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Abstract 
In recent decades, following the shift of focus from the previous teacher-centered approaches and the emergence 
of social constructivist theories, learner autonomy has come to be considered as an important goal in the process 
of second language teaching and learning. Therefore, in the domain of L2 education, much effort has been made 
to make learners take on more responsibility for their own learning. In this direction, all attempts have 
concentrated merely on learners’ variables or teachers’ own practices neglecting the crucial place of instructional 
materials as an integral component of curriculum. Instructional materials generally serve as the basis for much of 
the language input learners receive and the language practice that occurs in the classroom. Therefore, realizing 
the key role of materials, a lot of research began to focus on devising out certain principles aimed at improving 
language syllabus or curriculum. Two main trends of research are remarkable in this regard. The first line of 
research deals with designing principles which are mostly confined to the organization and gradation of content 
for language course materials. The second line of research focuses on designing principles through which the 
instructional materials can enhance learner autonomy. Consequently, the present article has been developed in an 
attempt to first take a general look at some of the main classifications of these principles, and second and most 
importantly to elaborate in detail on those principles of language curriculum and course design which lead to 
increased autonomy in the learners. Finally, the implications and applications of such an approach will be 
discussed for all the stakeholders in the field.  
Keywords: Curriculum, Curriculum Principles, Learner Autonomy 
1. Introduction 
Second language learning history has undergone a very dynamic path influenced by the dominant paradigms in 
the field. In every specific point at time, the ruling paradigm has led to a specific theory of language and 
learning, which in turn has created different teacher and learner roles, different sets of principles and ultimately 
different syllabi designed based on the underlying premises of each teaching methodology. For a long time, 
teacher-centered approaches were prevalent in the field and learners were seen as merely the passive imitators of 
the teacher’s model. However, the new trends of research in psychology, sociology and linguistics, opened up 
new insights on language teaching, learning and the role of learners in the language learning process.  As a 
result, the process syllabus (Breen, 1987), the learner-centered approach (Nunan, 1988), Piaget's cognitive 
psychology (1977) and Volgosky's social cognition (1979) emerged which all emphasized a learner's central 
place in the classroom. 
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More specifically, as it was mentioned, in the area of syllabus design, the previous product-based structural, 
lexical, notional, functional, and situational and topical syllabi were replaced by process-based procedural and 
task syllabuses. The emergent paradigm, as Breen (1987, p. 160) remarks, was concerned with "how" something 
is done, including how to communicate in the classroom and how to learn how to communicate, and is typified 
in task-based and process syllabi. 
Due to these shifts of focus, teachers began to attach more importance to learners’ cognition, personality, 
motivation as well as the processes involved in language learning.  As Nunan (1988) states it is learners who 
are supposed to play an active role in the learning process and take more responsibility for their own learning. 
Thus, learner autonomy came to be the aim and focus of attention both in the teaching practices and by those 
involved in designing language course materials and curriculum development. According to Benson (2001) a 
course that caters for a variety of competence levels, needs and interests and whose main aim is to foster learner 
autonomy has to provide for the skills that students need in order to take control of their own learning process.                              
Thus, a working definition of learner autonomy is needed and the skills involved need to be identified. Taking 
responsibility for one’s own learning is a recurrent notion in works on autonomy (Holec, 1981; Dickinson, 1987; 
Little 1991; Benson 2001). Specifically, Holec (1981, p. 3) defines autonomy as “the ability to take charge of 
one’s own learning”, which involves making decisions about different aspects of the language learning process 
including determining objectives, monitoring progress, or evaluating performance. Along similar lines, Little 
(1991, p. 4) views autonomy as “a capacity for detachment, critical reflection, decision-making, and independent 
action”. However, he adds an essential psychological dimension, which entails that “the learner will develop a 
particular kind of psychological relation to the process and content of his learning”. 
Taking a look at the available literature on this issue, it is revealed that, so far, most of the research studies and 
discussions have dealt with the theoretical background of learner autonomy, and the role played by learner 
variables such as attitudes, beliefs, strategies, and roles. It is considerably less common to read reports of the role 
of language curriculum, syllabus and more specifically our classroom-based courses which integrate principles 
of learner autonomy in their design. Considering the main variables involved in language learning, that is, the 
teacher, the learners, and the input, the role of instructional materials serving as the input receives higher 
importance, so that, much scrutiny should be utilized in the process of curriculum development and syllabus 
design. As Richards (2001, p. 252) maintains teaching materials are a key component in most language 
programs. Instructional materials generally serve as the basis for much of the language input learners receive and 
the language practice that occurs in the classroom. In the case of inexperienced teachers, materials may also 
serve as a form of teacher training – they provide ideas on how to plan and teach lessons as well as formats that 
teachers can use. (Richards, 2001, p. 252) 
Taking the above points into account concerning the key place of materials as sources of input, a variety of 
principles and guidelines has been proposed by different scholars aimed at helping the curriculum developers 
and syllabus designers in organizing instructional materials as well as language courses. Among these sets of 
principles we can refer to Brown (1993), Ellis (2005), Hansen (1995), Hall (1995), Johnson (1989), Krahnke and 
Christison (1983), and most recently, Nation and Macalister (2010), and Tomlinson (2010). All these scholars 
have mostly focused on a set of characteristics and principles that should be considered in developing materials 
in the process of language teaching and learning. In other words it can be claimed that these principles relate 
mainly to the organization of the content of instructional materials in which there are many overlapping areas. 
Considering these points, the present article is of two-fold. First, it will take a quick look at some of the 
important classifications of principles proposed by the above-mentioned scholars. Second and most importantly 
which is the focus of the current paper, the classification of Cotterall (2000) which has direct impact on learner 
autonomy will be discussed in detail. 
2. Classifications of Curriculum Principles 
2.1 Nation and Macalister (2010) Classification of Principles 
According to Nation and Macalister (2010), principles provide a sensible basis to guide teaching and to help in 
the design of courses. Principles must be based on research and theory, and must be general enough to allow 
variety and flexibility in their application to suit the wide range of conditions in which language is taught. 
Principles may be based on a pedagogical perspective, focusing on curriculum design and teacher training; on a 
learning perspective; or on a philosophical stance considering the nature of language, the nature of learning and 
the role of culture. Nation and Macalister (2010) have proposed a set of twenty principles which are supported 
by research and theory in any of three fields: second or foreign language learning, first language learning, and 
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general educational research and theory. None of the principles is unique to language teaching, but could equally 
well apply to the teaching of mathematics or motorcycle maintenance. Their application, however, must draw as 
much as possible on research and theory within their field of application. 
Nation and Macalister (2010) divide the principles of language curriculum development into three groups. The 
first group of principles deals with content and sequencing. They are concerned with what goes into a language 
course and the order in which language items appear in the course. The aim of these principles is to make sure 
that the learners are gaining something useful from the course. It is possible to run a language course which is 
full of interesting activities and which introduces the learners to new language items, but which provides a very 
poor return for the time invested in it. This poor return can occur because many of the lessons do not contain 
anything new to learn, because the new items have very little value in the ordinary use of the language, or 
because they set out interference conditions which result in a step backwards in learning rather than a step 
forwards. 
The second group of principles deals with format and presentation. They are concerned with what actually 
happens in the classroom during the learning. Most practically, they relate to the kinds of activities used in the 
course and the ways in which learners process the course material. It is in this aspect of curriculum design that 
teachers may have their greatest influence on the course. (Nation & Macalister, 2010, pp. 39-40) 
The third group of principles deals with monitoring and assessment and to some degree evaluation. In each of 
these groups, the principles have been ranked in order of their importance, so that the first principle in the group 
is the most important of that group, the second principle is the next most important and so on. (Nation & 
Macalister, 2010, p. 40). The detailed set of principles proposed by Nation and Macalister (2010) is presented in 
table 1. Below:  
 
Table 1. Twenty principles of language teaching 

A Content and Sequencing 

1. Frequency A language course should provide the best possible coverage of language in use through 
the inclusion of items that occur frequently in the language, so that learners get the best 
return for their learning effort. 

2. Strategies and 
autonomy 

A language course should train learners in how to learn a language and how to monitor 
and be aware of their learning, so that they can become effective and independent 
language learners. 

3. Spaced 
retrieval 

Learners should have increasingly spaced, repeated opportunities to retrieve and give 
attention to wanted items in a variety of contexts. 

4. Language 
system 

The language focus of a course needs to be on the generalizable features of the language. 

5. Keep moving 
forward 

A language course should progressively cover useful language items, skills and strategies. 

6. Teachability The teaching of language items should take account of the most favorable sequencing of 
these items and should take account of when the learners are most ready to learn them. 

7. Learning 
burden 

The course should help learners make the most effective use of previous knowledge. 

8. Interference The items in a language course should be sequenced so that items which are learned 
together have a positive effect on each other for learning and so that interference effects 
are avoided. 

B Format and Presentation 
1. Motivation As much as possible, the learners should be interested and excited about learning the 

language and they should come to value this learning. 

2. Four strands A course should include a roughly even balance of meaning-focused input, 
language-focused learning, meaning-focused output and fluency activities. 
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3.Comprehensible 
input 

There should be substantial quantities of interesting comprehensible receptive activity in 
both listening and reading. 

4.  Fluency A language course should provide activities aimed at increasing the fluency with which 
learners can use the language they already know, both receptively and productively. 

5.  Output The learners should be pushed to produce the language in both speaking and writing over 
a range of discourse types. 

6. Deliberate 
learning 

The course should include language-focused learning on the sound system, spelling, 
vocabulary, grammar and discourse areas. 

7. Time on task As much time as possible should be spent using and focusing on the second language. 

8. Depth of 
processing 

Learners should process the items to be learned as deeply and as thoughtfully as possible 

9. Integrative 
motivation 

A course should be presented so that the learners have the most favourable attitudes to the 
language, to users of the language, to the teacher’s skill in teaching the language, and to 
their chance of success in learning the language. 

10 Learning style There should be opportunity for learners to work with the learning material in ways that 
most suit their individual learning style. 

C Monitoring and Assessment 
1 Ongoing needs 
and environment 
analysis: 

The selection, ordering, presentation, and assessment of the material in a language course 
should be based on a continuing careful consideration of the learners and their needs, the 
teaching conditions, and the time and resources available. 

2 Feedback: Learners should receive helpful feedback which will allow them to improve the quality of 
their language use. 

 
2.2 Johnson’s (1989) Basic Principles of Language Curriculum Design 
Another important set of principles of language curriculum design is proposed by Johnson (1989). This 
classification consists of three principles including coherence, permanent change and innovation, and different 
approaches integration, each of which is explained briefly below.  
2.2.1 Coherence 
A curriculum is considered to be coherent when learners' achievements correspond to the curriculum aim and 
when there is logical relationship between the objectives stated and the process planned and developed in the 
classroom. 
An example of incoherent curriculum may be when communicative language teaching is designed within the 
framework of a language–centered curriculum. 
2.2.2 Permanent change and innovation 
It is impossible to design a curriculum once forever; no curriculum can be perfect and it will always need some 
improvements, adjustments or "fine tuning" to meet the learners needs in the best possible way. But it is 
necessary to keep in mind that the change of one of the curriculum components will inevitably provoke change 
in the other components.  
2.2.3 Different approaches integration  
The idea of product (skills-based) and process (procedures or task-based) approaches integration is of great 
importance for language programme design. This principle is connected with the principle of coherence too, 
because the logical relationship between the objectives identified and the process developed in the classroom is 
presented through the integration of skills-based and procedural curriculum. 
2.3 Tomlinson’s (2010) Classification of Principles 
Tomlinson (2010) offers some principles of language acquisition that should be taken into account while 
developing materials. These principles are as follows: 
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1. A prerequisite for language acquisition is that the learners are exposed to a rich, 
meaningful, and comprehensible input of language in use. 

2. In order for the learners to maximize their exposure to language in use, they need to be 
engaged both affectively and cognitively in the language experience. 

3. Language learners who achieve positive affect are much more likely to achieve 
communicative competence than those who do not. 

4. L2 language learners can benefit from using those mental resources that they typically 
utilize when acquiring and using their L1. 

5. Language learners can benefit from noticing salient features of the input. 
6. Learners need opportunities to use language to try to achieve communicative purposes. 

Likewise, Tomlinson (2010) develops some principles of language teaching that should be taken into account 
while developing language. These principles are as follows:  

1. The content and methodology of the teaching should be consistent with the objectives of 
the course and should meet the needs and wants of the learners. 

2. The teaching should be designed to help learners to achieve language development and 
not just language acquisition. 

3. The teaching should be designed so as to provide the learners with learning opportunities 
that will help them to develop educationally in the sense that they become more mature, 
more critically astute, more creative, more constructive, more collaborative, more capable 
and more confident as a result of the course. 

4. The teachers needs to be able to personalize and localize the materials and to relate them 
in different ways to the needs, wants, and learning style preferences of individual 
learners. 

Tomlinson (2010) also refers to Hall’s (1995) principles and introduces the following as the main guidelines in 
Hall’s view which underpin everything we do in planning and writing our materials: 

•  the need to communicate 
• the need for long-term goals 
• the need for authenticity 
• the need for student-centeredness 

Reviewing some of the main classifications of principles proposed by Nation and Macalister (2010), Johnson 
(1989), Tomlinson (2010), and finally Hall (1995), one can understand that there are many overlapping 
principles across these models. The common goal they follow is that they all concentrate on presenting a group 
of guidelines and features which have to be taken into account both by teachers and material developers in the 
organization and gradation of the materials to be included in the course design. They seldom focus on the actual 
effects these principles may bear both the learners and the processes involved in the learning. However, the 
principles proposed by Cotterall (2000) seems to be more useful in that he just concentrated on those features of 
the instructional materials and course design which are more contributing in enhancing the autonomy of the 
learners which seem to be the ultimate goal of the language teaching and learning enterprise. Next section is 
devoted to a critical look at the principles proposed by Cotterall (2000) and its effect on improving the learners’ 
autonomy. 
2.4 Cotterall’s (2000) Classification of Principles and Learner Autonomy 
As was mentioned earlier in this paper, following the constructivist school of thought and the learner-centered 
approaches in language teaching, the term learner autonomy came to be noticed and given preference in 
language pedagogy. The term learner autonomy was first coined in 1981 by Henri Holec, who is considered as the 
"father" of learner autonomy. Autonomy is seen either as a means or as an end in education and based on its 
originator Holec (1981, p. 3) is defined “the ability to take charge of one’s learning”. The term autonomy, 
according to Benson and Voller (1997, p. 2):  has come to be used in at least five ways:  

• for situations in which learners study entirely on their own;  
• for a set of skills which can be learned and applied in self-directed learning;  
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• for an inborn capacity which is suppressed by institutional education;  
• for the exercise of learners' responsibility for their own learning;  
• for the right of learners to determine the direction of their own learning. 

         As Little (1991, p. 4) remarks the shift of responsibility from teachers to learners does not exist in a 
vacuum, but is the result of a concatenation of changes to the curriculum itself towards a more learner-centered 
kind of learning. Candy (1991) says that learner autonomy does not mean that the teacher becomes redundant, 
abdicating his/her control over what is transpiring in the language learning process. Learner autonomy is a 
perennial dynamic process amenable to 'educational interventions’ rather than a static product, a state, which is 
reached once and for all (Candy, 1991). Therefore, instead of just considering autonomy as a characteristic 
influenced by individual variables like learning habits, learning styles, interests, attitudes, strategies and 
motivation, many language teachers are convinced of the importance of incorporating principles of learner 
autonomy into their practice and  most importantly in their design of language courses. 
Cotterall (2000) argues that learner autonomy should not be seen as a goal only for highly committed students 
completing optional courses, or for students operating within selected educational or cultural contexts. Rather, it 
should be seen as an essential goal of all learning. Littlewood (1999, p. 73) comments: 

If we define autonomy in educational terms as involving students’ capacity to use their 
learning independently of teachers, then autonomy would appear to be an 
incontrovertible goal for learners everywhere, since it is obvious that no students, 
anywhere, will have their teachers to accompany them throughout life. 

According to Cotterall (2000) language courses which aim to promote learner autonomy will incorporate means 
of transferring responsibility for aspects of the language learning process (such as setting goals, selecting 
learning strategies, and evaluating progress) from the teacher to the learner. Cotterall (2000) proposed the 
following five general principles of language course design:  

1. learner goals, 
2. the language learning process, 
3. tasks, 
4. learner strategies, and 
5. reflection on  learning. 

According to Holec (1981, p. 3) the challenge facing course designers who wish to foster learners’ ability to 
‘take charge of their learning’  is to find ways of supporting the transfer of responsibility for decision-making 
about learning from teacher to learner. As was mentioned above, each of the principles proposed here by 
Cotterall (2000) contributes to that transfer of responsibility. The first principle was mentioned to be setting 
learner goals. According to Cotterall (2000) the course reflects learners’ goals in its language, tasks, and 
strategies. Any course designed to promote learner autonomy must set out to achieve the goals which the 
learners deem important. Breen and Candlin (1980, p.  95) comment: 

However vague a learner’s initial interpretation [of the demands of the target repertoire 
and its underlying competence] may be, he is not going to learn anything unless he has 
an idea of what he is trying to achieve. 

Therefore, in a course which seeks to foster language learners’ autonomy, time is devoted to raising learners’ 
awareness of ways of identifying goals, specifying objectives, identifying resources and strategies needed to 
achieve goals, and measuring progress. Decisions about language, texts, tasks, and strategies to focus on during 
the course are made in relation to the stated goals of the learners. (Cotterall, 2000, p. 111) 
Cotterall (2000) states that course tasks are explicitly linked to a simplified model of the language learning 
process. A basic understanding of the language learning process is essential for anyone who wishes to manage 
their own learning. Learners can only be autonomous if they are aware of a range of learning options, and 
understand the consequences of choices they make. Armed with a model of language learning, learners are able 
to question the role of input texts and tasks, to trial alternative strategies, and to seek feedback on their 
performance. Without access to such a model, learners are forced into the role of ‘consumers’ of language 
courses. 
Course tasks either replicate real-world communicative tasks or provide rehearsal for such tasks. This principle is 
related to the first one. Learners enrol in language courses in order to improve their performance of certain L2 
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tasks. Their goals and needs must therefore be paramount in the design of any course which seeks to develop 
their ability to manage their own learning. This means that the tasks in which the course provides preparation, 
practice, and feedback should be those in which the learner will participate in the future. Such ‘transparency’ of 
course content is the hallmark of courses designed to foster learner autonomy. 
The course, based on Cotterall (2000), incorporates discussion and practice with strategies known to facilitate 
task performance. The recent explosion of interest in learning strategies has provided language teachers with 
suggestions as to which learning strategies to present and, more importantly, empirical justification for spending 
time with learners discussing and experimenting with such strategies. At the heart of learner autonomy lies the 
concept of choice. This principle relates particularly to extending the choice of strategic behaviours available to 
learners, and to expanding their conceptual understanding of the contribution which strategies can make to their 
learning. 
The fifth principle, according to Cotterall (2000), was mentioned to be reflection on learning. The course 
promotes reflection on learning. In a recent report, Dam and Legenhausen (1999, p.  90) claim that learners’ 
ability to reflect critically on their learning is a measure of the effectiveness of the learning environment. They 
use the term ‘evaluation’ to refer to the metacognitive activity of reviewing past and future learning experiences 
in order to enhance learning, and claim that: 

In an autonomous classroom . . . [evaluation] is viewed as the pivot of a good 
learning/teaching cycle . . . Evaluation has a retrospective and prospective function, 
in which the learning experiences of the past are reflected upon and transformed into 
plans for future action. 

       The potential for learner autonomy increases as an individual’s learning awareness grows. Therefore 
activities which prompt learners to reflect on their learning aim to enhance learners’ insight into their learning 
processes. 
3. Concluding Remarks       
As was discussed through this literature, a variety of principles has been put forward by different scholars, which 
are applied in the process of curriculum and syllabus design. As Nation and Macalister (2010) states the 
importance of all this research is that it provides a theoretical, logical and testable basis for syllabus construction, 
and that it indicates an effective, though restricted, role for teaching and can lead to teacher development too.                               
Taking all the principles presented here into consideration, it deserves mentioning that the list of principles, 
based on Nation and Macalister (2010, p. 66) has a much wider range of uses. 
1. It can be used to guide the design of language teaching courses and lessons. 
2. It can be used to evaluate existing courses and lessons. 
3. It can be used to help teachers integrate and contextualize information gained from keeping up with 
developments in their field.  
4. It can provide a basis for teachers to use to reflect on their practice and professional development. It may 
provide a basis for action research within their classrooms. It can help them answer questions like “Is this a good 
technique?”, “Should I use group work?”, and “Do my learners need to speak a lot in class?”. 
5. It can act as one of many possible reference points in teacher training courses. 
One of the values in using a principle-based approach to language teaching is that developments in theory and 
research can be easily accommodated by altering, expanding, removing or adding a principle without having to 
discard all the other principles. In this way our knowledge of language teaching can grow without being subject 
to the blanket acceptance or rejection that is typical of methods. The information gathered by considering 
principles, by doing needs analysis, and by doing environment analysis provides essential input for setting course 
goals and deciding what goes into a course.  
From another perspective which was the main focus of the preset article is the positive role which course design 
principles can play in enhancing the learners’ autonomy. Teachers should shift their focus from learner variables 
to designing instructional materials in a way that make the students take on more responsibility for their own 
learning. Contrary to other sets of principles, Cotterall’s (2000) classification of five principles, which was 
discussed in detail here, can in fact foster learner autonomy. As a main principle, teachers or material developers 
should design instructional materials in such a way fostering reflection on learning in students. Without 
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reflection, learners cannot assess their past learning or plans for future action. Therefore courses designed to 
promote learner autonomy must encourage learners to set personal goals, monitor and reflect on their 
performance, and modify their learning behaviour accordingly. To name some of the helpful activities in such an 
environment, the course design can integrate goal-setting activities, discussion of the language learning process, 
modeling of strategies, task practice, and reflection on experience. The inclusion of tasks related to learners’ 
goals will result in an unprecedented level of motivation. Furthermore, incorporation of materials on the 
language learning process (Principle 2) provides the learners with a model for solving their own learning 
problems and the inclusion of materials on learner strategies (Principle 4) proves an efficient solution to the 
problem of limited time and can speed up the rate of learning. (Cotterall, 2000)  
Cotterall and Crabbe (1999, p. 141) maintain that the essential characteristic of instructional programmes which 
foster learner autonomy is the way in which they scaffold instruction to provide guidance without assuming 
control of learners’ decision-making: In order to improve individual performance, whether it is teaching or 
learning, we need a sense of ownership, and power, driven by an exploratory attitude and working within a 
curricular framework that is flexible and dynamic enough to allow for individual explorations (Cotterall & 
Crabbe 1999, p. 141). 
Taking into account all the above aspects of curriculum theory, it is possible to come to a conclusion that its 
application to our teaching practice would result in increased learner autonomy, further teacher development and 
in the improvement of the whole ELT process.  
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