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Introduction
This text starts with a short, personal story which explains the purpose of the article. Ten years ago, as I was about to come back to full-time teaching after my childcare leave, I had a chance to attend a sharing session organised by our colleagues from University of Helsinki. They were presenting their Autonomous Learning Modules project (ALMS), which gave us a lot of inspiration for how to design a learning scenario that provides a wide range of choices for students and even more space for learning and professional development for us teachers. We started to model our own version of an autonomous learning environment quite soon afterwards and it was a great opportunity for me to re-think what students’ and teachers’ roles are, what assessment should look like, and how various forms of interaction and activities can be organised. It challenged me to reconsider every component of university-based language education.
However, there was quite a lengthy period when I was only relating these considerations to our new project, the English Autonomously course. Only later did I start to implement in my “regular” courses the principles of autonomy that I now realize are crucial. Only after some time did I come to understand that even if my courses have a variety of goals and focus areas—for example, academic skills development or intercultural communication training—it is always relevant, useful, and appreciated to incorporate certain learner autonomy support into language courses for university students. 
In this text I will share some viewpoints on why and how learner autonomy should be fostered in every type of university language course. I will offer practical tips to my colleagues who would like to give their students options for learner autonomy development but who work in (more or less) traditional learning scenarios. The tips concern students’ involvement in planning, monitoring, and evaluating their learning. The main idea of the text is that the development of students’ self-regulating skills can be supported gradually and through small steps. Nevertheless, I hope to show that all the time and effort spent on fostering learner autonomy is a great investment for students’ future (not only) language learning. As the saying goes, a stitch in time saves nine. 
The following section briefly explains the theoretical background to why these three activities represent the main factors in regulating the learning process.
Theories of learner autonomy
The first theoretical framework on what autonomous learning means was created by Holec in 1979. He suggested that learner autonomy, i.e. “the ability to take charge of one’s learning” (1981, p.3), is demonstrated in five different dimensions. The dimensions where autonomous students need to have and hold (some) responsibility include setting goals, planning, finding, and selecting resources and activities, monitoring and self-evaluation.
Little has been further developing the theory of what constitutes learner autonomy and what factors can contribute to its support and development since the 1990s. His basic definition of autonomy is the capacity to self-regulate one’s own learning. He explains that being an autonomous learner means “drawing together the threads of self-assessment, goal-setting and reflection” (Little, 2007). Although he uses different keywords and highlights the psychological dimension of the learner’s attitude to learning, Little builds on Holec’s model. Little’s concept of self-assessment corresponds very much to self-evaluation but goes beyond (language) skills and includes self-assessment also of attitudes and motivation. When Little mentions goal setting, he relates it to planning (which includes selecting resources and activities) too. For Little, reflection (critical thinking about cognitive processes such as learning) is more important than monitoring (keeping track or record) but cannot happen without it. 
There exist many other models and definitions that have tried to capture the extremely complex characteristics of learner autonomy. My preferred model was created by Tassinari in 2010. Her model is based on complex dynamic systems theory, which was used to define learner autonomy by Larsen Freeman. Tassinari’s model emphasises the ever-changing interplay of the numerous factors that constitute any complex system—for example, between motivation and goal setting and between goal setting and self-evaluation. The terms she uses in her learner autonomy model are derived from both Holec’s and Little’s theories, but Tassinari further developed the terms into a set of descriptors, i.e. can-do statements for learner autonomy assessment. I consider her descriptors for planning, monitoring, and evaluating learning to be most useful when considering in what areas learner autonomy can be fostered first. 
The sections below present tips on how to foster goal setting, monitoring, and evaluating skills, which can be (chrono)logically introduced into any of your courses.
Goal setting
Even if it might seem difficult to arrange a curricular course so that students have a say in goal setting, I have found two complementary ways to do so. When introducing the course (its design, organisation, and requirements), I ask the students to consider how they personally want to approach the course. More importantly, I would emphasise that it is perfectly OK if they did not have any specific goal, and if they only wanted “to survive” or “to collect the needed ECTS points with as little effort as possible.” This might have to do with their focus on other courses, their job, their lack of motivation or other factors about which I (usually) do not know. I just want them to fully consider and realise what role the course plays for them. Whatever their attitude or purpose is, I do not criticise or question it, but it is up to them to embrace it (which I believe means taking some goal-setting responsibility).
On the other hand, I try to help those students who want to set a specific personal goal (and might not know how to do it). The students are asked to conduct a simple SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats) on their language skills and identify their weak areas (this takes the form of a short writing activity in class). Then, they should pick one skill which they want to focus on in class (they do this in a short group discussion) and one skill they want to focus on outside of class (they write this in a personal note). Usually, we also try to narrow their aims down a bit, by eliciting a model goal-setting process, getting them to go from very general (e.g. “getting better in speaking”) to more specific (e.g. “being more fluent, making more natural pauses, and being able to improvise or self-correct my speaking”). When they decide on what exactly they want to develop, I take notes on their group as well as personal goals. As a result, students have added more specific aims to the general course agenda and we can relate back to them as we proceed, e.g. when introducing various activities or continuous tasks.
If possible, I prefer to organise continuous tasks (homework) in my courses as a collection of elective tasks that follow up in-class activities. Each week students are offered 2–3 tasks (or one task in two different formats) and they can decide whether they want to complete and submit the task or not. When considering their options, students should ideally refer to their personal goals for the course that were mentioned above. For example, the productive tasks (e.g. creating a group work report) can often be submitted as a written text or as an audio recording, and students can choose the format based on the skill they want to practice more. They are required to submit a certain number of continuous tasks of their choice by the end of the semester and regularly reminded of their responsibility for choosing relevant and appropriate tasks. This setting can help them to develop the skills they need to be able to manage their learning, in particular their ability to plan and complete tasks that correspond to their goals.
Monitoring learning
As students submit the aforementioned continuous tasks in our university learning management system (LMS), they have a chance to constantly monitor their learning. I also use the LMS to distribute feedback on their tasks. The information on how many tasks they submitted and how many points they received is easy to track. Apart from assigning points, my feedback is not always detailed and individualised (and I believe my colleagues will understand that with multiple courses and seminar groups and dozens of tasks submitted every week this is not possible). Often students receive their points and group feedback or a summary of typical problems that appeared when completing the task. However, I wish to offer them individualised feedback and at the same time to get them involved in monitoring and reflecting on their progress.
That is why I introduced individual 1-1 feedback sessions. I organise the sessions around the middle of the semester (for example, when regular classes cannot happen due to a conference or faculty event). Participation at this session is optional. Students can work on other tasks if they prefer not to attend. Furthermore, the students need to decide what they want to discuss during their feedback session, e.g. on which continuous task they would like to receive more detailed feedback. When I was planning the sessions for the first time and was trying to guess how many time slots would be needed, I expected that not every student would join the feedback, which would make it manageable for me. However, I was surprised to see that only a couple of students requested a session and were able to organize it (i.e., chose a time slot and suggested what to focus on). 
This led me to realise that arranging the sessions requires students to activate quite a high degree of learner autonomy. Considering whether I should change the way the feedback sessions are organised, I tried to balance my urge to be fair by providing feedback to every student, practical considerations about timing, and desire to foster learner autonomy. As a result, I decided to keep the condition that students need to get engaged in the planning and monitoring that precedes the feedback session but decided to explain the feedback’s purpose and usefulness more carefully and clearly to the students. In the following semesters, the interest in feedback sessions increased, but it is still only about 10 students (out of 50–60) who attend. Although the monitoring sessions are not so well attended, they still play an important role as a reminder of the course requirements for all students. This can be seen in the fact that after I invite students to check on their continuous work and plan their feedback sessions, more students than usual submit the optional tasks in the following week and thus contribute towards their final assessment. 
Evaluating learning
Monitoring the learning process is naturally connected to evaluation. When students can trace what and how they were learning, they (ideally) should be able to notice which of these practices were efficient and what they have achieved. One of the continuous tasks that I offer to students is a group work report. This task is a follow-up to a small group project which they work on both in and outside of class. I do not include the group task into the course assessment, as I expect that students’ engagement and contribution will vary. To avoid being unfair when assessing the group, I acknowledge students’ individual work but also encourage them to monitor, reflect and evaluate what they have learnt from the collaborative task. Their reports can be either a written text or a short recording. The reports must go beyond description, i.e. beyond basic information such as “we were three students in the group, and we had 2 meetings”. The report also needs to include their own opinions on what went well and what they could have done differently. In terms of language skills, this is an ideal B2 level task as they need to think about the various advantages and disadvantages of their solutions, consider alternatives, and provide explanations for their ideas.
The group report task has been popular with students as many of them submit this optional continuous task. The popularity of the tasks suggests that they are motivated to share their personal perception of the collaborative learning experience as group work is often something rather new and challenging for them. The reports they submitted (mostly in written form) gave me an insight into what problems they face when collaborating. Based on the reports, I can add more personalised feedback or support to students who were not happy with something, such as the outcome of the group activity. Fortunately, it has not been necessary to deal with any serious group conflicts, but I believe that students might use this task to communicate a problem to me if needed.
Just as with the group work reports, my students can submit a text called “final reflection” as an optional continuous task during the last week of the semester. This text should complement the general course assessment they receive from me, which consists of continuous tasks (50%) and final tasks (50%) and is based on criteria that I share with my colleagues who teach other groups of the same course. In their final reflection students can use their own criteria to evaluate their learning. For some of them the most important issue is their progress in a certain area (e.g., listening comprehension of authentic materials), while some value more a change in their attitude (e.g., becoming less worried about public speaking). The extent to which they feel they accomplished their aims also varies. 
It is wonderful to read that some students are happy because they were able to achieve their aims. The following samples show such positive comments: 
· Before the start of this semester I felt like I already knew the basics and now all I need is to practise speaking and writing, add new words and phrases and remind myself of what I have learnt years ago. And this was fulfilled. 
· What is the most important and useful for me – I learnt how to give good feedback and opinion to someone. And learnt how to evaluate and analyse texts as I have never done it before in English classes.
However, I appreciate it if students can make a fair and mature realisation that they have not succeeded fully and explain why as demonstrated by the comments below. 
· The only area I haven’t gotten better at is presentation, but that’s only because I’ve been avoiding it. What I have to admit is that I didn’t put 100% effort into learning and improving my English, but overall, I’m pretty happy with what I’ve accomplished this semester.
· I was not used to so much conversation and full involvement. It was a surprise to me how quickly I got used to working in a group. I still struggle to speak in front of more people, but I feel that my fears of speaking in public are diminishing.
Both groups of statements above serve as clear proof of students’ ability to self-evaluate their learning process. 
Conclusion
My experience suggests that teachers can introduce activities fostering students’ learner autonomy in any university language course. In my courses, such optional activities work well as chances for students to verbalise their thinking about learning, to produce reflective texts, and thus to practice or develop their language skills. I would recommend planning at least 3 moments during a course/semester when students have a chance to critically consider their language learning in and out of class and to be given support in developing their ability to self-regulate the process. Engaging students in setting specific personal goals, monitoring learning activities during the semester, and evaluating their achievements are all possible even in curriculum-based courses, and the students’ engagement can contribute to making the learning experience more individualised and motivating. Even more importantly, these “stitches” of self-regulated learning are a great investment for the students’ future.
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