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Abstract

This study explores how group processes, such as group cohesiveness and group norms, influence
an individual EFL learner’s autonomy — their autonomous beliefs and actual autonomous behaviors.
Questionnaires were administered to 152 Taiwanese university students from the English Depart-
ment of a National Science and Technology University in southern Taiwan. The results from the
questionnaires show that there is no correlation between group processes (group cohesiveness and
group norms) and students’ autonomous beliefs; however, there is indeed a correlation between
group factors and students’ autonomous behaviors. A dozen students from the 152 participants in
this study were asked to give further information during an in-depth interview. During those inter-
views, several students commented that their classmates within the learner group are indeed impor-
tant to their learning, as being around autonomous, motivated classmates positively influences their
own autonomy.
© 2007 Elsevier B.V.. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

For a long time, autonomy research has adopted an individualistic perspective. This
tendency of looking at autonomy from an individualistic perspective certainly makes a

* This study is part of a doctoral research study and part of the data in this paper was presented at “ILA
Oceania Conference 2005 Auckland, New Zealand, 9th—12th September 2005.
E-mail address: yhchang@ccms.nkfust.edu.tw

0346-251X/$ - see front matter © 2007 Elsevier B.V.. All rights reserved.
doi:10.1016/j.system.2007.03.001


mailto:yhchang@ccms.nkfust.edu.tw

L.Ya-Hui Chang | System 35 (2007) 322-337 323

lot of sense as ““the basis of learner autonomy is that the learner accepts responsibility for
his or her learning” (Little, 1995, p. 175). Individual learners do have to decide what and
how they want to learn, set their learning goals, reflect on their learning, and so forth.
However, while learning may seem to be the endeavor of an individual, most learning sit-
uations, especially in schools or universities, take place in groups. The context of the group
may exert many influences upon the individuals within. Through social interactions with
their classmates within the group, individual learners may be interdependent, and thus
affected significantly by their learner group. As Schmuck and Schmuck (2001) express it:

The students of a class are more than a collection of individuals. They form a social
system with peers in which they experience interdependence, interaction, and com-
mon goal striving (p. 40).

Ushioda (2003) also points out that it is commonplace in communicative classrooms for
learners to frequently exchange information with classmates within their group. These
descriptions emphasize that the context of the learner group may exert many influences
upon the individuals within.

Keen teachers have no doubt recognized the importance of group interactions in influ-
encing the behavior of individual learners. Partly in response to teachers’ concerns in this
regard, recent years have witnessed the publication of useful practically oriented texts on
promoting good classroom dynamics and group dynamics (e.g., Dérnyei and Murphey,
2003; Hadfield, 1992). In addition, there has been an increasing number of more theoret-
ical treatments of the topic (e.g., Dornyei and Malderez, 1997; Ehrman and Doérnyei,
1998). Yet surprisingly, there have been few empirical studies on group dynamics or group
processes. There is clearly a need for empirically grounded research to illuminate our
understanding of how group processes, such as group cohesiveness and group norms, in
a foreign language classroom may influence individual learners’ behaviors. The study
reported in this paper is one attempt to respond to this need.

2. Literature review

This section discusses two main theoretical foundations of this study. It will begin with
some group processes essential to this study. Then, since the study focuses on how these
group processes may affect individual learners’ level of autonomy, background on learner
autonomy will also be introduced.

2.1. Group processes

Group processes in this paper derive from group dynamics theory in language class-
rooms (for a review see, Dornyei and Malderez, 1997, Ehrman and Doérnyei, 1998).
Researchers of group dynamics define the term “group’ in accordance with the definition
established in social psychology. They refer to the whole class as one “group,” distinct
from small groups teachers might configure during a lesson’s work activities within the
class. This study maintains this usage of the term “‘group” — the entire language class is
one group while group members refer to classmates within that same whole entity.

A further distinction is made between teacher-led groups in a school setting — the focus
of this research — and other more informal groups. Informal groups such as study groups
learners themselves might form or groups learners belong to through online communities
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