance of digital technologies can be harnessed. The learners can 

be directed to digital technologies by which they can do pre-course practice on their 

own, and they can improve language outputs, thereby reducing their anxiety. 

Also, digital technologies can support learners to become more courageous to try 

different things in English (With digital technologies, I have courage to try different 

things in English, +2, Factor 2). This finding is in accord with a finding from 

Hattem’s (2014) study in which it was reported that the learners of English in an 

academic English course could play with English and try producing different 

utterances without the limitations of the task requirements. Yet, it should also be 

taken into consideration that the students in Hattem’s (2014) study used English in 

written forms, i.e. posting Tweets. In this study, it was not explored in what format 

the students felt themselves more courageous to try different things in English, but 

another finding from this present research may suggest that the students may not be 

as comfortable in their speaking English as they are in written formats. The learners 

in this factor differed from the others by believing that they are more careful about 

how they are speaking English with other speakers of English on digital 

technologies. So, while learners may become less worried about making mistakes, 

they are not without care about the way they are speaking. Similar to Hattem’s 

(2014) finding, digital technologies may afford learners only to become more 

courageous to try different things in written formats. It could also be cautiously 

suggested that digital technologies may, therefore, encourage learners to monitor 

their speaking.  
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Taken together, though, a less stressful and more relaxed learning environment with 

digital technologies can prevent learners from worrying about their mistakes when 

they are practising English. Therefore, as learners take control over the factors 

which may prevent them from interacting in English, they become more courageous 

and try different things in English. The learners may gradually be more courageous 

and approach other speakers of English to increase their chance of speaking 

practice, as well, because the learners in this factor believed that they could find 

more opportunities to use English with the help of digital technologies. In terms of 

the affordance of finding more opportunities to practice to use English is in 

accordance with the finding from Gonulal’s (2019) study in which it was reported 

that social networking platforms such as Instagram afforded a practical and 

convenient way of communicating and socialising with other English language 

learners, and thereby leading to an improvement in their communication skills. In 

the light of these affordances, digital technologies have the potential to support 

learners to take control over their learning psychologically and emotionally. By 

taking control over psychological factors which may affect learning, learners can 

also take control over their learning management by finding opportunities to use 

English (Huang & Benson, 2013). Yet, caution must be applied here once again due 

to e-safety concerns related to such social networking platforms. In the disguise of 

improving communication skills in English, the students can also be vulnerable to 

harm from other ill-intended users on such social networking platforms (Manca & 

Ranieri, 2014). 

When the affordances of taking control over learning psychologically and finding 

more opportunities to use English are taken into consideration together, it seems 

that digital technologies may support learners to develop their autonomy as 
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communicators. According to Littlewood (1996, p. 431), developing one’s 

autonomy as a communicator relies on "the ability to use the language creatively 

and the ability to use appropriate strategies for communicating meanings in specific 

situations". As discussed above, digital technologies may extend the opportunities 

for learners to find more opportunities to communicate in English and become more 

courageous to try different things in using English. In this regard, digital 

technologies are likely to help learners to improve their confidence by developing 

their ability to seek out opportunities to speak and use the English, in line with 

Cooker’s (2012) model of learner autonomy. As digital technologies help learners 

gain more confidence in their use of English by offering more opportunities to use 

it, learners can subsequently improve their autonomy as communicators in 

accordance with Littlewood’s (1996) framework. 

Digital technologies can also make the learners in this factor become less dependent 

on their teachers. The learners disagreed that they needed encouragement from their 

teachers to learn English (With digital technologies, I need the encouragement of 

an English teacher for learning English, -5, Factor 2). It is possible that this 

affordance is related to learners having the confidence to find opportunities to use 

English themselves. It was also observed that learners in this factor are more 

interested in learning English on their own, away from a classroom environment. 

This may be another reason for learners not to need support from their teacher. It 

was also interesting to observe that the teachers of these learners also allow space 

for their learners to exercise control over their learning. One learner noted that there 

is a trust between them and their teacher. As the learner elaborated, the teacher 

trusts the learners to do their work in English with digital technologies, and the 

learners, who are aware of their responsibility and value the trust of their teacher, 
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carry out their tasks in English (Q-sorter 12, on the statement “With digital 

technologies, I need a push from my English teacher to study English”, -5). So, it 

is worth noting from this finding that the learners’ ability to gain the trust of their 

teachers may also play an important role in taking control over their learning with 

digital technologies. Yet, it should also be noted that, even if these learners are 

interested in learning English in more natural ways by taking control over different 

aspects of their learning, there is still some room for teacher support. The learners 

in this factor are still likely to return to their teacher for explanations of difficult 

topics. In this regard, this finding matches the observations made in 

Jitpaisarnwattana’s (2018) study in which the English teacher provided feedback to 

students’ tasks and acted as a facilitator and counsellor to make students realise 

their mistakes in their tasks. Therefore, digital technologies afford the learners to 

take more control over their learning, but they do not retain total independence from 

their teachers in every aspect. 

Two other affordances are also worth noting here. They are different because they 

were only defined by one single participant who, in one sense, disagreed with other 

participants in this factor. According to the results, digital technologies can be 

supportive of learners developing their ability to evaluate the reliability of 

information from resources on the Internet for learning English (Q-sorter 7 [bi-

polar loading], on the statement "I evaluate the reliability of information from 

resources on the Internet for learning English”, +5). While this single participant 

differed from other participants in this factor, their position in terms of evaluating 

the reliability of information from online resources is in alignment with findings in 

Gonulal’s (2019) and Teng’s (2018) studies. It was observed in both these studies 

that digital technologies afford students to evaluate whether an English utterance is 
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grammatically correct or a translation to English is accurate. In terms of 

autonomous language learning, being able to evaluate materials and resources for 

learning English is an important skill (Tassinari, 2012), and digital technologies 

appear to help learners to become more critical in this regard. In addition to being 

critical and evaluative about learning resources, digital technologies can also 

provide learners with instant feedback on to their language mistakes (Q-sorter 7 

[bi-polar loading], on the statement "I get instant feedback to my language mistakes 

and errors with digital technologies”, +5). Regarding instant feedback, this finding 

is similar to the first factor in which learners could also take control over their 

learning by finding a way of getting feedback on their mistakes. However, there is 

a slight difference between the learners in the first factor and the learner in this 

second factor. While the learners in the first factor used their social resources, such 

as fellow learners, in their informational and collegial digital learning environment 

for constructive feedback, the learner in this factor uses spell-checker in Microsoft 

Word to get instant feedback on his/her mistakes in a constructive way. In terms of 

autonomous language learning, this shows that the learner in this factor can select 

and use different learning strategies, thereby manifesting metacognitive awareness. 

Overall, when all these affordances are considered, it is also possible to suggest that 

they offer what learners cannot find in a classroom. Digital technologies provide 

learners with a more relaxed and less stressed learning environment. The learners 

feel less pressure when learning English with digital technologies and they can also 

accommodate their individual needs better with digital technologies, such as the 

pace of their learning and the time for learning. In other words, digital technologies 

provide learners with alternatives and allow them to adapt their learning to suit 

themselves. Finally, digital technologies enable learners to take control over 
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psychological factors which may affect their learning, such as anxiety about making 

mistakes when speaking to others in English. So, the key affordance of digital 

technologies for autonomous language learning appears to be that learners can take 

control over their learning by finding a way of learning in English which is more 

natural than learning in a classroom environment. In other words, learners take 

control over their learning by finding an alternative way of learning English by 

which they can be emancipated from the constraints of learning in a classroom 

environment. 

7.3 Affordances for metacognitive strategies about 

learning 

As opposed to the affordances in the second factor, digital technologies helped the 

learners in this factor to take control over their learning more systematically by 

providing affordances for metacognitive strategies. The results showed that digital 

technologies can help learners to become more organised about their learning. In 

addition, learners can become more focused on learning English with the help of 

digital technologies. The affordances which encourage a systematic and organized 

control over learning can be grouped into three main affordances. 

One key affordance that digital technologies offer is the opportunity to evaluate and 

reflect and this takes place in a number of ways. Firstly, digital technologies make 

learners more aware of themselves as a learner. With the help of digital 

technologies, learners discover their strengths and weaknesses about learning 

English (I find out the strengths and weaknesses of my English with digital 

technologies, +5, Factor 3). These learners also monitor their own English learning 
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progress over time (With digital technologies, I monitor my own English learning 

progress over time, +3, Factor 3). In a similar vein, digital technologies enable 

learners in this factor to reflect on and understand what works better for them (I 

understand better what works for me when learning English with digital 

technologies, +2, Factor 3 These findings are in accordance with affordances of 

digital technologies reported in Jitpaisarnwattana (2018), Nino (2015) and Shadiev 

(2018), and they support that language learners employ their own strategies to 

reflect on and evaluate their learning. It is possible to suggest from these three 

affordances that digital technologies can encourage learners to become more critical 

about themselves and monitor their learning over time. These affordances can be 

related to the development of learner autonomy by digital technologies. According 

to Schwienhorst (2008), the development of learner autonomy entails an ability to 

reflect on one’s own learning. Particularly, it can be important for learners to be 

aware of themselves as learners and identify how they are progressing as learners 

in terms of learning English. This is because such an evaluative and reflective 

process can also help learners to identify in what aspects they are in control over 

their learning and in what aspects they are not. Therefore, by the help of digital 

technologies, the learners can be asked to reflect on their learning and 

understanding about their progress. While such a task can at first be initiated by the 

language teacher, in the long term, it can lead learners taking more responsibility 

for their learning and developing an understanding of their language learning 

process. 

As well as evaluating themselves as learners, digital technologies also give learners 

opportunities to be evaluative about learning resources. It was found that learners 

can evaluate the reliability of the information from resources on the Internet for 
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learning English (I evaluate the reliability of information from resources on the 

Internet for learning English, +4, Factor 3). In a similar vein, the learners in this 

factor were more likely to evaluate which resources are good for learning English 

(With digital technologies, I evaluate which resources are good for learning 

English, +1, Factor 3). In terms of autonomous language learning, being evaluative 

about learning resources and materials is also suggested to be an important skill for 

the development of learner autonomy. According to the model of Tassinari (2012), 

a learner should be able to reflect on and evaluate the learning materials and 

resources for self-directed learning. In this way, learners can become more critical 

and evaluative about themselves as learners and understand what materials and 

resources work for them and whether they may need to supplement their learning 

with additional materials and resources. In this regard, digital technologies can 

support learners to take control over their learning by becoming critical about 

learning resources and materials, as well. 

Another main affordance in this factor is that digital technologies can extend the 

opportunities for learners to use different learning strategies to manage their 

learning. The results showed that learners can create new strategies to help them 

learn English with digital technologies (I create new strategies to help me learn 

English with digital technologies, +3, Factor 3). In addition, learners can select and 

use appropriate learning strategies when learning English with digital technologies. 

This can support the affordance of learners’ being able to reflect on their learning, 

as discussed above. It can be suggested that these learners can reflect on what works 

for them in terms of learning strategies and create new strategies if they see any 

strategy is not working for them. In terms of autonomous language learning, 

selecting appropriate learning strategies is an important constitutive element of 
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learner autonomy (Cooker, 2012), and by selecting and using appropriate learning 

strategies, learners can take control over their learning with the help of digital 

technologies. 

How learners use different learning strategies and manage their learning 

systematically with the help of digital technologies can manifest itself in a number 

of ways. Firstly, digital technologies enable learners to become more self-

disciplined and organized. The accounts of the learners suggest that it is easier for 

them to organize their learning since they have multiple options to carry out tasks. 

It is also easier for them to customize and make learning more suited their own 

learning style (Q-sorter 27, on the statement "I am more self-disciplined and 

organized in learning English with digital technologies”, +5). One possible way 

for learners to manage their learning and adjust it to suit their style can be through 

time-management. It was found in this factor that the learners can make time 

specifically to learn English with digital technologies (I make time to learn English 

with digital technologies, +1, Factor 3). Therefore, they differ from the learners in 

the second factor for whom digital technologies afforded to learn English at any 

time they wanted. However, the learners in this factor appear to be more organised 

with regard to organising time for learning English, thereby taking control over 

their learning in a more systematic and organized way. In terms of taking control 

over their learning time, this finding is in accordance with the findings from 

Shadiev (2018) and Nino (2015) in which it was reported that the digital 

technologies afforded learners of English to set reminders for themselves on their 

digital devices and calendar feature on the digital learning system. Such features of 

digital technologies can, therefore, be harnessed to make language learning more 

systematic. 
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Another way in which learners use learning strategies is in terms of selecting 

language learning resources. The results in this factor showed that digital 

technologies allow learners to learn in ways and with resources that interest them 

(With digital technologies, I learn English in ways and with resources that interest 

me. +4, Factor 3). This may suggest that learners do not select learning resources 

randomly, but instead apply a selective strategy based on their interests. It could 

even be suggested that learners use such a selective strategy as another strategy to 

motivate themselves for learning English. The strongest agreement within this 

factor was that learners can become more motivated to learn English with digital 

technologies because they have access to various resources in which they are 

interested in (Q-sorter 8, on the statement "I am more motivated to learn English 

with digital technologies”, +5). This finding can be further supported by the 

findings in Toffoli and Perrot’s (2017) study where it was observed that the students 

engaged more in online activities which were interesting to them. In a similar vein, 

this research also supports the finding from Zhang’s (2016) study that if learners 

were allowed to find their own language learning materials based on their interests, 

their motivation level to engage and learn from the tasks gets higher. These findings 

imply that students’ interests can be taken into consideration when designing 

language learning tasks, and even the students can be involved in this process. In 

this regard, it is possible to understand that digital technologies can also afford 

learners to take control of their learning by giving them opportunities to self-

manage their learning and discipline themselves for learning English. While doing 

so, learners use different learning strategies which manifest themselves when 

selecting resources and arranging a time for learning. 
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Among these positive affordances, digital technologies can also provide 

affordances which might be characterised as ill-natured. As discussed above, 

Gibson (1979, p. 127) defines affordances of the environment as "what it provides 

or furnishes, either for good or ill". The affordances which were discussed as having 

the potential to enable learners to take control over their learning in a systematic 

and organized way can be understood to be in good character. Yet, digital 

technologies also provide some affordances which may make it difficult for learners 

to take control over their learning. It was found that digital technologies provide 

learners with an opportunity and a place where they can escape to when they are 

given a boring task, in their own words, in the classroom (Q-sorter 14, on the 

statement "With digital technologies, I need a push from my English teacher to 

study English”, -5). In a sense, digital technologies provide a digital environment 

where learners can wander when they are within the physical boundaries of the 

classroom. It is possible to suggest that using the Internet to take a break can be a 

sign of learners’ taking control over their learning as they are interested in learning 

with resources and in ways that interest them. This observation further supports the 

evidence from Hattem’s (2014) study in which the learners spun-off using Twitter 

in a different way than they are required by their teacher. Hence, they may turn 

away from resources and activities which are teacher-given or initiated by the help 

of digital technologies. However, the learners also stated that they turn to their 

teacher for a push to focus on the task again. These learners may be lost in this 

digital environment where they have gone for a break or to find learning resources 

and ways which interest them more, and they cannot focus on their learning task 

again on their own, thereby posing a challenge to autonomous language learning. 

Therefore, it is possible to suggest that digital technologies can also provide an 
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affordance for ill- by distracting learners in the disguise of a break, and the teachers 

may often need to check how their students are using digital technologies within 

classroom environments. In this regard, this study is similar to Gikas and Grant’s 

(2013) study in which they also found that digital technologies, particularly the 

social networking applications, could distract learners from their learning and affect 

their concentration. While digital technologies can be supportive of language 

learning autonomously even within the language classroom, totally leaving the 

students to their own devices in-class time may have negative outcomes for 

language learning. Therefore, the teachers can consider regularly overseeing the 

progress of their students in task completion within class time. 

As for another ill-character affordance, digital technologies can make learners more 

worried as speakers of English. It was found that feeling less stressed and more 

relaxed about learning English was not an affordance for the learners in this factor. 

In this regard, they differ from the learners in the first factor where it appeared that 

digital technologies can help learners to take control over their learning by feeling 

less stressed about it. It was also seen in the second factor that digital technologies 

have the potential for supporting learners to improve their autonomy as 

communicators since they may feel less worried about making mistakes when 

speaking English with digital technologies. This finding also differs from the 

findings in Shadiev’s (2018) in which it was reported that the students feel less 

anxious and stressful with their language output. Yet, if learners are required by a 

task to make a video and post it online, digital technologies are likely to put extra 

pressure on the learners. In this factor, as was observed from the account of one 

learner, such videos can stay online even after the lesson and the task is finished. 

Subsequently, the learners who make a video as a task requirement face the risk of 
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being mocked and bullied because of their English pronunciation (Q-sorter 14, on 

the statement "With digital technologies, I am less worried about making mistakes 

in front of other people”, -5). As a result, digital technologies can create an 

uncomfortable situation for learners. In this sense, this finding supports the finding 

in Kamnoetsin (2014) in which the participants did not feel comfortable sharing 

their coursework as a post on social network platforms due to the concern that their 

friends and family members could see them. This finding from this present study 

also shows that the concerns around e-safety of the students in a digital environment 

can come true with regard to cyberbullying or bullying on digital platforms. Both 

Cranner et. al. (2012) and Mance and Ranieri (2014) suggest that digital 

technologies pose very serious risks to learners, one of such risks is bullying 

through digital platforms. As can be seen in this finding, such risks may prevent 

students from benefiting the opportunities of digital technologies for autonomous 

language learning, and they can be very harmful to students’ both school life. 

In this regard, this finding can help better understand a finding from Zhang’s (2016, 

p. 7) study in which it was reported that the students could practice in English on 

their own and “without being noticed by others”. Therefore, it is possible to 

understand that while digital technologies afford learners to practice their language 

skills on their own, one of their motives can be avoiding the criticism of others such 

as their fellow learners. In terms of autonomous language learning, the significance 

of this ill-character affordance of being made fun of one’s pronunciation lies in the 

risk of preventing learners from improving themselves as autonomous 

communicators as opposed to the learners in the second factor. In terms of 

Littlewood’s (1996) model of learner autonomy, learners should be able to use the 

language creatively to develop their autonomy as communicators. Schwienhorst 
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(2008) also suggests that experimentation with the language is an element to 

facilitate the development of learner autonomy. In other words, learners should be 

able to use the language creatively by trying out to use the language differently. 

Yet, digital technologies have the potential to prevent learners from using the 

language freely and creatively and thereby lose control over how they can improve 

their English. As an implication for language learning, this finding further supports 

that not every student may be interested in learning a language with digital 

technologies. Even if they may be interested, the specific technology which is 

brought by the teacher and asked to be used by the learners may not fit every 

student. Therefore, the teachers should consider not making usage of digital 

technologies obligatory and give learners the option not to use digital technology 

in their tasks. In addition to that, the learners can be reminded of the importance of 

e-safety and wellbeing of their fellow learners, and they can be warned against such 

online ill-behaviour. 

Overall, the results of the third factor suggest that digital technologies can be 

supportive of autonomous language learning by providing learners with the 

opportunity to learn English in a more systematic and organized way by using 

metacognitive strategies. Learners can find opportunities with digital technologies 

to be more focused on learning English by using different learning strategies. Yet, 

this factor also showed that digital technologies can also provide ill-character 

affordances which may prevent learners from taking control over their learning. 

The affordances of distraction and being mocked may create challenges for learners 

to become more focused on their learning in this factor. 



 

281 

7.4 Remapping the present research 

This research was not the first in this field to document the relationship between 

autonomous language learning and technology. Previous research has shown that 

technology-based approaches could be supportive of autonomous language 

learning (Gonulal, 2019; Hattem, 2014; Loewen et. al., 2019; Miller, 2019).  

However, such research has generally focused on one specific technology to 

understand the relationship between autonomous language learning and 

technology. These studies show how learner control is institutionalised and other-

initiated when it comes to the selection of technology for learning under 

investigation. At this point, learners not being able to choose the technology freely 

for learning appears to be in incongruent with having choices in autonomous 

language learning (Hamilton, 2013). Indeed, the technologies which the learners 

could suggest themselves could be more valuable to themselves (Conole, 2008), 

and in this regard, they might be more valuable than the technologies which were 

dictated by their teachers, the schools, and the researchers. This present research, 

therefore, aimed to fill a gap in the literature by examining the relationship between 

autonomous language learning and technology from the angle of multiple 

technologies which the learners could suggest themselves. By doing so, it aimed to 

address the calls in the literature to explore the nature of the relationship between 

autonomous language learning and technology from multiple technological 

resources and platforms (Lai, 2017). In terms of these aims, this research enabled 

the learners to be in direct control over the selection of the technologies to be 

explored by transferring the locus of control back to the learners, unlike in previous 

research. This study surveyed what digital technologies the participants were using 
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at the time of this research. By doing so, it was possible to explore what 

opportunities the digital technologies provided learners with for autonomous 

language learning when they were naturally in control over the digital technologies. 

Related to taking control over the selection of the technologies that the students 

were using, these affordances of digital technologies may also help to show how 

learners find opportunities to take control over their learning. It was argued in the 

literature that the mere presence of technologies does not directly lead to 

autonomous language learning (Stockwell, 2012). Similarly, Arnó–Macià (2012, p. 

96) argued that technology may not directly lead to learning languages more 

autonomously but can help autonomous language learning flourish "as long as 

appropriate conditions are met, such as providing choices, relevant materials, 

learning training, reflection, scaffolding, and support". With the help of such 

appropriate conditions, learners can have the opportunities to take control over their 

learning (Benson, 2011). Within this context, three factors of affordances, as 

discussed above, show that these learners can take control over their learning in 

different ways with digital technologies without waiting to be provided with 

appropriate conditions by others. In other words, these affordances can be 

understood as the conditions that the learners find themselves in the digital 

technologies which might help their learner autonomy flourish. So, these three 

categories of affordances can also be understood to be what the learners would want 

to see "if" others such as teachers and schools were to design conditions and 

initiatives to foster autonomous language learning. 

As well as moving beyond one single technology, this research also aimed to add 

to the literature with regards to examining the relationship between technology and 

autonomous language learning in a non-deterministic way. Reinders and White 
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(2016) observed that previous studies in autonomous language learning treated new 

technologies as tools and in a one-directional way. According to this view, new 

technologies would make learners more autonomous by providing resources and 

materials to the learners. Yet, it was argued that such one-directional relationship 

is reminiscent of a cause-and-effect relationship between the technology and the 

autonomous language learning, in which the learners are not predisposed to learning 

a language autonomously, and it is the technology which makes the learners more 

autonomous. This research, however, contributed to the understanding of this 

relationship within a relational character by using the theory of affordances. This 

research adopted the view that the learners have a natural attribute to take control 

over their learning, but their non-engagement with technology did not mean that 

these learners were more or less autonomous. This research showed that digital 

technologies provided different affordances to the learners, grouped into three 

categories of taking control over their learning. By doing so, it can also help to 

support the argument that "the changes wrought by technology far exceeded the 

designers’ original intentions (Hanson-smith, 2000, p. 2, cited in Benson, 2011, p. 

149), because video websites such as YouTube and Netflix, for example, can turn 

into digital platforms where learners find learning resources in English or a place 

where they might be bullied because of their pronunciation. Therefore, this research 

contributes to the understanding that digital technologies could have more 

opportunities to help learners take control over their learning than the designers, 

teachers, and researchers could embed into digital technologies. For this reason, 

exploring the relationship between technology and autonomous language learning 

in a cause-effect understanding fails to account for the potential of digital 

technologies for autonomous language learning since, as this research suggests, 
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learners are likely to see opportunities in digital technologies which a third party, 

such as a teacher or designer, would not see himself/herself. 

This research also shows that digital technologies may not always be useful for 

learners, and they can pose some challenges for autonomous language learning. The 

most important of those challenges can be about e-safety of the students when using 

digital technologies. The students may search for resources by digital technologies 

to improve their speaking, but they can be vulnerable to the risk from ill-natured 

people such as sexual predators, cyber-stalkers and online bullies in the disguise of 

practising language skills. The effects of such threats may not be limited to 

students’ school life, and they can affect the personal life of the students after 

school. For example, if the students live with a fear of being bullied as a result of 

their pronunciation in the target language, such a fear may prevent them from 

speaking freely in the future both in physical places and digital platforms as well. 

Therefore, it becomes critical for students to learn how to safely use digital 

technologies to fully harness the opportunities they provide.  

These affordances of digital technologies also support the view in the literature that 

autonomous language learning manifests itself in different ways (Benson, 2011; 

Cooker, 2012). The results showed that learners self-categorise in three categories 

of affordances, and this suggests that they differ from each other in terms of taking 

control over their learning. The ways that autonomous language learning manifests 

itself differently also helps to illustrate the niches of the digital environment. As 

discussed above, Gibson (1979) defines a niche as a set of affordances, and a niche 

refers to how a living organism lives in its natural environment. For example, many 

living organisms occupy a niche in the natural environment by taking advantage of 

different ways of living, such as acquiring food, shelter, and moving around, which 
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are the affordances in such a natural environment. In the same way that the natural 

environment enables living organisms to occupy a niche, digital technologies also 

provide learners with a digital environment where they can take advantage of 

different opportunities to take control over their learning. Learners occupy different 

niches on a digital environment which comprise of a set of affordances, and these 

affordances enable learners to take control over their learning. Table 36 below 

summarises these affordances of digital technologies which can be supportive of 

autonomous language learning by providing learners with opportunities, noted by 

bullet points, through which they can take control over their learning. In other 

words, these affordances can also be interpreted as what learners find with digital 

technologies which facilitates them to take control over their learning at their own 

volition and by self-determined activities. 

Table 36 Summary of affordances of digital technologies for autonomous 

language learning 

Affordances for autonomous language learning 

Affordances 

from student-

led language 

learning 

resources 

• Ease of access 

• Access to more variety of language learning materials 

• Learning in ways and resources that interest learners 

• Learning at any time 

• Learning at any place 

• Learning in fun ways 

• Motivation 

• Access to social and discursive language learning resources 

• Receiving instant feedback in a constructive way 

• Setting both short- and long-term learning goals 

Affordances 

for self-

regulated 

learning 

• Providing a more relaxed and less pressure learning environment 

• Learning English at own speed and pace 

• Learning at any time 

• Feeling less stressed about learning English 

• Feeling less worried about making mistakes when speaking English 

• Feeling more courageous to try different things in English 

• Finding more opportunities to use English 

• Being more careful when speaking English 

• Evaluate the reliability of information for learning English 

• Get instant feedback to language errors and mistakes 

Affordances 

for 

metacognitive 

strategies 

• Being more organized for and focused on learning English 

• Being more self-disciplined 

• Managing time 

• Being more motivated to learn English 

• Finding out one's weaknesses and strengths 



 

286 

about 

learning 

• Monitoring one's learning English over time 

• Being evaluative about learning resources 

• Selecting and using appropriate learning strategies 

• Distraction 

• Being bullied 

Before concluding this chapter, one more point also needs more elaboration. As 

could be observed in the results and the discussion, there was a consensus among 

the learners in all the three factors relating to emancipation from their teacher. Total 

independence from learners’ teachers is not implied, as there was still some room 

for teacher support for explaining difficult topics and directing learners away from 

distraction within class hours. This research did not aim to prove that digital 

technologies make learners more independent from their teachers, and neither did 

it do so. Yet, the learners’ disagreement with the statements that they needed any 

encouragement from their teacher and that they could get frustrated without a 

teacher constitutes the foci of this elaboration, and one possible explanation is that 

learners are taking the locus of control back from their teachers in some aspects 

when learning English with the help of digital technologies. Benson (2013, p. 840) 

argues that "learner control [used to be] both institutionalised and other-initiated”, 

but due to technological developments, learners were able to get the locus of control 

back since the autonomous language learning appeared to be more "self-initiated 

and carried out without the intervention, or even knowledge, of language teachers". 

In this regard, the three categories of affordances, i.e. finding their own learning 

resources through the ease of access to various resources, learning more naturally 

by especially taking control over their psychological and emotional factors which 

can affect their learning, and finally learning in a more systematic way by using 

different but appropriate learning strategies, can also be interpreted as the aspects 

from which learners are taking control back from their teachers by such self-

initiated learning activities and practices. Therefore, viewing learners’ 
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emancipation from their teachers as a transfer of control can explain the relationship 

between learners and teachers better than simply a matter of gaining independence 

from their teachers. 

7.5 Chapter summary 

This chapter discussed the findings of this research and provided an answer to the 

research question. The findings showed that digital technologies can be supportive 

of autonomous language learning by providing learners with opportunities to take 

control over their learning, which could be categorised in three main factors of 

affordances. In the next chapter, the implications of these findings will be discussed 

together with the contributions of this research. 
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Chapter 8 Conclusion 

This chapter concludes the thesis by revisiting the aim of the research and 

summarising the main findings which were discussed in the earlier chapters. It also 

describes the significance of the research in terms of its contributions to the current 

knowledge in the field. Finally, this chapter concludes by outlining the limitations 

of the research and making recommendations for further research. 

8.1 Revisiting the research aim, the key concepts and the 

findings 

This study set out to explore the relationship between digital technologies and 

learner autonomy by investigating the opportunities that digital technologies could 

provide to learners for autonomous language learning in terms of taking control 

over their learning. In the pursuit of this aim, this research was built upon three key 

concepts; learner autonomy, digital technologies, and affordances. The concept of 

learner autonomy was defined as a learner’s systematic capacity to take control over 

one’s own learning (Benson, 2011), and autonomous language learning referred to 

a mode of learning in which learners take control over their language learning. In 

terms of technology, this research focused solely on digital technologies, such as 

websites, software programs and mobile device applications, and conceptualised 

digital technologies as a digital environment. Instead of focusing on one single 
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digital technology, as previous studies in the field have done, this research first 

identified what digital technologies the learners were using at the time of the 

research through a survey. Subsequently, it explored the opportunities for 

autonomous language learning based on the digital technologies identified as a 

result of the survey. To understand the relationship between these two key concepts, 

this research used the concept of affordances, which enable documentation of the 

opportunities the digital technologies provide learners with in terms of taking 

control over their learning. Finally, Q-Methodology was used to address the aim. 

It was found that digital technologies can be supportive of autonomous language 

learning by providing opportunities to learners to take control over their learning. 

These affordances were grouped into three main categories. First of all, it was 

observed that the learners can take control over their learning with digital 

technologies by finding their own learning resources which related to their own 

interests, such as movies in English, news in English and culture and history of 

other English-speaking countries. As well as material resources, it was also 

interesting to find that the learners made use of human resources, for example, 

fellow learners on Google Docs, as the digital technologies created an informational 

and collegial digital learning environment. The second main affordance of digital 

technologies was conceptualised as affordances for self-regulated learning. Digital 

technologies enabled learners to take control over their learning by providing a 

mode of learning which, according to the learners, represents an alternative to 

learning in a classroom environment. Particularly, learners felt less stressed and 

appreciated the flexibility of learning in a place and at a time of their choice. This 

opportunity to learn at their own learning pace afforded learners the ability to take 

control over their learning by, in a sense, finding an alternative but natural mode of 
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learning. Finally, this research showed that digital technologies can also enable 

learners to take control over their learning by offering a more systematic way of 

learning by using metacognitive strategies. Digital technologies can provide 

opportunities for learners to take control over their learning by becoming critical in 

several ways. Firstly, they thought critically about themselves as learners by 

reflecting on their own strengths and weaknesses. In addition, they created learning 

strategies according to their needs by evaluating their learning resources, organising 

their learning, and becoming more self-disciplined. A final affordance of digital 

technologies was that they enabled learners to be less dependent on their teachers 

in terms of encouragement and support for learning. 

8.2 Contributions of the study 

Overall, the findings of this research are of interest to teachers and researchers who 

work within the field of education and have an interest in the use of digital 

technologies for educational purposes.  

Firstly, this research provides an up-to-date account of which digital technologies 

can be used with regards to learning English. This research surveyed the learners 

of English as a foreign language and found that learners were using a variety of 

different software programs, mobile device applications and websites which, as 

they indicated, can be helpful for language learning. The results of the survey were, 

therefore, helpful in terms of sampling the digital technologies in this research. 

Thus, this sample of current digital technologies may be of assistance for future 

researchers who may want to explore what digital technologies are being used by 

their research participants in accordance with their research aims. 
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This study also contributes to existing knowledge in the literature, particularly to 

the findings of Osborne (2014), in terms of showing that digital technologies can 

be conceptualised as a digital environment other than tools or tools systems. 

Conceptualising digital technologies as tools can limit understanding of what can 

be done with digital technologies (Osborne, 2014). It was observed throughout the 

analysis of the data that there were signs of understanding technology as a digital 

environment among the participants. For example, the Internet became a place for 

the learners where they could go and collaborate with other fellow learners, and a 

place where they could give each other feedback. Also, the Internet became a place 

where learners could visit when they were physically in the classroom to have a 

break from the tasks which they did not enjoy. The account of one student showed 

that the Internet, and particularly video-sharing websites, can even become a place 

where the learners can face the risk of being bullied or mocked because of their 

pronunciation in English. The significance of conceptualising digital technologies 

as a digital environment in this way lies in its potential to explore what other 

meanings learners can find with digital technologies which the designers of the 

digital technologies, teachers, and researchers may not think of. Therefore, by 

contributing to existing knowledge in the literature in terms of conceptualising 

digital technologies as a digital environment, this research is valuable in that it 

shows that digital technologies can be approached from a perspective other than 

simply as tools. 

Using the concept of affordances to explore the relationship between learner 

autonomy and digital technologies is another contribution of this research to the 

existing literature. The concept of affordances has been used previously to explain 

the relationship between autonomous language learning and the environment in an 
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ecological approach. Murray and Fujishima’s (2013) study, for example, shows 

how the concept of affordances can be used to explain what affordances or 

opportunities a social but physical learning environment can provide to learners for 

autonomous language learning. This present study, however, contributes to the 

existing knowledge in the literature of autonomous language learning in that the 

concept can also be used to explain the relationship between autonomous language 

learning and digital environment. Therefore, the concept of affordances may be of 

interest to future researchers in terms of providing a theoretical framework to 

explore the relationship between digital technology and the concept to be studied. 

Another important contribution of this research relates to the research methodology. 

This research is, to the best knowledge of the researcher, the first study to use Q-

methodology to investigate the relationship between autonomous language learning 

and digital technology. In this research, it was difficult for the researcher, as a third 

party, to understand what digital technologies could provide learners for 

autonomous language learning. Because of the relational character of the 

affordances, what digital technologies could provide for autonomous language 

learning could only be ascertained from the point of view of the learners 

themselves. At this point, Q-methodology proved to be useful as it allowed the 

researcher to understand the affordances of digital technologies from the subjective 

viewpoints of the learners. Q-sorting as a data collection technique succeeded in 

providing deep insight into the subjective views surrounding the relationship 

between technology and autonomous language learning. Therefore, this research 

may be of assistance to future researchers who may wish to explore the subjective 

viewpoints of participants in a systematic way. 



 

293 

Finally, this research has extended the existing knowledge of how autonomous 

language learning can manifest itself differently within the context of digital 

technologies. It has been suggested in the literature that autonomous language 

learning could manifest itself in different ways (Cooker, 2012; Murray, 2014), but 

there have also been calls to look at the relationship between technology and 

autonomous language learning (Hamilton, 2013) so that more informed decisions 

could be made in the future if stakeholders, other than learners themselves, were to 

take action to foster autonomous language learning. This research has provided an 

answer to these calls by finding out that the learners can take control over their 

language learning in self-initiated activities and without any intervention from their 

teachers with the help of digital technologies. Three key affordances of digital 

technologies can, therefore, be of particular interest to the teachers, institutions and 

researchers for two reasons. Firstly, they support the argument that there is no single 

way of describing autonomous language learning in observable behaviours, and 

secondly, the way that learners take control over their learning can also vary among 

learners with digital technologies. 

8.3 Implications of the study 

Although the current study was conducted with a small sample of participants, the 

findings may have some implications for teachers of English and senior leaders who 

are interested in fostering autonomous language learning within the Northview 

school context. The findings suggest that learners can take control over their 

language learning and are likely to be aware of the importance of directing their 

learning to prepare themselves for life after school. As the literature review showed, 

there are several initiatives to use digital technologies to promote autonomous 
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language learning not just in English as a second or foreign language, but in other 

languages such as Spanish and French, as well. Therefore, findings from this 

research may have a bearing on language teachers and school leaders all around the 

world who are the target audience for the recommendations in this research. 

To help learners improve their capacity to take control over their learning, thereby 

developing their learner autonomy, language teachers, not just limited to teachers 

of English as a foreign language in this study, should allow space for learners to 

direct their learning in their own interests. With the advent of digital technologies 

and their easy accessibility, learners, can, for example, find their own language 

learning resources not just in English, but in other languages which they are 

studying. The students can also find these resources outside the school as well, 

thereby not being limited to school context only. While allowing space to their 

learners, language teachers can attempt to build up trust between themselves and 

their learners. It was observed in this study that the learners became more aware of 

their responsibility to carry out and complete tasks when the teacher has trusted 

them and left them on their own to work digitally. This, however, does not 

necessarily mean that language teachers should leave the students totally to their 

own devices. While learning autonomously, the learners still appear to need support 

from their language teachers regarding understanding difficult topics and 

particularly directing them away from the distraction on the Internet during 

classroom hours. 

Another pedagogical implication of the findings is related to the selection of digital 

technologies to foster autonomous language learning in schools. The results suggest 

that learners already have access to multiple digital technologies, and they are using 

these digital technologies of their own volition outside the school. This suggests 
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that learners are taking control over their choice of digital technologies. Therefore, 

technology-based approaches to foster autonomous language learning in schools 

through one single technology which is selected by English language teachers may 

not prove as successful as digital technologies selected by learners themselves. This 

is reminiscent of Conole’s (2008) observation that learners place more value on 

technologies which they chose themselves. Consequently, school leaders and 

English language teachers may find it useful to understand what types of digital 

technologies the learners are already using and then try to plan their initiatives to 

foster autonomous language learning in school environment around these digital 

technologies. As has been discussed in the discussion chapter, if students bring their 

own devices to the classroom, such devices can be used in many ways by the 

teachers to foster autonomous language learning skills of their students. English 

teachers can make students find online resources based on their own interests. 

English teachers can also allow students submit their written work through online 

means such as an online blog. To increase the collaboration between students, 

English teachers can encourage their students to work together by using digital 

technologies. By this way, the students can continue to work together even after the 

school. 

This point leads to another possible pedagogical implication. If school leaders and 

English language teachers intend to develop initiatives to develop autonomous 

language learning using technology-based approaches, it should also be 

remembered that not every student may be interested in learning with digital 

technologies. As a sign of learner autonomy, learners may choose not to use digital 

technologies to support their learning English. In this regard, forcing learners to use 

certain digital technologies to help them learn English may be detrimental to their 
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capability to improve themselves as autonomous learners. For example, the results 

of this study showed that some learners may feel uncomfortable when they are 

asked to make a video of themselves during a task and share it online with the 

classmates as they feared being mocked because of their pronunciation in English. 

Therefore, it would be useful for school leaders and English language teachers to 

bear in mind that one, if any, digital technology may not fit every learner. 

Integrating digital technologies in their English teaching may have implications for 

English teachers’ workload and training needs, as well. The findings in this study 

showed that students can become less dependent on their English teachers by 

finding their own language learning resources, collaborating with other fellow 

learners on digital platforms, and by looking at other students’ coursework on the 

Internet. Yet, it is difficult to observe total emancipation from English teachers. 

Students may still need the support of their English teachers to find useful materials 

online or how to evaluate such materials. In addition to that, English teachers may 

need to integrate modules into their teaching which address how to stay safe online 

and how to improve digital literacy skills. As a result, English teachers will have to 

deal with additional tasks to foster their students’ autonomous language learning 

skills while at the same time they are busy with delivering the requirements of the 

English subject curriculum, and in the end, such additional tasks may add up to 

workload of the English teachers. 

As a result of changing landscape of the classroom, English teachers may also need 

additional training to support their students for autonomous language learning. 

English teachers should equip themselves with pedagogical knowledge of how to 

use digital technologies in their teaching. At this point, it may be particularly useful 

if English teachers can use some of the digital technologies that their students are 
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using to develop a familiarity of how such digital technologies are working and to 

get hands-on experience. Such experience can also help English teachers to identify 

possible threats that these digital technologies might pose for their students. The 

students may not be aware of the risks posed by digital technologies while they 

enjoy using them. But English teachers can warn their students against such risks 

and help them stay safe when learning with digital technologies. For this aim, 

English teachers will also need additional training about e-safety. 

These findings will also bring about institutional responsibilities for the school 

managers. School leaders may find it useful organising training programmes both 

for English teachers and the students. One of the topics that these programmes can 

focus on can be about e-safety. Students can be warned against possible threats of 

digital platforms which the students may not be aware of. In a similar vein, teachers 

can also be part of such training, but more comprehensively. Teachers, for example, 

be offered training courses in which they can learn how to support their students if 

they feel or observe that any of their students might be facing such threats from 

online means. 

These findings show that the students are already taking control over their learning 

by using their own devices and accessing various sources in English outside the 

school. Such practices may contribute to autonomous language learning practices 

in school context. Yet, students’ in-school autonomous language learning practices 

may improve students’ out-of-school autonomous language learning practices, as 

well. For example, findings suggested that students’ own language learning 

practices outside the school tend to be episodic, i.e. without clearly-set goals at 

times. These practices can be improved by offering tutorials to students in which 

they can learn how to organise their out-of-school language learning practices 
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around more focused learning goals. In addition to that, it was also observed that 

some students did not evaluate authentic materials in English in terms of their 

educational values. In a similar way, the teachers in the school context may present 

students strategies on how to evaluate materials whether they are good for learning 

English, and therefore the students can make better informed decisions in their 

selection of language learning resources while learning English autonomously 

outside the school context. 

Finally, these findings also have implications with regards to learners developing 

their personal autonomy capacity in the future. If learners take control over the 

digital technologies they want to use, decide their long-term goals, decide when and 

where to learn, and use learning strategies to overcome any difficulties when 

learning a foreign language, they can make decisions in the later stages of their life, 

as well. Such practices of taking control over learning which can be supportive of 

the development of learner autonomy may lead to learners to be treated as "ends" 

in themselves, and never as "means" towards other ends" (Benson, 2011, p. 50). 

8.4 Limitations of the current study and 

recommendations for future research 

Overall, although this research contributes to our understanding of the relationship 

between autonomous language learning and digital technologies, there are some 

limitations to be acknowledged.  

One of the limitations of this research is methodological and is based on how the 

Q-sort data were collected. It could be suggested that Q-sorting is the most 

important step of the data collection procedure in Q-Methodological research. It is 
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the step in which the learners actively engage with the statements given to them by 

sorting them in light of the condition of instruction. For this reason, it is generally 

desirable to carry out Q-sorting face-to-face with participants so that the 

participants can ask the researcher for support during the process. Because of 

external circumstances, the researcher had to carry out the Q-sorting step online. 

The Q-sort data were collected through the POETQ website, and this online means 

of Q-sorting prevented the researcher from both actively observing the participants 

when they were engaging with the Q-sort statements and providing support when 

the learners needed further clarification about the Q-sorting procedure. Also, the in-

built feature of POETQ prevented learners from seeing their statements placed on 

the Q-grid as they sorted the statements. Therefore, although online Q-sorting was 

useful for collecting the Q-sort data, in-person Q-sorting might have enabled both 

the participants and the researcher to truly benefit from the advantages of Q-

methodology. 

Online Q-sorting led to another limitation in terms of follow-up interviews. 

Although it is not obligatory in Q-methodology to conduct a follow-up interview 

after Q-sorting, such interviews can provide more insight into why the Q-sorters 

placed certain items in certain places on the Q-grid. The data from these interviews 

can prove to be especially helpful when discussing the results. Since the Q-sorting 

was administered online, this prevented the researcher from exploiting the 

advantages of such interviews. POETQ has a feature which enables a researcher to 

ask open-ended questions to the participants so that they can elaborate more on why 

they place certain items in the extreme ends of agreement and disagreement. While 

some students provided a good justification for their Q-sorting, some participants 

either gave very short and general answer or no answer at all. Thus, this limited the 
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researcher when discussing some of the statements. Therefore, face-to-face follow-

up interviews might have been more advantageous in terms of obtaining more 

information about the participants’ choices. 

Online Q-sorting may also have affected how learners understood the condition of 

instruction for Q-sorting. The researcher explained the Q-sorting procedure and the 

role of the condition of instruction as clearly as possible. Yet, the students may still 

have lacked the support they could get if the researcher had been administering Q-

sorting in-person. This situation raises a concern about how the participants 

understood the condition of instruction. The condition of instruction was given so 

that the learners could turn and interrogate whether the statements given were 

affordances of digital technologies for taking control over their learning, and 

thereby autonomous language learning. During the analysis, however, there 

appeared a concern that the learners might have considered these statements as what 

digital technologies could generally provide to learners. Although it is impossible 

to control how learners understand the condition of instruction even if it is provided 

face-to-face, in this context, in-person administration of Q-sorting procedure may 

have given the researcher the chance to clarify the role of the condition of 

instruction and what it referred to in this research. 

Within the limitations of an online means of Q-sorting, future research could 

explore the same topic, with Q-methodology, but collect Q-sorting data face-to-

face from the participants. This may help support the Q-sorters as they Q-sort and 

enrich the data with much deeper follow-up interviews. 

In addition, this research aimed to show what affordances digital technologies can 

provide for autonomous language learning. Yet, while it was found what digital 
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technologies can afford learners to take control over their learning, which particular 

digital technology matched with which particular affordance was not explored. For 

example, while it was found that digital technologies can afford learners 

opportunities to find their own language learning resources, both in material and 

human nature, this study did not explore further which specific digital technologies 

provided these affordances. So, future research studies could be designed to identify 

which digital technologies afford what in terms of autonomous language learning. 

For example, a future study could question participants about which of the digital 

technologies found in the survey in this thesis align more with each of the 

affordances. 

Finally, although learner autonomy was defined as taking control over learning in 

this research, the concept of taking control is also open to discussion. Taking control 

can mean various things to different learners. Therefore, another Q-methodological 

research design could explore a concourse of statements from the perspectives of 

the learners regarding the question "what does taking control over your learning 

mean to you?". 

8.5 Concluding remarks 

As stated in the Error! Reference source not found. chapter of this thesis, personal 

autonomy, or individuals being free to control their affairs, can become the ultimate 

goal of education systems. Yet, as Boud (1988, p. 20) argued, personal autonomy 

can remain as an abstract goal which is written in policy papers and "divorced from 

any particular situation". Thus, if personal autonomy is the goal of education, 

learners should be given chances during their school life to practice taking control. 
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In this regard, the affordances of digital technologies as found in this research can 

be viewed as how learners are finding their own opportunities for at least taking 

control over their language learning, from which personal autonomy may emerge. 
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Appendix A.4 School head teacher consent  
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Appendix A.5 Student information sheet for one-to-one 

interview 

Research Project: The affordances offered by technology in second/foreign 

language learning with respect to learner autonomy 

Principal Researcher: Mr. Ismail Karaoz 

Dear Student, 

I am writing to invite you to take part in a research study about exploring 

what opportunities the technology offers with respect to learner autonomy in 

second/foreign language learning.  

What is the study?  

Learner autonomy has gained interest and importance in second/foreign 

language learning due to the reasons such as enabling learners to take 

greater control over their learning and maintaining their learning even when 

they are not learning with a teacher. Thus, there have also been attempts to 

foster learner autonomy among students and one of these attempts has come 

into prominence with technology-based practices. It has been seen that 

technology has the potential to provide opportunities for learner autonomy, 

but it has also been argued that mere presence of technological devices and 

their use for personal needs, particularly beyond the classroom environment, 

do not necessarily result in learner autonomy in language learning. Thus, it is 

necessary that we have a clearer understanding about the nature of the 

relationship between technology and autonomy in order to better design 

technology-based practices in language education, and this research aims to 

find out what opportunities the technology offers with respect to learner 

autonomy. 

The term learner autonomy in this research project basically refers to a 

language learner’s taking control over his/her learning, e.g. finding resources 

to help his/her learning and choosing when and where to study. With the 

term technology, technological tools such as smartphones, tablet PCs, and e-
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readers, and media tools such as social networking applications, websites, 

and online dictionaries are referred. 

Why have you been chosen to take part?  

Following our previous correspondence via e-mail, your school kindly 

allowed me to conduct my research in your school. Additionally, you are 

registered as a student in English as a foreign language. What is more 

important for the scope of this research, your school and students are known 

for efficient use of technology for learning. Thus, I have thought that 

students in your school can be informants for my project and that is the 

reason for I contacted you.  

Do I have to take part?  

It is entirely up to you whether you would like to participate or not. You may 

also withdraw your consent to participation at any time during the project, 

without any repercussions to you, by contacting the principal research 

student, Mr. Karaoz, via tel: 0755 280 7687, or email: 

i.karaoz@pgr.reading.ac.uk. 

What will happen if I take part?  

If you take part, I will ask you a set of semi-structured interview questions 

about how technology can help you in language learning and their relevancy 

to learner autonomy in language learning. This interview will be 

supplemented by sample images of technologies in order to elicit more 

information about the opportunities that technologies offer for learner 

autonomy. I will audio-record this interview with you. Then I will transcribe 

it for data analysis. 

The questions that I will be asking you are as follow:  

Are you familiar with the devices and media on these images? 

Is there any of them you use? 

If there is any, can you tell me for what purposes do you mostly use them? 

Is there any of them you use to help you learn your foreign/second language? 

What are the risks and benefits of taking part?  

mailto:i.karaoz@pgr.reading.ac.uk
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The information given by you in the study will remain confidential and only I 

will see it. You will not be identifiable in any published report resulting from 

the study. A summary of the findings of the study can be made available to 

you on your request by contacting me. 

What will happen to the data?  

Any data collected will be held in strict confidence and no real names will be 

used in this study or in any subsequent publications. All of the collected will 

be kept private. No identifiers linking you will be included in any sort of 

report that might be published. You will be assigned a code and will be 

referred to by that code in all records. Research records will be stored 

securely on a password-protected computer and only the researcher and my 

supervisors will have access to the records. The data will be destroyed 

securely once the findings of the study are written up, after five years. The 

results of the study may be presented at national and international 

conferences, and in written reports and articles. 

Who has reviewed the study? 

This project has been reviewed following the procedures of the University 

Research Ethics Committee and has been given a favorable ethical opinion 

for conduct. The University has the appropriate insurances in place. Full 

details are available on request. 

What happens if I change my mind? 

You can change your mind at any time without any repercussions.  If you 

change your mind after data collection has ended, I will discard your data.   

What happens if something goes wrong? 

In the unlikely case of concern or complaint, you can contact me, or if your 

concern or complaint is about me, you can contact my research supervisors, 

Dr. Berry Billingsley and Dr. Geoff Taggart at Institute of Education, 

University of Reading, by the contact details provided at the top of this page. 

Where can I get more information? 
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If you would like more information, please contact me, or my supervisors; 

Dr. Berry Billingsley and Dr. Geoff Taggart through the contact details 

provided at the top of this page.  

What do I do next? 

I do hope that you will agree to your participation in the study.  If you do, 

please complete the attached consent form and we will start our interview. 

Thank you for your time.  
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Appendix A.6 Student consent form for one-to-one 

interview 

Research Project: The affordances of technology in second/foreign language 

learning for learner autonomy 

Please circle as appropriate:  

• I have read the Information Sheet about the project and received a copy of 

it.  

Yes / No 

• I understand what the purpose of the project is and what is required of me. 

All my questions have been answered.   

Yes / No 

• I agree to take part in interview. 

Yes / No 

• I agree to this interview being audio-recorded. 

Yes / No 

• I agree to this interview to be transcribed for further data analysis. 

Yes / No 

 

 

 

Name and Surname of Student: _________________________________________ 

Signed:_____________________________ 

Date: ________________________________ 
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Appendix A.7 Student information sheet for nominal 

group technique  

Research Project: The affordances offered by technology in second/foreign 

language learning with respect to learner autonomy 

Principal Researcher: Mr. Ismail Karaoz 

Dear Student, 

I am writing to invite you to take part in a research study about exploring 

what opportunities the technology offers with respect to learner autonomy in 

second/foreign language learning.  

What is the study?  

Learner autonomy has gained interest and importance in second/foreign 

language learning due to the reasons such as enabling learners to take 

greater control over their learning and maintaining their learning even when 

they are not learning with a teacher. Thus, there have also been attempts to 

foster learner autonomy among students and one of these attempts has come 

into prominence with technology-based practices. It has been seen that 

technology has the potential to provide opportunities for learner autonomy, 

but it has also been argued that mere presence of technological devices and 

their use for personal needs, particularly beyond the classroom environment, 

do not necessarily result in learner autonomy in language learning. Thus, it is 

necessary that we have a clearer understanding about the nature of the 

relationship between technology and autonomy in order to better design 

technology-based practices in language education, and this research aims to 

find out what opportunities the technology offers with respect to learner 

autonomy. 

The term learner autonomy in this research project basically refers to a 

language learner’s taking control over his/her learning, e.g. finding resources 

to help his/her learning and choosing when and where to study.  With the 

term technology, technological tools such as smartphones, tablet PCs, and e-
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readers, and media tools such as social networking applications, websites, 

and online dictionaries are referred. 

Why have you been chosen to take part?  

Following our previous correspondence via e-mail, your school kindly 

allowed me to conduct my research in your school. Additionally, you are 

registered as a student in English as a foreign language. What is more 

important for the scope of this research, your school and students are known 

for efficient use of technology for learning. Thus, I have thought that 

students in your school can be informants for my project and that is the 

reason for I contacted you.   

Do I have to take part?  

It is entirely up to you whether you would like to participate or not. You may 

also withdraw your consent to participation at any time during the project, 

without any repercussions to you, by contacting the principal research 

student, Mr. Karaoz, via tel: 0755 280 7687, or email: 

i.karaoz@pgr.reading.ac.uk. 

What will happen if I take part?  

If you take part, I will display a number of sample images of technologies in 

order to get information about how technology can help you in language 

learning and their relevancy to learner autonomy in language learning. Once 

I have displayed these images on the board, I will ask you: 

(1) to write as many opinions as possible that you believe the displayed 

technological artifacts help you with your foreign/second language learning 

process; and 

(2) to read out your notes in turns until everyone finishes their written notes.  

While you are reading out what you have noted, I will be recording these 

notes on flip chart papers. Once everybody has finished sharing their notes 

and I have noted them, we will discuss these written notes. At the end of this 

session, I will collect the flip chart papers.   

What are the risks and benefits of taking part?  

mailto:i.karaoz@pgr.reading.ac.uk
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The information given by you in the study will remain confidential and only I 

will see it. You will not be identifiable in any published report resulting from 

the study. A summary of the findings of the study can be made available to 

you on your request by contacting me. 

What will happen to the data?  

Any data collected will be held in strict confidence and no real names will be 

used in this study or in any subsequent publications. All of the collected will 

be kept private. No identifiers linking you will be included in any sort of 

report that might be published. Research records will be stored securely on a 

password-protected computer and only the researcher and my supervisors 

will have access to the records. The data will be destroyed securely once the 

findings of the study are written up, after five years. The results of the study 

may be presented at national and international conferences, and in written 

reports and articles. 

Who has reviewed the study? 

This project has been reviewed following the procedures of the University 

Research Ethics Committee and has been given a favorable ethical opinion 

for conduct. The University has the appropriate insurances in place. Full 

details are available on request. 

What happens if I change my mind? 

You can change your mind at any time without any repercussions.  If you 

change your mind after data collection has ended, I will discard your data.   

What happens if something goes wrong? 

In the unlikely case of concern or complaint, you can contact me, or if your 

concern or complaint is about me, you can contact my research supervisors, 

Dr. Berry Billingsley and Dr. Geoff Taggart at Institute of Education, 

University of Reading, by the contact details provided at the top of this page. 

Where can I get more information? 

If you would like more information, please contact me, or my supervisors; 

Dr. Berry Billingsley and Dr. Geoff Taggart through the contact details 

provided at the top of this page.  
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What do I do next? 

I do hope that you will agree to your participation in the study.  If you do, 

please complete the attached consent form and we will start our interview. 

Thank you for your time. Yours sincerely
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Appendix A.8 Student consent form for nominal group 

technique  

Research Project: The affordances of technology in second/foreign language 

learning for learner autonomy 

Please circle as appropriate:  

• I have read the Information Sheet about the project and received a copy of 

it.  

Yes / No 

• I understand what the purpose of the project is and what is required of me. 

All my questions have been answered.   

Yes / No 

• I agree to take part in interview. 

Yes / No 

• I agree to my notes being collected on flip chart papers at the end of this 

session. 

Yes / No 

 

 

Name and Surname of Student: 

_________________________________________ 

Signed:_____________________________ 

Date: __________________________ 
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Appendix A.9 Survey of digital technologies 
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Appendix A.10 Images of digital technologies 
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Appendix A.11 Sample interview protocol 

Interview Protocol 

Project: The affordances offered by technology in second/foreign language 

learning with respect to learner autonomy 

Time of interview:  

Date: 

School: 

Interviewer: Ismail Karaoz 

Interviewee: 

Interview procedure 

You are being asked to participate in a research study investigating how digital 

technologies can afford/provide opportunities for learners to learn English as a 

foreign language autonomously. During this interview, you will be asked to respond 

to some open-ended questions. You may choose not to answer any or all of the 

questions. The procedure will involve audio-recording the interview, and the record 

will be transcribed later. Your results will be confidential, and you will not be 

identified individually.  

Informed Consent 

Please sign the informed consent form signalling your willingness to participate. 

General Terms: 

Digital Technologies: The technological apps and websites represented here with 

their logos and can be visited for English language learning purposes. 

Learner Autonomy: It means taking control over your learning. 

Questions 

1. What foreign languages do you learn or study at the moment? Do you like 

languages or have you always been interested in languages? 

2. Are there any times that you take control over your English learning, i.e. 

you do something for learning/studying English without the direct 

suggestion of your teacher? If yes, what are they? 

3. Now look at the images of these technologies. Is there any of them you use? 

Allow some time to familiarize themselves. 

4. Can you please tell about learning English experiences especially when you 

are using any of these technologies? 

 

For each digital technology the interviewee talked about, ask the 

following questions: 
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How do you use/interact with this digital technology? 

How do you learn from this digital technology? 

How do you view the learning experience with this digital technology?  

What roles does this digital technology play in your language learning? 

How does it contribute to your learning? 

 

5. Now, do you feel you are in control of your learning while you are using 

any of these digital technologies? 

6. In addition to the ones that you use, are there any digital technologies here 

available to you and that might be helpful to your learning but you choose 

NOT TO USE? WHY NOT? (That is a good question to see why some other 

digital technologies provide opportunities for the exercise of learner 

autonomy?) 

7. What challenges or frustrations have you encountered in using digital 

technologies for language learning? 

8. Does anyone influence/affect you to use any of these digital technologies 

while learning/studying English? 

9. Does your teacher have any impact on your use of these digital technologies 

for language learning? How? 

10. How do you think learning English with one of these digital technologies 

differ from learning English in the classroom? 

Closing the interview 

Thank you for participating in this interview. I appreciate you taking the time to do 

this. I may contact you in the future for the purpose of follow up data collection 

tools. Again, let me assure you of the confidentiality of your responses. If you have 

any questions, please feel free to contact me by the contact details provided on the 

information sheet. 
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Appendix A.12 Nominal group technique template 
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Appendix A.13 A sample completed form of nominal 

group technique 
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Appendix A.14 Sample complete for of clarification of 

ideas 
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