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Abstract 
The article reports on a study where e-learning tools in the form of online tests, individual learning 
plans and portfolios were included into the teaching of Arabic as a second language at university 
level with the aim of promoting learner autonomy. The results indicate (i) that compulsory use of 
the e-learning tools might be necessary if all students are to participate; (ii) that gender and ethnic 
background seem to play a role in the use of the e-learning tools; and (iii) that the students who 
might benefit most from using e-learning tools to promote learner autonomy, are the ones who use 
them the least. 
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Background and teaching goals 
One of the core principles of the BA-programmes in Arabic at the University of 
Southern Denmark is that knowledge and skills taught throughout the 
programmes should apply to practical life within a professional context. In order 
to ensure this link between foreign language studies and a professional career, 
students can study Arabic only if they combine their language study with another 
subject, at present either business economics, communication studies or cross 
cultural pedagogics. The subjects, which the students study simultaneously, are 
distributed equally, so that about half the time is spent on language acquisition in 
Arabic, and half on the other subject. 

For the language part of the study programme, which is my concern here, 
this core principle implies that the focus of the language training is 
unambiguously communicative. The students train listening, speaking, reading, 
and writing skills in Arabic to be able to apply those skills in practice in a 
professional or social context. The students are not expected to have any previous 
knowledge of Arabic when they start their studies. After two years of basic 
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language training they spend their third year of studies in the Arab world where 
they take classes in language, culture and society, and work for approximately a 
month as trainees. The goal at the bachelor's degree level is that the students can 
manage different communicative tasks related to the field of either business 
economics, communication or cross cultural pedagogics in Arabic. In other words, 
the language is considered a tool, whereas business economics, communication 
studies and cross cultural pedagogics are considered the area in which the students 
get their scholarly education. 

This communicative approach is a clear break away from the traditional 
philological tradition, which has dominated university studies of Arabic in Europe 
for so long. The programmes have come about due to a wish for labour market 
relevance: Only a few Danish and international companies and institutions have 
the means to employ young people who are competent in Arabic only, even 
though globalisation as well as immigration have made Arabic the largest 
immigrant language in Europe along with Turkish. The labour market for 
university graduates in Arabic is further characterized by the lack of well-defined 
employment opportunities and a structural vulnerability resulting from the 
political and financial changes generally attached to immigrant languages in 
European societies. 

The fact that language training in Arabic explicitly aims at fulfilling 
concrete needs in a labour market under constant change, places special demands 
on the skills to be taught. In addition to this, two trends have influenced our BA-
programmes in Arabic since the late 1990s: The study programmes which were 
originally intended as an option for Danish secondary school graduates, are now 
primarily attended by young people of Arab or Middle Eastern descent, and 
simultaneously, the average high-school grade obtained by the students starting 
the study programmes of Arabic, has dropped significantly, so that today we have 
one of the lowest averages of entrance grades at the university. This trend can, at 
least partly, be explained by the ever increasing number of students allowed into 
Danish universities since the late 1990s. The low entrance level has led to a 
significant rise in student drop-outs, especially during the first year of studies, as 
well as a tendency for students to be what teachers perceive as passive, over-
dependent on teaching and reluctant to challenge teacher authority with a critical 
mind. In other words, there is a tendency among students to see themselves more 
like “knowledge receivers” than students taking responsibility for their own 
learning, a skill so fundamental in university education.  

In order to develop the students’ academic skills and bring down the drop-
out rate, we decided to focus on how to facilitate the students’ transition from 
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secondary school to university, the aim being that the students would gradually 
learn how to take responsibility for their own learning and acquire the knowledge, 
independence, and analytical skills that characterize an academic education. It 
was assumed that these skills would not only help students make the difficult 
transition from secondary school to university, but would also prepare them for a 
labour market that calls for flexibility and adaptability to ever changing tasks. 
Moreover, it was assumed that teachers and students would have a shared interest 
in developing the students’ self-directedness and independent learning, since it 
would supposedly help them to achieve better results during their university 
studies.  

In the present article, I shall outline the pedagogical intervention we made 
in a group of first-year students of Arabic in order to develop learner autonomy by 
means of e-learning tools. I shall first define what is meant here by learner 
autonomy, a term much debated in recent years. Secondly, I shall describe the 
group of students who took part in the study, and the range of e-learning tools 
which were used in class to promote learner autonomy. Thirdly, I shall report on 
the results based on teacher and student feedback as well as tracking tools 
available in Blackboard, the content management system used in our university 
which provides the frame for our e-learning tools. And finally follow the 
conclusions and their implications which have set the direction for further 
pedagogical development of our BA-programs. 
 
Learner autonomy: a complex term 
In the early research on learner autonomy in language learning, there seems to be 
a widespread consensus on Holec’s definition of the term as being “the ability to 
take charge of one’s own learning” which includes “the responsibility for all the 
decisions concerning all aspects of this learning” and involves the skills of 
“reflection and analysis that enable us to plan, monitor and evaluate our 
learning.”2 Subsequent research, however, has revealed an ever increasing level of 
complexity of the term. How, for example, should we delimit learner autonomy: 
Is it context free or context dependent – that is, to what extent, if at all, is learner 
autonomy in a formal educational setting related to the concept of personal 
autonomy, as it applies to other domains of daily life, through which it might 
influence the individual learner’s options and choices in an educational context? 
According to Dickinson, there is no inherent relationship between autonomy in 
learning situations and personal autonomy,3 whereas Benson and others see 
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learner autonomy in a formal educational setting as profoundly related to personal 
autonomy in general terms.4   

Another important question concerns the content of the term: Is learner 
autonomy process or content-driven or both, and if so, how do these two 
components interact? Is it possible to identify different kinds or sub-categories of 
learner autonomy, and if so, what components are most suitable for a given 
purpose? Benson suggests three different versions of learner autonomy – 
technical, political and psychological – which are related to three different levels 
of control over learning,5 whereas Littlewood suggests a distinction between two 
levels of self-regulation: Proactive autonomy, which is basically identical to 
Holec’s definition, but takes a more elaborate and detailed form; and reactive 
autonomy, which “does not create its own direction but, once a direction has been 
initiated, enables learners to organize their resources autonomously in order to 
reach their goals.” In this sense, reactive autonomy can be either a preliminary 
step to proactive autonomy or a goal in its own right.6 Smith suggests a distinction 
between weak and strong versions of pedagogy for learner autonomy: The weak 
version should prepare students to become more self-directed learners through 
awareness raising activities and practice of good learning strategies, based on 
learning arrangements determined by the teacher, whereas the strong version 
focus on learners who are already (partially) autonomous and therefore in a better 
position to initiate learner-driven initiatives.7   

A more recent thread in the research literature deals with the perspective 
from which researchers look upon learner autonomy: According to Benson, Lamb 
and others, research on learner autonomy is increasingly informed by the 
perspective of the teacher and takes its point of departure in educational and 
situational settings – a trend which might be seen as “an expression of a growing 
personal uncertainty [i.e. among teachers] and a feeling of powerlessness in many 
modern educational settings.”8 This perspective on learner autonomy differs 
substantially from that of the learner, according to Benson, since learners’ 
perspectives are always contextualized within particular experiences of learning 
and life. This leads to a biased approach to learner autonomy, which might well 
influence the degree to which learners can benefit from it.9 

Given the fact that our pedagogical intervention aimed at developing learner 
autonomy among first year students of Arabic who tend to be over-dependent on 
                                                 
4 Benson 2008: 25, 29. 
5 Benson 2001, 2008: 23. 
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teaching and often perceive themselves as “knowledge receivers” more than 
independent learners, we opted for a definition of learner autonomy which takes 
its points of departure in a formal educational setting and looks at it from a 
teacher’s perspective. This is not to say that the importance of a possible – or even 
plausible – relationship to autonomy as a general life competence should be 
disregarded, or that we fail to see the importance of the learners’ perspective on 
autonomy. The chosen perspective is entirely a matter of making the definition of 
learner autonomy operational and consistent with our actual pedagogical reality.  

As for the content of learner autonomy, we used Littlewoods distinction 
between proactive and reactive autonomy and focused on the latter as a step 
towards the former. This choice had implications for the way we perceive the 
question of process and content of learner autonomy: Based on Littlewoods 
distinction and consistent with Benson’s use of the term, we define proactive 
autonomy as covering control over content of learning as well as over methods, 
whereas reactive autonomy involves only control over methods.10 In other words, 
by choosing to work within the framework of reactive autonomy, it is the teacher 
who decides what is to be learned (content), and the learner who works on how to 
learn it (methods) through a range of scaffolding activities organized by the 
teacher and/or researcher. The purpose of these scaffolding activities is to draw 
learners’ attention to different ways of becoming more self-directed and 
autonomous in the fields of planning, monitoring and evaluating their working 
methods, as defined by Holec and widely accepted in the research literature as 
core skills in learner autonomy.   
 
Learner characteristics and choice of e-learning tools 
24 students participated in the pedagogical intervention on learner autonomy. The 
group had a gender distribution of six boys and 18 girls, and an ethnic/ national 
distribution of four Danes, one Norwegian, two Somalis, while the rest were of 
Middle Eastern descent, i.e. they were either born in Denmark by parents with 
Middle Eastern backgrounds (Arabic, Kurdish, Turkish, Afghani), or had come to 
Denmark as children or at a relatively young age. Only one person came to 
Denmark as an adult refugee. The students were between 18 and 31 years of age, 
the average being 23 years. They participated in a two semester course of Arabic 
language proficiency for beginners, with a teaching load of seven weekly hours. 
14 of them had some prior knowledge of Arabic, mainly in speaking and listening, 
whereas their skills in reading and writing were below the threshold of what 
would be required for a first year exam. The pedagogical intervention took place 
                                                 
10 Benson 2001: 99, 2008: 24. 
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from the second month of the first semester to the end of the second semester, 
corresponding to eight months, allowing the students one month to get acquainted 
with each other as a group and to familiarize with the university setting – 
activities which more often than not require much attention and mental energy 
from first year students.  

If learners are to become more self-directed and autonomous in planning, 
monitoring and evaluating their working methods for the acquisition of Arabic, 
these skills must be translated into scaffolding activities which learners can work 
on and benefit from, so as to eventually reach the desired goals. As a first step, it 
was decided to opt for e-learning tools as the pedagogical framework for the 
scaffolding activities, and for several reasons: First, e-learning makes it possible 
to work on learner autonomy outside the classroom, thus avoiding further time 
pressure on classroom teaching. Secondly, e-learning often has an added value in 
comparison with doing the same activities in a traditional “paper-based” way 
(access to digital resources, easy access to cooperative learning tools in authentic 
settings, etc.). And thirdly, e-learning simulates much better than traditional 
classroom activities the actual working conditions that students will meet, once 
they enter the labour market. By using e-learning tools as an integrated part of a 
university course in Arabic proficiency, but with the deliberate intention to 
develop reactive learner autonomy through activities outside the classroom, we 
situated our intervention in the area commonly labelled “blended learning.” 

The next step was to pinpoint domains in the course of Arabic language 
proficiency which would be suitable for intervention. The following four domains 
were chosen: 

 
(1) Computer skills in Arabic, enabling learners to work with e-learning tools and 

train Arabic language skills at the same time. It was assumed that learners 
would easily transfer their computer skills from Danish into Arabic, and that 
consequently, it would not be necessary to use much time and effort to train 
these skills. 

(2) Study skills which draw learners’ attention to the efforts necessary to meet 
university requirements in studying Arabic, and consequently make them 
aware of how to deal adequately with planning, monitoring and assessing 
these efforts. 

(3)  Learning responsibility, that is to make learners aware of how to set up 
personal learning goals independently and working to achieve them; again, 
this implies an effort on the part of the learners to plan, monitor and assess 
their efforts. 
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(4) Evaluation in the forms of teacher feedback, peer feedback and self-
assessment, that is to foster the learners’ ability to assess realistically their 
results in Arabic language proficiency.  

 
Particularly three areas within our existing Arabic study programmes seemed 
relevant regarding the change to e-learning and thus serving as platforms for 
scaffolding activities to promote the above mentioned domains in learner 
autonomy. In the following, I shall explain briefly the background for and the 
implementation of e-learning in these three areas, and subsequently, conclude on 
the actual achievements.  
 
Computer skills: From tests to online-tests  
Language proficiency tests have been a compulsory component of our curriculum 
since 1992, when our first Arabic programme was established. By integrating four 
compulsory tests per year, which the students must pass to be allowed to sit for 
the final exam, we push them to work continuously on their language acquisition, 
so as to prevent them from postponing their efforts until some weeks before the 
final exams. Also, the testing provides feedback on their levels and efforts to the 
students, in order for them to assess their progression, which is often a motivating 
factor.  

The e-learning platform of our university, Blackboard, offers components to 
facilitate written as well as oral communication. By transferring our proficiency 
tests to online tests in Blackboard, we could train students in writing Arabic on 
the computer as well as integrating Arabic resources from the Internet in the tests, 
thereby training information retrieval in Arabic, and thus set tasks which resemble 
the demands found today in many relevant job functions. To the reader who is not 
familiar with the use of Arabic on computers, such demands might seem quite 
obvious, but it is only within the last ten years or so that Arabic word processing 
has become standard software on the PC and web pages in Arabic script have 
become legible for ordinary PC users. Despite the technological development it is 
not uncommon for students to refer to technical problems with their Arabic 
computer programmes or printers as reasons for handing in handwritten instead of 
typed papers, or ask for an extended deadline. Arabic software and web-based 
resources still do not function as seamlessly on computers as the Latin script.  
 
Study skills: Drawing up individualized learning plans 
Apart from exams, the evaluation of students’ language skills normally takes 
place when the teacher corrects and comments on oral and written exercises, to 
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which students can, but do not have to, relate. Based on this feedback, the teacher 
would expect students to work on their own with the areas necessary in order to 
obtain better language skills. Normally, there are no procedures to ensure that 
students work on their results systematically and coherently, or that the test results 
are combined with a coherent learning programme; what students do with their 
results, and how it influences their own assessment of language skills, is 
considered a personal issue.  

The need for self-assessment of language skills has become particularly 
clear in a context which might be of relevance to many university programmes of 
Arabic and other immigrant languages. Because we now have an increasing 
number of students with Arab background and with various degrees of language 
skills in Arabic, we have come to realize that some of these students have a 
tendency to either over- or underestimate their skills in Arabic significantly. 
When new students state that they possess language skills in Arabic, they are 
tested before the classes start, so that they may be exempted from parts of the 
classes and thus invest more time and energy on other parts of the study 
programme. Many of the students of Arab descent believe that they can easily 
pass the tests, but quite a few of them are in for a surprise. As a rule of thumb, 
half of the students tested – i.e. the ones who think that they know enough Arabic 
to pass the exam which Danish students with no prior Arabic qualifications are to 
pass after the first year – pass the first year test, and again, half of those pass the 
second year test. In other words, half of the students of Arab descent who believe, 
when they enter our programme, that they master Arabic to some degree, do not 
have sufficient skills to pass the first year exam. Such an error of judgement is not 
without consequences– neither in education, where such results make these 
students feel that their identity is questioned,11 nor in a potential work situation, 
where possible employers will feel deceived, if students cannot live up to the 
expectations they themselves have created. 

In order to provide scaffolding activities which would allow students to 
plan, monitor and assess their efforts and language level results, and thus foster 
increased learner autonomy, new procedures for online tests were introduced. 
When online tests were marked, the students would receive an electronic copy of 
the paper and were asked to fill in an electronic questionnaire in which they had to 
evaluate their results, pinpoint possible problems and compare the results with 
their previous performance. They were also asked to indicate how they considered 
improving their results in future tests, and it was only when this questionnaire was 
filled in that the test was credited officially. On the basis of test results and the 
                                                 
11 Nielsen, 2006. 
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student’s questionnaire, the teacher proposed an individual learning plan which 
was placed in the student's portfolio (se below), to which only the teacher and the 
student had access. The student had then to approve or comment on the learning 
plan, which subsequently formed the basis for the student's independent work 
towards the next test. 

By drawing up an individualized learning plan based on these procedures, 
the teacher sets the objectives and the learning content according to appropriate 
university standards. The learners assess their test results and suggest a plan 
covering approximately four to six weeks before the next test, in which they make 
it transparent to themselves as well as to the teacher how they should cover 
relevant material. In this way students practice how to plan, monitor and assess 
their own performance and have access to teacher support when necessary. 
 
Personal learning objectives: From tasks to products to portfolios 
Most foreign language writing takes place as an interaction between the teacher 
and the individual student. At the elementary level, the writing tasks often focus 
on specific linguistic phenomena in isolated sentences which make content less 
important than form. Such tasks support the narrow teacher–student interaction, 
since fellow students would simply not benefit much from reading standardized 
sentences and short paragraphs written by their peers. If, on the other hand, 
writing tasks are to be defined in terms of “products”, that is texts which can be of 
interest to fellow students or other readers, such as short advertisement slogans, 
postcards, introduction of family members, web pages, etc., a new pedagogical 
dimension opens up: The reader becomes important, the content begins to play a 
crucial role, and the message will be of interest for others to read, comment on, 
and discuss. By creating a common learning space, which not only involves 
fellow students, but potentially also all sorts of other recipients outside the class, 
students normally become more motivated to engage in writing, because they can 
see a purpose which exceeds the traditional writing-for-the-teacher approach.  

Most e-learning platforms are very suitable frames for creating a learning 
space to be used for “product oriented” writing tasks. The communication 
facilities in Blackboard allow the student to communicate with teachers and 
fellow students easily, exchange documents, include materials from the internet, 
and present products using mail functions, group folders with limited user access, 
notice boards, etc. Such facilities are not exclusive to expensive course 
management systems like Blackboard, but can be found for free in Google, 
Moodle and other freeware and open source software. Working within this kind of 
learning space does not only promote the students’ motivation and reading skills, 



 
98 HELLE LYKKE NIELSEN 

Orientalia Suecana LXI Suppl. (2012) 
 

because they can read other students’ texts; it also provides a useful tool for 
pushing the learners to reflect on their progress and learning style. One way to 
favour this reflection is to establish work and presentation portfolios, which 
basically consist of two electronic folders in which the learners put their writing 
tasks: The work portfolio includes a number of products and tasks, perhaps in 
more than one version, which illustrate the learner’s writing process over time, 
and thus offer the possibility to reflect over the progress made, linguistic 
challenges, recurring spelling mistakes, etc. The presentation portfolio, on the 
other hand, is a show case for products which the learner chooses among those of 
the work portfolio; it is open to other readers, such as fellow students, teachers, 
friends, etc. and thus offers an opportunity to get feedback from peers, to feed 
discussions, etc.  

By combining products and portfolios, the teacher lays the groundwork for 
scaffolding activities which aim to foster more autonomous learner behavior: 
Again, it is the teacher who sets the objectives and the learning content and 
supports the learner throughout the production process, if needed. The learners 
work with the products on their own, setting their personal objectives and defining 
time and efforts to be invested. At the end of the pedagogical intervention, the 
learners must present an oral or written evaluation of the progress made in Arabic 
language proficiency based on their reflections on the content of their portfolios, 
the aim being to foster, improve and/or refine their skills in self-assessment. Also, 
the learner gets additional feedback from teachers and peers and can compare 
these with their own learning objectives. In other words, it is in the junction 
between self-assessment and the feedback from peers and teachers that learners 
will get a realistic perception of their actual performance and the efforts needed to 
improve their language skills.  
 
Successes and barriers for learner autonomy 
After having worked with online tests, portfolios, self-assessment and individual 
learning plans for eight months (October to May with a semester break in 
January), we evaluated our success in fostering learner autonomy through the use 
of the chosen e-learning tools. The results reported below are based on teacher 
and learner feedback in the form of teacher’s log, Blackboard’s tracking system, 
students’ self-assessment questionnaires and reports on portfolios as well as class 
room discussions between teacher and students. 
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Computer skills and online tests 
The use of e-learning technology and the setup of the students’ own computers 
with Arabic script took up much time and attention. Minor problems, like 
remembering the passwords the students received from the university 
administration, logging in correctly to the university’s computers, and choosing 
the correct paths of links to specific materials, made it clear at a very early stage 
that we had to produce clear-cut written instructions on how to use the 
technology, and also give the students a clearly defined area of responsibility for 
the set procedures, so that time was not wasted during teaching hours.  

It was interesting to notice how the students coped with the demand for 
writing Arabic on the computer. Today it is possible to write Arabic in Word, if 
the operating system has been installed with the correct language properties – all 
you need to do is to change the language on a small language icon at the bottom 
bar and alter the writing direction of the operating system by clicking on an icon 
in the top menu. The students were introduced to these procedures using the 
university computers, and at the same time they were given instructions on how to 
install Arabic fonts on their own computers. Then, over a period of three weeks, 
they were asked to hand in short Arabic texts in a Word format – all of which was 
preparation for their first online test. Only a few of the students, however, 
complied with the request. Our assumption that the students would easily transfer 
their computer skills into something as fundamental as the use of an Arabic word 
processor, did not turn out to be true. It was only after the first online test where 
almost one third of the students failed, mainly because of time pressure combined 
with lack of typing skills in Arabic, that computer literacy in Arabic was taken 
seriously by all students. 

Simple technology, clear and detailed instructions, and arguments clarifying 
the need for computer skills in Arabic, were necessary for making the transition of 
our proficiency tests to Blackboard work. Still, many students did not like it and 
they argued for a postponement of online tests at every given opportunity. But 
ultimately, the result was positive: 20 out of 24 students indicated in their 
evaluations at the end of the pedagogical intervention that they were rather 
positive concerning the online tests after the first year of studying; they found the 
listening and reading tests easy to manage on the computer; they felt that they had 
become much better at writing Arabic on the computer and accepted the argument 
that computer skills are necessary in order to prepare for the job market.  
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Study skills and individual learning plans 
As explained above, the tests were to be followed up by a self-evaluation form 
which was to be filled in before the test could be credited. The test results and the 
self-evaluation which included the students’ suggestions for points to be covered 
before the next test, formed the background for the individual learning plan that 
the teacher would suggest, and which could then either be accepted or discussed 
and revised in collaboration with the student. The goal was to make a learning 
plan for the student which would link the individual test results into a continuous 
learning plan, and thus, if the students worked accordingly, would not only help 
them in their language acquisition, but also train their study skills and make them 
take responsibility for their own learning.  

The results of the self-evaluation procedures and the individual learning 
plans were mixed. As the students became better at self-evaluations, the gap 
between the test results and the self-assessment decreased, the students became 
more aware of their strengths and weaknesses, and accordingly, their self-
assessment became more realistic. But at the same time, the students’ work with 
the individual learning plans was less successful: Of the 24 learning plans, eight 
students read and confirmed their learning plans on a regular level, eight students 
read – or at least opened – their learning plans in Blackboard, but neither 
confirmed nor wished to discuss them with the teacher, while the last eight 
students did not open them at all and consequently did not know what they 
contained.  

The distribution had a gender related aspect: The group, which consisted of 
24 students, had a gender distribution of six male and 18 female students. The 
eight students who responded to the learning plan, were all female students, while 
five out of the eight students who had not opened the plans, were male students. 
In other words: Only one of six male students in the class opened his learning 
plan, but did not respond. If we take a look at the ethnic/ national distribution, we 
find that all the four Danish and the Norwegian students in the group confirmed 
the learning plans. It is equally interesting that six out of the eight students who 
chose to confirm the learning plans, were active and capable students, who dealt 
very well with other aspects of their learning process, while among the students 
who did not even open the learning plans, were the students who failed both the 
first and the second test. 
 
Portfolios 
The result of the work with portfolios was successful eventually, both concerning 
the students’ motivation for working with product oriented writing exercises and 
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writing texts for their fellow students to read. Again, however, there were 
problems before we reached that result. At first, it was optional for the students 
whether or not they wanted to put their papers into their portfolios, but as only a 
few handed in assignments written on the computer, we soon realized that 
working with portfolio had to be compulsory to have any effect. As that sort of 
requirements cannot be made solely by the teacher in the Danish university 
system, but has to be announced in the curriculum, which is a legal document 
stating rules and regulations, the only possible way was to make portfolio work as 
part of the tests which were already stated as compulsory in the curriculum. 
Accordingly, the tests in writing skills were created as product oriented tasks: The 
students were told that the tests in written proficiency, when corrected and 
marked, were to be placed in the shared portfolio, to which all students had 
access. Once the product was there, the test would be credited. When it became a 
compulsory task, and the students knew that their fellow students had access to 
their texts, some began competing with each other in writing good assignments.  

In the last writing task of the year, students were asked to create a brochure 
about themselves which were to be enclosed with a fictitious enquiry to an Arab 
company concerning a possible trainee period, and this turned out to be very 
popular with the students. An example of such a brochure can be seen in fig. 1. To 
make sure that the students actually read and learnt from each other’s products, 
we created a test in reading proficiency with the aim of finding the best brochure 
of the year. Each student was to choose the three best brochures and give 
arguments for their choice. Pedagogically, the main issue in this approach was not 
the choosing of a winner, but to train the students’ reading skills. 

 

 
Fig 1 A student brochure 
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The students’ evaluations indicate clearly that the portfolio idea of writing 
product oriented papers which were to be read by everybody, made many of the 
students more interested in writing. A number of students also became more 
interested in reading. This can be seen from Blackboard’s statistical function 
which traces each student’s activities on the e-learning platform. On average, the 
normal reading frequency of the portfolio tasks rose by almost 50% compared to 
the frequency for other reading tasks. 
 
Conclusions and implications 
Did e-learning based on online tests, portfolio, self-assessment and individual 
learning plans promote learner autonomy? In our context, it certainly did in a 
number of cases: Students obtained better computer skills in Arabic which was a 
prerequisite for working with e-learning tools, and most students developed a 
realistic assessment of their proficiency in Arabic and a raised awareness of their 
strong and weak points in the language acquisition process. The e-learning tools 
also improved the students’ learning skills: By using the portfolio for product-
oriented writing tasks and giving them the opportunity to read texts written by 
their peers, students came to work more independently outside the classroom, 
thereby improving their writing and reading skills.  

However, when it came to taking responsibility for their study skills, 
exemplified by the students’ use of individual learning plans, an interesting and 
somehow worrying pattern emerged. In our group, there was a distinct difference 
between the way male and female students behaved, in the sense that the female 
students were clearly more active in using their learning plans than the male 
students. This did not come as a surprise, as it is well documented in the research 
literature that male and female students’ learning styles differ. Also, the students 
of Middle Eastern descent used the tool much less than the Danish/ Scandinavian 
group of students. This finding might well be random, given the low number of 24 
students who participated in the study. If, however, we take the findings at face 
value, one explanation to the ethnic/ national divide might be that the results are a 
consequence of the gender distribution in the class, the Danish/ Scandinavian 
students being all female. An alternative, and very tentative, explanation to the 
ethnic/national divide would be that students who are socialized into sociocultural 
patterns which favour more hierarchical family structures and teacher focused 
learning processes – a tendency still prevailing in some Middle Eastern families, 
even though geographically they live outside the Middle East – might find it 
either irrelevant or more difficult to operate in a less hierarchical and more 
flexible learning environment which postulates the relevance of taking 
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responsibility for one’s own learning.12 However, further research into key 
concepts such as motivation, context and learning strategies across cultures is 
needed, if such findings are to be dealt with properly.  

Equally worrying was the fact that the learning plans seemed to be 
beneficial mainly for the students who were already doing well in their studies, 
while the weaker students, who might have benefited from it, did not even use the 
tool. Thus the use of individual learning plans seems to have widened the gap 
between strong and weak students. This conclusion is supported by other results13 
and makes one reflect on how, in the future, we will be able to better help those 
students who really need to improve their study skills and take more responsibility 
for their learning. 

A final and equally interesting conclusion was that in order to encourage 
students’ autonomous learning, we had to make the use of e-learning tools 
compulsory, otherwise most students would not have gone ahead with it. This is 
somehow contradictory in the sense that an increase in autonomous learner 
behaviour is not expected to be achieved by using compulsory means. A reason 
which might partly explain this dilemma is that we are dealing with a language 
written in a non-Latin script which makes it more difficult and time-consuming 
for learners to work with e-learning tools, at least initially. The need to make e-
learning tools compulsory challenged two of our initial assumptions: First, against 
our expectations, learners did not easily transfer their computer skills from Danish 
into Arabic, and consequently, we had to use much more time and efforts to train 
these skills than expected. And second, not all learners shared the assumed 
interest in developing learner autonomy and obviously did not perceive its 
relevance to improving their academic performance. We do not know, at present, 
the reasons behind their lack of interest – maybe they lacked the necessary 
motivation or maybe it lead to an increased workload which they were not 
prepared to cope with. Whatever the reasons the learner reactions were a reminder 
that motivation is a core factor if an increased degree of learner autonomy is to be 
achieved.  

These conclusions have a number of implications for the future of our BA 
programs. First, in order to minimize the barriers of the Arabic script when 
working with e-learning tools, it will be beneficial to introduce students to the 
Arabic keyboard by using an Arabic typing tutor, thus training the students in 
typing with their 10 fingers. And only when they have achieved a certain 
confidence and speed in writing Arabic on the computer, will they be introduced 

                                                 
12 Barakat, 1991, Benson, Chik and Lim, 2003, Palfreyman, 2003, Sanprasert 2010. 
13 Nielsen et al., 2005. 
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to the other e-learning tools. Secondly, we are to make the reasons for increased 
learner autonomy more transparent to our learners, so as to make sure that they 
understand the necessity of learner autonomy in an academic setting. And thirdly, 
though we certainly prefer our students to work on increased learner autonomy 
volontarily, never-the-less we have decided to state the requirements for online 
tests and portfolios in our curriculum, thus making it a compulsory prerequisite 
for the final exam. The individualized learning plans were not successful with 
learners and therefore, we will have to find other tools to encourage study skills. It 
may well be that making online tests and portfolios compulsory is only needed as 
a temporary step towards achieving reactive autonomy, and that the need will 
disappear once students reach a level of active autonomy, but at least it provides 
teachers with useful pedagogical tools to foster increased autonomy along the 
way.   

There are still a number of unresolved issues in the aftermath of our 
pedagogical intervention. We cannot yet say anything about the implications for 
the drop-out rate, and we are still left with the challenges of how to deal with a 
widening gap between strong and weak learners. But it seems that, given the 
positive results of online tests and portfolios, we have managed to identify a 
number of barriers for developing reactive learner autonomy and thus paved the 
way for fostering more active autonomy. As it is, we have taken a small step 
towards pushing at least some of our students from being “knowledge receivers” 
to becoming more autonomous language learners who know how to take 
responsibility for their own learning, a skill so fundamental in university 
education. 
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