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Abstract. An appropriate and considerate choice of the study methods is an important
condition for successful organization of the student learning process. A teacher can
contribute to the common skills’ development and student’s autonomy by thoroughly
combining various methods. This specific approach not only makes the learning process more
interesting and encourages student’s participation, but is also associated with student’s
responsibility, self-control and motivation, skills of learning process regulation, gained
experience, learning planning and creation of appropriate learning environment. The study
shows that teachers emphasize the importance of tools, methods and teacher-student
cooperation. In the discussion of the tools and methods which enhance student autonomy
during the studies, it is suggested to change traditional lectures by experiments, case studies,
learning from experience, scientific projects, i.e., when students are engaged into interesting
and long term activities which are practice-oriented, develop knowledge and help to gain
experience.
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Introduction

Autonomous learning requires certain abilities which should be present or
developed: learning ability, team work, time and resource management, research
planning and carrying out, analytical thinking, problem analysis, search for
solutions and information, work with existing information, etc. The research
carried out by Zydziunaite and Tereseviciene (2012) revealed that when learning
autonomously the students learn from the existing experience, reflect both
successful and unsuccessful study experiences, consider autonomous learning
tasks meaningful. However the negative aspect is that superficial learning
concept prevails in students attitude, they also lack feedback from the teachers
as well as motivation to perform given tasks which cover theoretical aspects.
Students also experience tension, feel helpless if they fail to perform the tasks or
don’t answer the questions, are not able to plan the time necessary to perform
the task and have difficulties in solving the problems which occur. It is noted
that according to students’ understanding autonomous learning encourages them
to be more active and develops critical thinking.

Research questions: which learning methods development of autonomous
learning are actual at university?
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The object of the research is autonomous learning.

The purpose of this research — to define the components which develop
students’ autonomous learning.

The research was done while applying several methods — the analysis of
literature and interview. The analysis of qualitative data was done through the
transcription of texts and creation of categories.

The qualitative research was performed in March — April, 2013. The
participants of the research (interview) were teachers (total 20). The main aim of
the research was to define what kind of method combinations help to develop
common abilities which are important for autonomous learning as well as to find
out what kind of tasks are formed by teachers, how the feedback of learning
outcomes is organized, how the teacher’s and student‘s relationship is
maintained, what kind of means are used to ensure the maintenance and
manifestation of common and subject abilities. The interview method was used
to describe the situation of students’ autonomous learning development during
their studies at university. The questions were based on the articles which were
prepared by various authors (Tandzegolskiene & Pileckaite, 2010;
Tandzegolskiene et al.,, 2010; Stasiunaitiene et al., 2012; Rutkiene &
Tandzegolskiene, 2012, 2013, Tereseviciene et al., 2012). A semi — structured
interview was applied aiming that the interview was purposeful and a list of
questions which directed the conversation on the following aspects was
designed:

1.  The concept of autonomous work and autonomous learning during

university studies.

2. The level of autonomy while studying and the factors which enhance

autonomous learning.

3. The means and the methods which enhance students’ motivation to

study and act autonomously.
Trying to find out the teachers’ who work at university opinion about the
manifestation of students’ autonomous activities and their principles at
university studies the following informants were enquired:
1. The representatives of Humanitarian sciences (6 informants: IF1, 1F7,
IF8, IF16, IF19, IF20).

2. The representatives of Social sciences (7 informants: IF3, IF9, IF10,
IF13, IF14, IF15, IF18).

3. The representatives of Technological sciences (7 informants: IF2, [F4,
IF5, IF6, IF11, IF12, IF17).

While performing an interview a snow ballprinciple and the main criteria
that a teacher has to be at university no less than two years was used. The
teachers from Vytautas Magnus (9 informants), Mykolas Romeris
(3 informants), Aleksandras Stulginskis (4 informants) and Lithuanian
Education (4 informants) universities took part in the research.
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The concept of autonomous learning at university

According to the idea of Grow (1991), (Tereseviciene et al., 2012) it is
emphasized that autonomous learning level defines student’s involvement into

learning activities:

o Dependent student;

° Interested student;

° Involved student;

o Autonomous student.

Table 1. The concept of autonomous learning in university studies

to work and the form of work, but the teacher
doesn’t evaluate these hours thus the student has
more responsibility to work and try to achieve the
foreseen goals. (IF15).

Confirming statements Sub-category Category
Students are offered more options to choose time | More options for | Perception  of
though it is indicated how many hours they have | students autonomy and

Looking from the current perspective students
perceive autonomous learning as free time and
possibility to do what they like and want. It is not
emphasized the type of activity which should be
performed, the requirements for the assessment,
what issues the students should focus on while
planning autonomous work time and energy.
(IF9).

Clear perception of
work time.

It is important both for the teachers and the
students to understand clearly the essence of
autonomous work and to define the criteria which
are important for such work, as well as to define
the limits, i.e. what is done by the teacher and by
the student, when they cooperate and when there
is no cooperation. Speaking about autonomous
work from the teacher’s side, it is important to
help the student to prepare autonomous work
plan including the activities which the student has
to perform during the term, the lectures or
autonomously. (IF9).

Interaction of
teaching and
learning.

The most important advantage is the increase of
student’s responsibility allowing the student to
understand that the attitude towards him is as to
a responsible grown-up person, able to take
responsibility for his behavior, actions and
choice. (IF15).

Increase of student’s
responsibility.

division of

work load
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In this case autonomous learning is associated with motivation and desire
to learn due to some internal interests and personal goals. According to Warring
(2007), (Tereseviciene et al., 2012), autonomous learning can be developed and
improved and the mentioned Ilevels demonstrate the need for
development/improvement of important abilities necessary for autonomous
learning. This aspect is partially enhanced by interpretation of the interview
results (see Table 1).

It is noted that after recalculation of teachers’ working hours and students’
autonomous work hours, the number of students’ autonomous work hours has
increased. It is also stated that there are not enough researches which would help
to understand how much time the students really spend doing homework and
given tasks. The teachers suggest to perform the research of students’ needs and
expectations which would help to plant and improve the tasks for students’
autonomous work, depending on the time devoted for the performance of the
task, selected method, evaluation, compatibility between the task goal and task
conformity to students’ and practical application needs.

Speaking from the teacher’s perspective the importance of planning and
clear presentation of task sequence plan for the term is emphasized. It includes
work during lectures, team work, performance of individual tasks while
preparing for assessments and autonomously performed tasks which are usually
not evaluated and are incorporated into the learning process. In this case it is
important to define who has to control the quality of autonomously performed
tasks, the way these tasks have to be presented and how it affects student’s
assessments and final results, evaluating the subject in cumulative score system.

During the interview it was noted that the participating teachers give
different definitions of students’ autonomous activities during studies.
Summarizing interview participants’ thoughts, the following definitions are
identified: autonomous studying, autonomous learning, autonomous activity,
autonomy, autonomous work during studies. This demonstrates that there is no
common opinion and commonly used single definition.

Some sources also indicate a few most frequently used definitions which
describe students’ autonomy idea — autonomous learning, self-learning,
autonomous activity, autonomy (Butkiene & Kepalaite, 1996; Tereseviciene et
al., 2004; Lauzackas et al., 2008; Tandzegolskiene et al., 2010;
Tandzegolskiene & Pileckaite, 2010; Tereseviciene et al., 2012; Zydziunaite &
Tereseviciene, 2012; Stasiunaitiene et al., 2012; Rutkiene & Tandzegolskiene,
2012; Rutkiene & Tandzegolskiene 2013). Zydziunaite and Tereseviciene
(2012) emphasize the lack of research in Lithuania which would analyze the
concept of students’ autonomous learning and autonomy when the autonomous
learning is theoretical. Analyzing the sources of foreign literature a big variety
of definitions of autonomy during studies is also found. For example German
literature sources indicate such definitions as selbstgesteuertes Lernen,
selbstorganisierte Lernen, selbstbestimmtes Lernen stating that these definitions
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are used in school pedagogy, pedagogical psychology, grown-ups education,
university studies and personnel training process (Messner & Blum, 2006;
Knowles, 2007; Straka, 2008). According to Messner and Blum (2006) the
existing variety of definitions while the emphasis is placed on student’s self
determination level, motivation, organization of learning process, responsibility
and assessment supposes that these definitions reveal in fact similar things
which describe student’s activity. Therefore the authors suggest to use these
definitions as synonyms and to emphasize student’s autonomy level,
responsibility, interactive learning and motivation. Analyzing the definitions by
the English authors the following terms are found: self-directed learning
(Knowles, 1975), self-planned learning, learning projects, self-education, self-
teaching, autonomous learning, autodidaxy, independent study, open learning
(Hiemstra, 2006). According to Zydziunaite and Tereseviciene (2012) these
definitions, when translated to Lithuanian, don’t reveal the real structure of
autonomous learning and are not clearly defined on both international and
national levels, 1.e. the researches don’t reveal firm relation between student’s
motivation, common skills, autonomous learning, knowledge development,
reflection and responsibility.

An appropriate and considerate choice of the study methods is an important
condition for successful organization of the student learning process which
guarantees a self-sufficient, responsible and constantly evolving personality
formation (Jakube & Juozaitis, 2012). A teacher can contribute to the common
skills’ development and student’s autonomy by thoroughly combining various
methods. This specific approach not only makes the learning process more
interesting and encourages student’s participation, but is also associated with
student’s responsibility, self-control and motivation, skills of learning process
regulation, gained experience, learning planning and creation of appropriate
learning environment.The study shows that the teachers emphasize the
importance of the tools, methods and teacher-student cooperation (see Table 2).

Table 2. Tools and methods which encourage students to continuously develop and act
autonomously in their studies

Supporting claims Sub-category | Category

It would be good to change the thinking of students | Naming of | Application of
that they learn not for a better mark or because they | external methods during
are forced to, but for themselves and for their life. | motivation the study
Student  self-dependence can be encouraged by process

activities which do not have written answers in
textbooks. The answer has to be worked out logically
and the student has to prepare an individual answer.

Unfortunately, this is “unattainable” for the majority
of the students. (IF15).
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To encourage the students to make decisions and
involve them in creative tasks such as participation in
various research projects, case studies or scenario
creation. You can also use models, examples,
illustrations, analogies, reflections, generalizing
conclusions,  presentations,  open  discussions,
discussions with practitioners, SWOT, TOWS, problem
and task trees, portfolios, and other activities. (IF'4).

Engagement
into scientific
projects

Ideally, the student is motivated and waits for the
teacher to give certain guidelines: search there, be
interested in this... it is similar to treasure hunt: if you
go to point A, you will find the link to point B, and in
this way, you will find a treasure. But if a student is
not interested, if a student chooses the speciality only
because it was parents’ decision, it will be different.
The student will put minimal effort only enough to
secure a positive mark and will not try to develop
autonomously or achieve more. (IF10).

Maintenance
of interest in
activities

A teacher and a student are partners constructively
working in one direction — knowledge acquisition. This
is the main stimulus for self-sufficiency. Both partners
must have the same aspirations and desires. (D35).The
teacher prepares an outline or methodology of an
individual work which the student performs from
beginning to end by consulting with the teacher and
presenting the results in class. (IF16).

A teacher as an
advisor and
counselor

A teacher can find the means to “compensate” for the
individual work and to make an effort to engage
students in such a way that they would want to work
autonomously without any compensation. Also, it is
possible to ask appropriate questions and tasks
(homework). The students’ role depends on their
personalities. Some “nerds” tend to analyze the
material more in-depth than other students even
without any compensation. (IF2).

Important
students’ role

Students can be offered to search for more information
on a particular topic (for example, to write a summary
of the newest articles on a particular topic). However,
mostly the students get involved if the activity is
“rewarded” — it is given a part of the grade. This is a
“forced” way. If there is no reward, motivation is
usually also lower. (IF2).

Motivation
enhancement

Most probably in this period of development and
enhancement of study programs, we should
concentrate on the understanding of individual work
and its application in preparing the students for the
actual professional activities. (IF12).

Dialogue
oriented at
labor  market
needs
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Knowledge is mostly acquired when students are active: they debate, teach
each other, analyse, etc. The diversity of teaching methods and the change in the
teaching paradigm which emphasises a student-directed teaching and holistic
approach altered the understanding of the role of the teaching/ learning methods
as mediators between teachers and students (Daugviliene & Ruzevicius, 2009;
Visockiene & Puskunigiene, 2012). In the discussion of the tools and methods
which enhance the student autonomy during the studies, it is suggested to
change traditional lectures by experiments, case studies, learning from
experience, scientific projects, i.e., when the students are engaged into
interesting and long term activities which are practice-oriented, develop
knowledge and help to gain experience. It is also suggested to organize
discussions on the analyzed topic and invite real practitioners, to write essays,
scenarios, apply the existing models, and organize simulation games. It is
especially important that the students would understand the meaning of the task
and would not participate only because of evaluation. Thus an interesting task
performed by a student may become a useful future-oriented experience.
Emphasis is also placed on constructive and continuous student consultation.
According to Peilakauskaite and Varanauskas (2011) a student-directed teaching
implies helping students to discover their own learning styles, to understand
their needs and level of motivation and to gain effective learning skills that will
be useful throughout their life. The application of this approach in practice
would mean that teachers should help students to set achievable goals, to
encourage students to assess themselves and their colleagues, to help students to
work together in groups and to ensure that they use all available learning
resources.

The interviewed teachers also note that attention should be shifted from the
methods which enhance student autonomy to the understanding of independent
activities, students’ professional knowledge and readiness to enter the labor
market. Student and teacher cooperation, when the topics relevant for the
students are analyzed or different forms of knowledge testing are negotiated, is
marked as a very important part of the study process related to the quality of
higher education. In this way, the teacher discusses and considers students’
requests. As to the level of autonomy in performing the tasks, it is emphasized
that a teacher is a consultant or an advisor who encourages and motivates
students to work more for their own benefit, whereas a student is responsible for
activity organizing and time management.

Summarizing it can be stated that the involvement of the students into the
studying process is especially important. It is mostly associated with students’
cooperation, student and teacher discussions, problem analysis and search for
solutions. The teaching methods should help the student to develop, enhance
critical and analytical thinking, encourage inner motivation and be oriented at
the practical application of knowledge.
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Conclusions

In the teachers’ opinion the autonomous learning enables the students to
make decisions, to think critically and creatively, to comprehend the norms and
boundaries of students’ community, to choose an appropriate form of actions, to
foresee the aims of learning and to choose the necessary means and methods to
achieve the set goals. The following elements are the integral parts of
autonomous learning: a) ability to organize a learning process autonomously;
b) ability to observe and change this process; c) ability to evaluate a learning
process critically; d) ability to reflect and evaluate the usefulness of the activity
and the gained results. While trying to achieve that the students could work and
learn autonomously during their studies, it is necessary to prepare involving
tasks which would enhance students’ interest, stimulate their motivation and
would direct them to the common subject/study results. Moreover, the
possibility to get the feedback during the studies, knowledge about time
management while performing tasks as well as consultations with a teacher are
of great significance too. The teachers emphasize that focusing on the students’
opinions cognitive learning theory prevails which determines mentor-
consultant’s importance and an active information processing. According to the
students, the most suitable situation for them is when study aims and subject
learning outcomes are clearly set, but they prefer to choose themselves the
methods for the achievement of the learning outcomes.
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