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Abstract—Autonomous learning has been identified as an effective mecha-
nism for learning. Its importance in learning has mainly been studied by placing
its diverse elements and functions in supporting and encouraging learner auton-
omy. The outbreak of COVID-19 has signified its significance in the learning
process. This study aims to investigate the learners' potential ability of the prac-
tices of autonomous learning during the implementation of E-learning. The re-
search was carried out using a quantitative technique and a questionnaire design.
An online questionnaire was used to collect data. Data were analyzed using de-
scriptive statistics. The results of the data analysis suggested that the learners who
took part in the research appeared to have a clear viewpoint on the potential abil-
ity of autonomous learning.
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1 Introduction

The emergence of the COVID-19 virus has caused significant disruptions around the
world, affecting social contact and association in general, as well as the educational
system in particular [1, 2]. As a consequence of COVID-19, education has altered sub-
stantially, with a noticeable increase in an enforced shift to e-learning, in which instruc-
tion is done online, remotely, and on digital channels. Due to the COVID-19 outbreak,
the suspension of all academic facilities in Saudi Arabia has caused sudden growth from
the classical 'traditional’ instructional strategy [3] to a new technique, web-based learn-
ing. Without the pandemic outbreak, our institutions and colleges couldn't have imple-
mented E-learning education on such a large scale. [4] The Saudi government has de-
termined that all fields collaborate in a framework to limit the occurrence of COVID-
19. Therefore, on the proposal of the Ministry of Health, the Education Ministry (MoE)
decided to discontinue all face-to-face educational domains in Saudi Arabia [5]. The
present academic transition has put the Education Ministry in a quandary. However,
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they could keep things under control by establishing a new authorized method of learn-
ing and an innovative way of web-based learning [6]. The first move toward this sub-
stantial transformation was the development of a platform to enable education contin-
uation.

Because of the rapid growth of the Internet and readily available digital gadgets,
virtual education, or e-learning, seems to have become common and influential among
educators in classroom instruction. The technology significantly enhanced many aca-
demic goals [7-10]. It would support educators in improving their pedagogical content
knowledge. Students who took part in e-learning were more likely to outperform those
who learned conventionally, primarily in language education. The prominence of tech-
nology acceptance in the education sector has grown, particularly since the advent of
the World Wide Web [11-13]. Several e-learning tools enabled EFL learners to quickly
access helpful language information and interact immediately with English people. It
is necessary to keep in mind that while English is widely acknowledged and spoken by
several users around the globe and is regarded as a global language [14, 15].

Even though many educators recognized the value of modern technology in teaching
and learning activities, many did not wholly integrate it into their teaching approaches.
This is the first phase in which instructors should make preparations for their classroom
teaching method. Regarding language teaching, instructors must provide a supportive
atmosphere where students can feel at ease if the language is studied using the commu-
nicative teaching technique [16]. Throughout this pandemic, learners had to learn Eng-
lish remotely and faced severe problems. Unfortunately, universities with little or no
expertise with e-learning were destined to fail when it was implemented. In addition,
instructors are having difficulty navigating online platforms [17, 18]. These difficulties
include inadequate infrastructure, capabilities integrated ICT, a lack of concentration
and training, and limited accessibility of the Internet, sources, and materials. During the
Covid-19 period, there was a paucity of and inadequate education research, notably
learner autonomy [19, 20]. As a result, additional research is required to uncover indi-
viduals' issues with incorporating technology into the teaching process, particularly in
English language instruction. As a result, the purpose of this study was to explore the
learners' autonomy while applying e-learning during COVID-19.

2 Literature review

Many approaches describe autonomy, however, the core notion of autonomy is that
learners must be liable for their learning achievement [21-25]. To different individuals,
the word "autonomous learning" has been interpreted in a variety of ways. For the last
3 decades, as a student-centered classroom style has been advocated, this notion has
now become a focal point of emphasis [26]. Autonomous learning is described as the
ability of learners to direct their learning [27]. Whereas, Holec [28] characterized
learner autonomy as the capacity to take self-directed learning, in which students should
be able to identify their learning goals, describe the components and advancement,
choose strategies and procedures, supervise the acquisition processes, and examine
what they have learned. Smith [29] made a similar point, stating that being autonomous
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involves knowing able to control their education for both theoretical and practical
knowledge.

With E-learning, learners could indeed control and prompt themselves to study Eng-
lish without being compelled or guided by others, but they're still is directly embedded
within the textbook, educational establishment learning goals, course materials, and
many other guidebooks to accomplish language ability (Smith, 2008). Another aspect
of learner autonomy or self-directed learning as proposed by [30], is generally associ-
ated with learning via technology, such as Computer Assisted Language Learning
(CALL), remote learning, and personal privilege learning. Because not all learners are
capable of working independently with technology, they must be provided with coach-
ing and mentoring approaches to enable them to do so naturally [31]. Then it is the job
of the instructor or lecturer to be the educator and advisor to enhance learners' auton-
omy.

Another feature that promotes autonomy in learning is "relatedness” [32]. The re-
quirements include necessity assistance, interaction, and the desire to be part of that
community or group. The relatedness notion focuses on the learners' need for autonomy
and belonging to a group. In a classroom setting, the instructor or lecturer and the learn-
ers must be associated or have a connection [33]. Another essential focus for developing
autonomy, according to Trebbi [34], is possessing personal freedom. In a traditional
classroom, students do not rely solely on their ability to respond to the lecturer's con-
tribution. According to Benson [26], three components must be regulated to develop
autonomy. The first step is to take control of the learning management system. This
indicates that learners understand when, where, and how to learn their language effec-
tively [35]. Secondly, there should be managed over educational material. Every stu-
dent has a choice for which resources are appropriate for specific learning goals. Learn-
ers could also look into alternate sources rather than depending solely on the content
provided by the instructor. Finally, it is a cognitive process management for mental
performance, implying that learners may control psychological aspects that determine
learning success, including beliefs, attitudes, and motivation [26].

The incorporation of ICT within the frame of reference of Saudi ELT was viewed as
having the potential to transform and strengthen its situation since teachers would have
far more resources to perform a comprehensive range of learning activities, prepare the
students to continue to be involved, and establish student-centered learning opportuni-
ties [36]. Furthermore, digital phones are especially effective in fostering learner au-
tonomy. Students could be assigned to study independently when out of the classroom
and away from the instructor.

The incorporation of media has indeed been recommended to foster learner auton-
omy in EFL classroom settings. Media may aid to improve learning not just in the
classroom but also everywhere else through digital education. Baru, et al. [37] assert
media can provide a lot of linguistics and non-linguistic content by taking a different
approach to introducing other languages. It implies that technology, e-media, seemed
to have an important part in improving language competence throughout this instance.
Furthermore, it inspired those learners to be autonomous since they could utilize their
computers and devices at home to study a language. It encouraged them because e-
media offered convenience over face-to-face (FTF) learning. Liaw, et al. [38]conducted
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a cross-cultural email experiment with multilingual or ESL pre-service instructors, uti-
lizing the same way of learning via e-media that was email. When interacting with the
US pre-service instructors via email, the Taiwanese students required less assistance
from the instructor and received a variety of cultural information.

Teacher-based strategies shift the emphasis from student activities to teacher activi-
ties; these are related to instructors being educated and taught to comprehend student
autonomy and design approaches to improve it. As a result, the emphasis, in this case,
is on continuing education and enhancing teachers' skills and knowledge. Teachers
should be able to change their conventional or fundamental beliefs about effective
teaching in this manner. They will be aware of promoting activities that promote learner
autonomy in the classroom [39]. This suggests that they should grasp the concept of
teacher autonomy in addition to learner autonomy [26]. Learner autonomy can indeed
be promoted in a variety of methods and to various extents "depending on the individual
and learning " [40].

Autonomy-promoting instructional activities are primarily based on learner-centered
techniques emphasizing collaboration, learners' engagement, and student engagement.
However, Saudi education has frequently been criticized for its instructor method,
which discourages team projects. Recent studies on this topic have indeed been made
available due to multiple research performed by Saudi researchers ([41-44]. According
to these investigations, the practice of instructors transferring knowledge is still preva-
lent in Saudi English language instruction. Now the enforced learning has changed the
instruction of delivering contents and lecturers. In the last two years, learners have had
to rely on their self-directed learning, promoting their autonomy.

Language instruction may comprise students of varying talents and abilities, and it
is anticipated that not all students will develop learning at the same rate. Providing
learners the option of working cooperatively with others or separately has been
acknowledged as essential to increasing learner autonomy [45]. Teachers have sent and
uploaded the material through various platforms during the suspension of the classes.
Some of the media also offer discussion forums and a collaborative learning environ-
ment. According to Priyatno [46], another idea that supports the advantages of using e-
media in mobile learning is that it is highly successful in enhancing autonomous learn-
ing in language acquisition. The rationale for this includes mobile learning allowing
learners to show control of their learning by choosing the optimum time, location, and
pace. It also improves student interaction and collaborative learning involving teachers
and students, as well as between classmates.

Furthermore, Khoosf and Khosravani [47] claimed that learners' freedom is neces-
sary for a practical language learner. Autonomy is derived from the individual's psy-
chological processing, whereas competence is built in the social situation, and profi-
ciency possesses both conditions. The concepts of learner autonomy and self-directed
learning are occasionally intertwined and have become particularly prominent in lan-
guage teaching [48].

Some instructors, however, were found to have a lack of awareness and misunder-
standings about the notion, like considering it as an inborn ability or a potential to re-
duce teacher burden by allowing learners to study without the instructor [49]. Further-
more, several students were found to be overly reliant on their teachers. As a result,
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they remained unfamiliar with the idea and were not prepared to operate as self-directed
learners [50]. This necessitated awareness and varied perceptions of the notion of
learner autonomy both among students and instructors involved in developing learner
autonomy in the classrooms [51]. Moreover, complications and challenges in develop-
ing learner autonomy in English language learning have been identified as related to
the rigid framework for learning. There is only a limited amount of time to complete
the curriculum's academic achievement. Many instructional methods centered on pre-
paring learners to take the national exam, including STEP and IELTS was considerably
low. As a result, while learner autonomy was seen as a desirable notion, its implemen-
tation is questioned.

The covid-19 outbreak has brought up some unanticipated adjustments and new ed-
ucational experiences for both instructors and learners. Learners who hardly utilize mo-
bile technology to learn are now required to use their mobile to obtain learning material.
Instructors who had never considered using an online resource to conduct a lesson,
interact with, and communicate with learners are now being compelled to become fa-
miliar to integrate this technology. Independent learners should establish the tendency
to participate with, engage with, and gain knowledge situations that an instructor does
not explicitly administer. During the last two years, students were forced to study
online, and in some cases, they were sent the material and assignments to accomplish
the educational task. The present study is an attempt to determine the learners' auton-
omy perception during E-Learning. To this end study focuses on the following research
questions:

— What activities and platforms are learners engaged in during E-learning implemen-
tation?

— What is the learners' perception of the potential learners' autonomy and its effective-
ness?

3 Methodology

The research was carried out using a quantitative technique and a survey question-
naire. A researcher uses questionnaires to collect quantitative data, then statistically
analyze it to discover or evaluate individual ideas, beliefs, opinions, attitudes, or char-
acteristics [52]. The study included 89 participants in total. They were common first-
year students from various locations in Saudi Arabia. They all have high-speed internet
access, ensuring their digital equity. Many of them (91.06 percent) also lived in areas
with a fair to a good internet connection. The students were invited to participate in the
study and filled out the online questionnaire via WhatsApp. The questionnaire was cre-
ated using Google forms. The questionnaire was adapted from the research (Hidayati,
& Husna) and tailored to the participants' context. The questionnaire was forwarded to
four experts in the field to ensure its applicability.

They analyzed all the items and suggested modifications. Their recommendations
were taken into consideration and then distributed to participants. The questionnaires
were due back in 10 days; thus participants had ten days to complete them. It was first
sent to 113 students, but only 89 responded. The learners' replies were computed in

8 http://www.i-jet.org



Paper—Investigating Learners' Experience of Autonomous Learning in E-learning Context

Excel and then transformed into SPSS for analysis. Before data analysis, a reliability
analysis was performed—the questionnaire's reliability was.81, which is regarded as
reliable.

Table 1. Activities and platforms used during e-learning

No Items Platforms or App Used

Laptop/PC and smartphones interchangeably 33.1%

1 Online Learning Smartphone frequently 31.9%
Gadgets Only smartphones 32.9%

PC or Laptop only 4.1%

Blackboard 39.1%

Teams 8.5%

, | Leaming Platforms Google Meet 19.1
and applications WhatsApp 28.9%
Others (MOOC, Zoom, etc.) 6.5%

Combination of WhatsApp and BB 25.1%

Combination of Teachers' online and recorded lessons 63.1%

. . Books and notes suggested by the teacher 17.9%

3 Learning Material - - -

Material from various websites 12.9%

Learning App 6.1%

Video Lesson followed exercises 48.1%

4 Learning Process Teachers' led instruction for all exercises 33.8%
Other Tasks 19.1%

Individual tasks on all four skills 26.2%

5 Activities An individual task only(Assignment/Home Work/short Quiz activities) | 32.8%
Use of Discussion boards on BB 32.8%

Group activities 8.2%

Learners' experiences were evaluated using learning gadgets, learning platforms,
learning material, learning process, and activities. The results revealed that most stu-
dents tended to rely primarily on their smartphones (31.9 %) when participating in
online instruction—however, a considerable number of the participants (33.1% their
smartphones and laptops alternately. The learning media employed appeared to differ
from one another. More than 50 % of students mentioned that their instructor only used
WhatsApp (28, 9%) or BB (39.1%) to deliver the lecture. In contrast, nearly half of the
other students remarked receiving English lessons through a combination of different
applications.

Likewise, the way learners participated was also varied in the learning instruction.
A considerable number of the learners (63.1%) received learning resources in varied
ways, including educational applications, material for the web, teachers prepared ma-
terial, and form textbooks. In the same way, learners (33.1%) relied on the video lesson
either uploaded by the teacher or through online instruction during the scheduled time.
This asserts that learners primarily relied on the teacher and did not rely on studying
independently. However, considerable numbers (19.1%) of the learners looked at other
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sources with individual tasks and assignments in the learning process. Most of the learn-
ers (32.8%) performed personal activities as homework and assignments regarding
learning activities. A considerable number of the respondents (26.2%) had different
activities for four language skills.

Similarly, a large number of the learners (32.8%) indicated that they had used dis-
cussion boards, which is an essential feature of the BB, allowing learners to discuss and
interact with the teachers and learners and practice their own. The students generally
remarked that they communicated with the instructor and their peers. It was most fea-
sible via chat on the learning platform utilized (35,21 percent), but they also mentioned
interacting with instructors via messaging on WhatsApp whenever they had problems.
Table 2 present the learners' potential autonomy during online learning.

Table 2. Learners potential autonomy

Items M | SD
I would like to have a choice of learning options during online learning 3.92|0.76
| am capable to locate my weakness in EFL during online learning 2.93(0.67
I want to have a choice of selection of tasks and assignment 3.62(0.71
4 | Wpuld Iike_to sort out other learning resources rather than suggested by the teacher during 213/131
online learning
5 |l enjoy being asked for my thoughts on the learning process during online learning 3.55|0.73
6 |l want to take part in choosing learning process during online learning 3.99|0.71
7 |l am capable to recognise my strength during online learning 3.61|0.73
8 |l set targets in my learning during online learning 3.62|0.83
9 |l can choose what to study next during online learning 3.59(0.79
10 {1 like to the part in decision making on learning targets during online learning 3.57|0.77
11 {I am confident in planning my learning during online learning 3.48(0.82
12 {1 am capable of setting targets of my learning during online learning 3.51|0.74
131 can propose tasks for classwork during online learning 3.71|0.76
14 {1 want to be a part of decision making on choosing learning activities 3.99|0.71
15 {1 am capable of evaluating my learning during online learning 3.33|0.98
16 {1 can complete the activities on my own without teacher instruction 2.71|1.08
18 {1 would like to learn independently after the online schedule of learning 3.29|0.90
191 can prepare and access my task during online learning 2.12|0.99
20 |1 can study independently without much association with the teacher during online learning |3.01| 1.11

Students' replies on the questionnaire portion evaluating their ability to learn inde-
pendently revealed that the majority of students (61 %) had a high capability to learn
autonomously. Seven of them (7.8%) indicated high capability to learn independently.
There have been no learners who were determined to have no aptitude to be independent
learner, although 15 students (16.8%) demonstrated a moderate potential towards au-
tonomous learning. Among some of the components depicting autonomy in learning,
aspects related to making a choice, recognizing a problem, having the freedom of
choice, and being engaged in planning learning process had an average mean of more
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than 3.7, which indicated that learners are on the point of agreement on the items pre-
sented to them to determine their potential learning autonomy. Leaners were in more
agreement on the element of choosing their learning process with a mean score of 3.99.
However, learners indicated (M= 2.13 SD= 1.13) less potential to sort out other learning
resources rather than suggested by the teacher during online learning. Likewise, their
potential to evaluate their learning process emerged at a lower level. Figure 1 indicates
the learner perceptions on the usefulness of being autonomous in the learning process.

Unsure
Not Helpful

Helpful to some extent

Helpful

o

10 20 30 40 50 60

mSeries]1 = 2

Fig. 1. Perceived usefulness of learner autonomy

It is vital from the learners' response that more than half (n=52) regard learner au-
tonomy as helpful in promoting their learning. Likewise, nearly one-third (n=29) of the
learners regard it as helpful to some extent during online learning. However, some of
the learners (n=9) marked it not helpful in learning and notable numbers (n=13) were
unsure about the usefulness of the learner autonomy for fostering the learning process.

4 Discussion

Considering the results into consideration, the present study revealed a potential pro-
gression of the autonomy learner. Learner autonomy takes on a number of scenarios
from the learners' viewpoint. In overall, most of the autonomy characteristics men-
tioned in the survey were ranked with an overall average of 3.7 signifies that the re-
spondents tend to agree with statements given. Furthermore, themes associated to a
desire for making a choice in learning and achieving tasks, autonomously, accessing
educational material, and being a part in deciding the educational process were rated
higher than other categories presented in the questionnaire. These characteristics are
fundamental in learner autonomy and function as markers of autonomy [53]. The find-
ings contradict previous research, which concluded that the large proportion of students
had a significant reliance on the instructor and were not able to handle situations as self
- directed learner. One reasonable explanation for this inconsistency is that the present
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study involved fewer participants. Several learners seemed to identify autonomy with
independence and freedom, rather than with the concept of learning freely; this was
observed in Hamad [54] study of Kurdish learners, where respondents identified learner
autonomy with freedom. Moreover, many students perceived learner autonomy as a
form of freedom of choice.

Furthermore, due to the pandemic, all learners had some knowledge and exposure of
and appeared to already have adequate access to information and knowledge. It was
demonstrated by data analysis, which revealed that learners' interactive learning expe-
riences influence overall self-rated capability to study autonomously to a certain level.
As a consequence, this conclusion could not be taken into account. Gharti [30] charac-
terized an independent learner as being self - determined, willing to take responsibility
of their learning, establishing learning goals, contributing to in setting learning direc-
tions, identifying individual strengths and weaknesses, understanding when, why, and
how learning specific knowledge and also what learning materials could be used, able
to adapt to a study environment, using relevant interventions, monitoring their learning
development, working collaboratively, and seeking assistance when necessary. Many
of these characteristics could not be recognized in the current study since participants
have only been prompted to response to a statement on the questionnaire. They were
also not properly assessed based on the actual application of these characteristics. As a
result, while an evidence of autonomy was identified among the learners, it is likely
more acceptable to characterize it as a reactive autonomy rather than proactive auton-
omy [23].

Another aspect of this autonomous development that needed to be considered seri-
ously, was the situations of no alternative of the education as a result of the pandemic.
Therefore, the learners established the practice of discovering new alternatives for au-
tonomous learning in order to complete all of the work allocated despite the absence of
an instructor. Consequently, this approach will become more challenging than frustrat-
ing for learners have become used to having their instructor there - a specific concern
raised by children attending in the current study concerning their online learning expo-
sure. In this aspect, learners should be equipped with autonomous motivation, such as
responding to their thoughts and recommendations, permitting them to assert an input,
recognizing their viewpoints, identifying their learning speed, and actively interacting
with individuals, in order to ensure autonomy development. Learners' discomfort can
be reduced, engagement can be enhanced, and a sense of independence in learning
might emerge with autonomous motivation [36]. According to Althagafi [55], the no-
tion of learner autonomy is fairly recent to Saudi instructors and learners, in which the
dominant pedagogical approach is for learners to observe rather than interact with other
students. Put into the context of cultural progress, conventional instructional practices
can be viewed as causing some misunderstanding among learners; their ambitions may
be considered high in regard of element of choice. Learning autonomously may not be
suitable for every student, so it is probably to be reliant on the amount of support ob-
tained through others, such as the classmates and teachers.
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5 Conclusion

The results of the present study suggest that there were significant indicators of au-
tonomous activities during distant learning. Generally, the findings demonstrate when
inquired about the effectiveness of learner autonomy in the present scenario of an online
environment, students marked it as a useful strategy to enhancing their learning pro-
gress. participants indicated a great enthusiasm and desire to develop learner autonomy
and want to participate in preparing classroom activities and tasks. Considering learn-
ers' requirements and preferences for activities and pedagogies is essential to increasing
students' autonomy and engagement. Learners realized that they would not be able to
participate in the online learning process until they had sufficient opportunity to im-
prove the language and enhance overall communication in developing language abili-
ties. Students indicated that collaboration, as well as online activities and discussion,
were useful elements that they intend to practice in their learning process.

Some researchers have argued that the covid-19 epidemic could help in paving the
way for implementing and reforming E-learning. This situation has also enabled stu-
dents to demonstrate their learning independence [19, 56-58]. The findings of this study
have also validated this viewpoint. Despite the limitations of online, E-learning, or re-
mote learning due to a lack of human interaction, both instructors and learners are in-
creasingly responding to this education paradigm. Instructors' educational approach is
becoming more varied, and learners are considering studying through technological ap-
plications increasingly engaging.

The findings, however, require careful consideration. It's indeed important to note
that the participants who took part in this study were forced to opt for the online learning
option. Nevertheless, one encouraging aspect would be that the majority of participants
have a high ability to be self-directed learners. Despite all of the existing problems and
difficulties associated with online learning, the present investigation findings shed light
on the possibility of recognizing, interacting with online learning and encouraging au-
tonomy within the context of Saudi EFL in particular, and online instruction in all do-
mains of Saudi education in general. However, this investigation had a small sample
size and did not entirely quantify learners' autonomy level. Further research with a
larger number of participants is essential to explicitly investigate learners' autonomous
activity and perspectives regarding E-learning and Learners' autonomy. This research
concentrates on learner autonomy from the perspective of Saudi male learners. More
research on learner autonomy in Saudi female contexts could be performed to expand
the finding of the present attempt. Another study is operative to compare the gender
differences in learners' autonomy during E-learning and collaborative learning environ-
ments.
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