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ABSTRACT

Iranian learners at all levels of education (primary, secondary and tertiary) face a number of 
constraints in their studies due to restriction of educational system, cultures, upbringing and 
expectations of society. Based on this premise the researchers would like to explore the degrees 
of autonomy as practiced by selected Iranian postgraduate students studying at three premier 
public universities in Malaysia. Data were gathered using the Learner Autonomy Profil  
(LAP) developed by Confessore & Confessore (1992). The findings reveal that these Iranian 
postgraduate students do practice autonomy and know how to apply positive coping strategies 
in their studies; thus indicating positive contradiction from the normal expectations of Iranian 
learners’ performance in relation to autonomy. The paper concludes with the impacts and 
implications of the findings. 
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INTRODUCTION

One of the much discussed issues in educational context 
worldwide is the role of autonomy in enhancing learners 
learning experiences and academic performance (Derrick & 
Carr, 2003; Scharle and Szabό, 2000; Suharmanto, 2003). 
Its importance has made it to be seen as a global educational 
goal, especially in higher education settings (Aoki & Smith, 
1999; Benson & Huang, 2008; Ponton & Hall, 2003; Crome 
et al., 2011).

To understand the craze about this phenomenon, we need 
to know what learner autonomy is all about. The classic defi-
nition of learner autonomy as postulated by Holec (1981) 
is “the ability to take charge of one’s own learning” (p. 9). 
To elaborate, learner autonomy involves learners in holis-
tic learning in which they have choice of learning situations 
and are encouraged to express ideas (Kenny, 1993). Learn-
ers have the capacity of making decisions and implementing 
these decisions without the supervision of teachers or insti-
tutions (Dickinson, 1987). Although the high degree of free-
dom is not absolute, learners do not learn in isolation. In fact, 
they are actively involved in the learning process (Dickinson, 
1992; Little, 1991). Littlewood (1996) postulates further that 
the degrees learners are autonomous depend on their ability 
and willingness to execute choices governing their actions. 
These scholars on autonomy are unanimous in saying that 
common features for autonomy are the concept of responsi-
bility for own learning, having a certain degree of indepen-
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dence and autonomy as a process (Holec, 1981; Dickinson, 
1987; Kenny, 1993; Dickinson, 1992; Little, 1991; Cotterall, 
1995; Littlewood; 1996).

Despite the popularity of learner autonomy in the west-
ern context (Benson, 2007), learner autonomy has not made 
much progress in Iran. This could be due to several factors 
such as the existing education system in Iran, the culture, 
learners’ upbringing at home and expectations of society. To 
elaborate, the traditional education system based on teach-
er-centred and rote learning approach still practiced in Iran 
(Naji Meidani & Pishghadam, 2012; Karimnia, 2013) in 
(Sedigheh Shakib Kotamjani & Habsah Hussin, 2017) deny 
teachers the opportunity to help their learners to be autono-
mous i.e. to have some degree of independence in making 
choices and expressing ideas and opinions (Dickinson, 1987; 
Little, 1991; Kenny, 1993). Teachers are not to be blamed 
because they have to collude with the requirement of the ed-
ucation system i.e. their accountability in education is mea-
sured via the effectiveness of their teaching in terms of their 
students’ academic performance (Benson, 2001). This type 
of education system deprives learners not only of quality ed-
ucation but also succeeds only in producing passive learners 
who are acquiescence of whatever knowledge given by their 
teachers without questioning.

Another constraint for learner autonomy to thrive in Iran 
could be due to the fact that it is culturally dependent (Riley, 
1988; Little, 2000; Smith, 2008) which means that adopting 
a western style autonomy (the popular form of autonomy) 
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into a non-western setting (in this case, Iran) may not be ap-
propriate (Smith, 2003) to yield the desired results (Iranian 
learners to become autonomous in their learning). Similarly, 
the conservative upbringing and close parental supervision 
at home (Littlewood, 1999); and expectations that these 
learners should adhere closely to the requirement of the ed-
ucation system, home upbringing and societal expectations 
have made these students not being able to be autonomous 
in their learning. In the long run, if these four factors are 
not properly addressed, they would adversely affect Iranian 
learners, especially for those who aspire to read their gradu-
ate studies at universities abroad.

As most of these foreign universities have made auton-
omy part of their university curriculum, it is imperative for 
the Iranian postgraduate students to have some degree of au-
tonomy in their learning to ensure their academic survival 
and success in their studies (Dam, 1995; Legenhausen, 1999; 
Legenhausen, 2003; Deng, 2004). Studying in a foreign 
country will make it necessary for them to be self-reliance, 
independent and to be responsible for their own learning 
(Dickinson, 1987; Little, 1991; Little, 1999; Mahdavinia & 
Nabatchi Ahmadi, 2011). In other words, they should have 
inculcated the attributes of autonomous learners.

Based on the constraints they have educationally (non-En-
glish speaking background; traditional education system; 
and no training in autonomy); conservative upbringing and 
cultures; and societal expectations; these learners were ex-
pected to face difficulty in pursuing their studies and cop-
ing with a new culture and context abroad (Robertson et al., 
2000; Bayley et al., 2002; Borland and Pearce, 2002). To 
elaborate, postgraduate studies involve conducting research 
and reporting the research in the form of a thesis written in 
English. Researching and writing a doctoral thesis necessi-
tate students to be skilled in self-management, conducting 
research, writing academically (Mulligan & Kirkpatrick, 
2000; Hellsten, 2002; Wong, 2004; Hellsten & Prescott, 
2004) and equipped with the appropriate interpersonal skills 
to interact effectively with a supervisor and fellow postgrad-
uates of various nationalities.

The internationalization of higher education in recent 
years has resulted in a significant increase in the Iranian 
postgraduate population pursuing their doctoral degrees at 
public universities in Malaysia. Based on the constraints 
Iranian postgraduate students face in relation to autonomy 
in learning, the researchers would like to know how they 
would cope with the demands of their studies in Malaysia. 
The challenges would be greater as they have to cope with 
these mammoth tasks: i) they would be coming from an EFL 
(English as a Foreign Language) context (i.e. Iran) into an 
ESL (English as a Second Language) context (i.e. Malaysia); 
ii) they would be studying at three premier public research
universities in Malaysia; in which all three universities 
have embedded autonomy in learning into their curriculum. 
Again, would Iranian postgraduate students pursuing their 
doctoral degrees at these three Malaysian universities have 
issues in their studies given the disparity in their context and 
educational backgrounds and expectations? To answer these 
questions, this paper will focus its objective on investigating 

whether these Iranian post graduate students studying in for-
eign universities abroad (i.e. in Malaysia) do practice auton-
omy and apply positive coping strategies in their learning.

THE ACTUAL STUDY

Participants of the study were obtained by enlisting the as-
sistance of the Iranian Consulate in Malaysia, who provid-
ed the list and contact details of Iranian postgraduate stu-
dents studying at three research public universities located 
in the Klang valley, Malaysia; i.e. Universiti Putra Malaysia 
(UPM), Universiti Teknologi Malaysia (UTM) and Univer-
siti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM). 227 Iranian postgraduate 
students studying at these three universities, selected through 
a multi stage cluster random sampling design, participated 
in the study. Learner Autonomy Profile (LAP) survey devel-
oped by Confessore & Confessore (1992) was used as the 
instrument of the study. The participants were provided with 
a detailed guideline (in Farsi - their first language) on how to 
complete the LAP online. They completed inputting the data 
into LAP within two weeks.

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

Data in Table 1 illustrate the 227 participants’ scores in 
learner autonomy. Comparing the mean of LAP total scores 
(485.86) with the highest possible score in the LAP (660) 
reveal that these Iranian postgraduate students have a high 
level of autonomy in their learning. This result is in contra-
diction with the findings of previous research on autonomy 
conducted by Iranian scholars with Iranian learners in the 
Iranian context. To elaborate, findings of Ahmadi & Mah-
davi-Zafarghandi’s (2013) research with law major under-
graduates in Iran conform to the popular beliefs that Iranian 
learners are passive, heavily dependent on their teachers and 
tried to escape any involvement in autonomous activities. 
Farahani’s (2014) study conducted with Iranian EFL col-
lege learners yielded the result that these college learners 
did not exhibit autonomous learning behaviour. Similarly, 
Hashemian & Sourehjani’s (2011) research to investigate the 
relationship between motivation, autonomy and academic 
performance of Iranian university students in Iran failed to 
establish any relationship among the three entities.

There are a number of reasons for the participants of 
this study to acquire a certain degree of autonomy in their 
learning, thus making the finding of this study to be different 
from previous and existing research conducted with Irani-
an learners on autonomy. One reason is that they are away 
from the binding constraints (traditional education system, 
conservative upbringing and cultures, and societal expecta-
tions) of their local context; and the exposure and immersion 
in a learning environment that nurture autonomy as a style 

Table 1. Total LAP (short form) mean scores
Variables Highest 

possible
Min Max Mean 

(n=227)
SD

Total LAP 660 233.5 630.75 485.86 79.93
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of learning have enable these Iranian postgraduate students 
to break free from the constraining shackles and thus able 
to thrive in their new found freedom (to a certain extent) 
of expressions and actions. In contrast, the three studies by 
Hashemian & Sourehjani (2011), Ahmadi & Mahdavi-Zafar-
ghandi (2013), and Farahani (2014) mentioned earlier failed 
to produce positive results because the three studies were 
conducted locally (in Iran) thus still being influenced by 
the four constraining factors. This finding too concurs with 
Park’s (2003) finding that the level of learner autonomy of 
Asian learners studying abroad was significantly higher than 
those studying in their own country.

Maturity of the participants may have been another de-
termining factor for the results. While the participants of the 
three research projects conducted in Iran were undergradu-
ates or college students, the participants of this study were 
all Iranian postgraduate students. The rigour of postgradu-
ate studies such as the need to be independent, resourceful, 
adapting to the demands and challenges of their new context 
(Malaysia) and the new learning environment (the three pub-
lic universities) has necessitated these Iranian postgraduates 
to be versatile and rise above the challenges to acquire au-
tonomy. This is in accordance with Knowles’ (1984) view 
that learners develop autonomy when they are faced with 
challenges to integrate and by their use of their talents in-
dependently and by developing initiative for planning and 
evaluation of their development. In this sense, the partici-
pants of this study have demonstrated “functional learner 
autonomy” (Confessore & Park, 2004) when they were able 
to select and participate in learning projects (their doctoral 
theses) in which they may function independently (in doing 
the theses individually) or in concert with others (collabo-
rating with peers, consulting with supervisory team, getting 
information from reading the works of other scholars). By 
making efficient and appropriate use of personal resources 
and the resources of others (Confessore & Park, 2004) too; 
these Iranian postgraduate learners have succeeded in show-
casing their ability to apply positive coping strategies and 
willingness to take responsibility for their own learning.

Additionally, the finding of this study has also proven that 
successful acquisition of autonomy depends on individual 
characteristics of the learners (Littlewood, 2001; Gieve & 
Clark, 2005) regardless of their socio-cultural backgrounds.

The positive finding points to the fact that given the op-
portunity and possibly proper exposure to a conducive envi-
ronment for autonomy, Iranian postgraduate learners would 
be able to apply a degree of autonomy and demonstrate 
positive coping strategies in their learning. Therefore, this 
finding could be used to create awareness for those with au-
thority in education in Iran to consider integrating autonomy 
into the country’s curriculum, to enable the Iranian educa-
tion system to be modernized, to keep pace with changing 
times and to cater to the Iranian learners’ needs. However, 
the learner autonomy that is currently being practiced world-
wide is deeply entrenched in western cultural values (Riley, 
1988; Pennycook, 1997) and this might be rejected by the 
Iranian authority on education. Hence, for autonomy to be 
acceptable in the Iranian educational context, the autonomy 

to be incorporated into the Iranian curriculum should cater 
and accommodate to the Iranian social, cultural and societal 
values. Conversely, if the Iranian education authority is still 
in denial of the benefits of autonomy for Iranian learners and 
thus not doing anything to improve the situation by incorpo-
rating autonomy into the Iranian education curriculum, the 
Iranian learners would be deprived of developing their full 
potentials which in the long run would be a great loss for 
Iran in terms of human capital.

CONCLUSION

The finding that Iranian postgraduate students could be au-
tonomous and have positive coping strategies while study-
ing abroad, is beyond what is expected of them, given the 
constraints they face in the country’s educational context. 
To incorporate autonomy into the Iranian curriculum would 
require concerted effort on all the parties involved. Progress 
may still be slow but it will be a step in the right direction.

Researchers’ Notes

Although LAP is integral as the instrument of the actual re-
search, LAP is mentioned only in passing here because this 
paper discusses only two issues from the research i.e. the 
practice of autonomy and application of positive coping 
strategies by Iranian postgraduate students in their learning.
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