English Education International Conference (EDUTICON) 2025

EMPOWERING AUTONOMOUS ENGLISH LEARNING THROUGH DIGITAL
PLATFORMS AMONG EFL STUDENTS

Duti Volya'
"Universitas Jambi, Jambi, Indonesia

Corresponding author: duti.volya@unja.ac.id

In the digital era, learner autonomy has emerged as a crucial component of effective English language
acquisition, particularly for English as a Foreign Language (EFL) students. This study investigates how
digital platforms empower autonomous English learning by facilitating self-directed, flexible, and
personalized educational experiences. Using a mixed-method approach, data were collected through
surveys and interviews involving 120 EFL students from three Indonesian universities. The research
explores the extent to which students use online tools such as language learning apps, learning
management systems (LMS), and social media to take control of their learning processes, set goals, access
resources, and monitor progress. Findings reveal that digital platforms significantly contribute to fostering
autonomy by increasing learner engagement, motivation, and access to authentic English input. However,
the study also highlights challenges such as digital distractions, lack of guidance, and varying levels of
digital literacy. Based on the results, the paper offers practical recommendations for integrating
autonomy-supportive digital tools into EFL curricula and suggests future directions for research on
sustainable digital learning habits.

Digital Platforms, EFL Students, English Language Learning, Learner Autonomy

Autonomous learning happens when students take responsibility for their own education instead of
relying solely on teachers or classroom instruction. Holec (1981), a pioneer of this concept, defines learner
autonomy as “the ability to take charge of one’s own learning.” This means actively planning, monitoring,
and evaluating one’s progress, and making independent decisions about what, how, and when to learn.
For EFL students, autonomy encourages lifelong learning and empowers them to continuously improve
their English skills.

Digital technology has dramatically changed how students approach language learning. At the
English Study Program of Universitas Jambi, students increasingly seek flexible and personalized ways
to boost their English proficiency. While traditional instruction relied heavily on face-to-face lectures,
discussions, and printed materials, growing access to online resources has shifted the focus toward digital
platforms as complementary or even primary learning tools.

Platforms such as BBC Learning English, Grammarly, YouTube, Quizlet, Duolingo, Google
Classroom, and Moodle offer students opportunities to practice independently, get instant feedback, and
engage with real-world English materials. This digital autonomy builds not only language skills but also
confidence and self-discipline that qualities essential for future educators and professionals.

Although some lecturers already integrate ICT into teaching, there is still room to enhance how
autonomy is nurtured through technology (Volya, 2023). This study explores how digital platforms
empower autonomous English learning, providing insights into students’ ability to manage their learning,
stay motivated, and develop their language skills. Such understanding helps educators design strategies
that cultivate independent, confident, and tech-savvy English learners.

The Importance of Autonomy in EFL Learning

Learner autonomy shifts the focus from teacher-led instruction to student-centered learning. It
allows learners to take ownership of their progress, improving motivation, confidence, and long-term
success (Benson, 2011; Little, 1991). Autonomy in EFL learning is important for several reasons:
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1. Encourages Lifelong Learning
Autonomous learners develop skills to continue improving independently, even after formal education
ends. They learn to identify needs, set goals, and seek resources on their own. At Universitas Jambi,
fostering autonomy helps students not only academically but also professionally and socially.
2. Builds Confidence and Motivation
Having control over their learning decisions gives students a sense of accomplishment, boosting
intrinsic motivation. According to Deci and Ryan’s Self-Determination Theory (2000), autonomy
satisfies a basic psychological need, encouraging persistence and engagement in learning tasks.
3. Supports Personalized Learning
Each learner has unique goals and preferences. Autonomy allows students to select strategies that work
best for them, whether practicing pronunciation, watching videos for listening, or joining online
discussions for writing. This tailored approach makes learning more efficient and meaningful.
4. Promotes Better Retention and Engagement
Active involvement in learning fosters reflection, critical thinking, and deeper comprehension.
Autonomous students are more likely to apply English in real-life contexts rather than just memorizing
rules.
In short, autonomy equips EFL learners with the mindset, skills, and motivation to become
independent, lifelong learners. For Universitas Jambi students, it encourages creative and purposeful use
of digital platforms to achieve their language goals.

This study employed a mixed-methods research design, combining quantitative and qualitative
approaches to obtain a comprehensive understanding of how digital platforms empower autonomous
English learning among EFL students. A mixed-method design was selected because it allows the
researcher to explore measurable trends through quantitative data while also capturing deeper insights,
personal experiences, and contextual factors through qualitative data. This integration strengthens the
validity of the findings and provides a richer, more balanced interpretation of student autonomy in digital
learning environments.

1. Participants

A total of 120 EFL students participated in the quantitative survey. Participants were undergraduate
students enrolled in English-related programs, ranging from first-year to fourth-year students. The
selection of EFL students was based on their active involvement in English learning activities, including
frequent engagement with digital learning platforms. From the survey sample, 15 students were
purposefully selected for semi-structured interviews. Purposeful sampling ensured that interviewees
represented varied levels of autonomy, digital literacy, academic years, and frequency of digital platform
use.

2. Research Instruments

The survey consisted of four sections. They are demographic information, use of digital platforms
for English learning, level of learner autonomy (e.g., planning, monitoring, evaluating learning) and
challenges in autonomous learning through digital platforms. Furthermore, Likert-scale items (1 =
strongly disagree, 5 = strongly agree) were used to measure students’ perceptions and practices. The
questionnaire was adapted from established autonomy and digital-learning frameworks.

The interview guide consisted of open-ended questions exploring: Students’ motivations for using
digital platforms, types of tools and platforms used, autonomy-related behaviors (self-planning, self-
monitoring, self-reflection), challenges related to digital learning and institutional support and
technological access. The semi-structured format allowed flexibility for further probing while maintaining
focus on the research objectives.

3. Data Collection Procedures

The data collection process begins with the distribution of questionnaires via Google Forms to
English Study Program students. After collecting the responses, a subset of participants is selected for in-
depth interviews conducted either face-to-face or via online platforms such as Zoom or Google Meet. The
interviews are recorded with participants’ consent, and all responses are transcribed for analysis.

4. Data Analysis
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The collected data are analyzed using thematic analysis, following the steps proposed by Braun
and Clarke (2006): (1) familiarizing with the data, (2) generating initial codes, (3) searching for themes,
(4) reviewing themes, (5) defining and naming themes, and (6) producing the report. The researcher
identifies recurring patterns and themes that reveal how digital platforms contribute to learners’ autonomy,
the challenges they face, and the strategies they develop for self-directed learning. Quantitative data from
the questionnaire are analyzed descriptively to support the qualitative findings.

5. Trustworthiness of the Study

To ensure the credibility and reliability of the findings, techniques such as triangulation, member
checking, and peer debriefing are employed. Triangulation is achieved by comparing data from interviews,
questionnaires, and observations. Member checking involves confirming the accuracy of interpretations
with participants, while peer debriefing allows other researchers or lecturers to review and validate the
analysis process.

6. Ethical Considerations

Ethical approval is obtained from the English Study Program of Universitas Jambi before
conducting the research. Participants are informed about the purpose of the study, and their participation
is voluntary. Confidentiality and anonymity are strictly maintained throughout the research process.

Using a mixed-method approach, this study investigated how digital platforms support autonomous
English learning among 120 EFL students from three Indonesian universities. Survey findings indicate
that students frequently engage with a variety of digital tools, particularly YouTube, online dictionaries,
mobile learning applications, and institutional learning management systems. These platforms are used
for vocabulary development, listening practice, pronunciation improvement, and accessing
supplementary learning materials. Interview data support these trends, revealing that students perceive
digital tools as flexible, accessible, and useful for independent learning beyond classroom requirements.

The results show that digital platforms significantly foster learner autonomy. Quantitative data
reveal that most students actively plan their learning activities, monitor their progress, and evaluate their
performance using digital tools. This autonomy is reinforced through features such as instant feedback,
progress-tracking dashboards, and customizable learning paths. Interview responses confirm that students
feel more in control of their learning, as they can choose materials that match their proficiency level and
revisit difficult concepts. These findings align with Benson’s (2011) and Holec’s (1981) conceptions of
autonomy, which emphasize self-management, self-assessment, and the ability to make learning decisions.

Motivation emerged as a key factor influencing students’ autonomous behavior. Survey results
show that students find digital learning enjoyable, engaging, and less intimidating than traditional
classroom activities. Gamified features, multimedia resources, and interactive interfaces increase their
willingness to practice English independently. Interviewees consistently described digital learning as “fun”
and “self-rewarding,” suggesting that digital platforms enhance intrinsic motivation and a core component
of Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Higher motivation leads students to spend more time
learning voluntarily, indicating a positive cycle between motivation and autonomy.

Despite the benefits, the study also identified challenges that limit the effectiveness of autonomous
digital learning. Technological constraints such as unstable internet access, limited data, and inadequate
devices remain significant barriers. Students also reported difficulty maintaining self-discipline and
selecting appropriate learning materials from the abundance of online content. Interview data further
highlight issues of digital distraction, with many students acknowledging that entertainment features
within digital platforms sometimes divert their focus away from learning tasks. These challenges suggest
that autonomy in digital contexts requires adequate technological support and strong self-regulation skills.

Based on the eight key indicators outlined in the rubric, the data highlight how students plan,
manage, and reflect on their learning processes while utilizing online tools and applications to enhance
their English proficiency. Each indicator is discussed in detail below.

1. Learner Autonomy
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The foundation of autonomous learning lies in the student’s ability to plan, manage, and evaluate
their learning process. This involves setting specific goals, selecting suitable materials, and reflecting on
outcomes. In the context of digital learning, students who exhibit strong autonomy often take the initiative
to explore various online resources, organize their study schedules, and adjust strategies when needed.
Such behavior reflects the learner’s capacity for self-regulation and independent decision-making. Such
the skills essential for lifelong learning (Benson, 2011)

2. Platform Usage Frequency

The frequency of using digital platforms is an observable indicator of learners’ commitment to
independent study. Students who regularly log in and actively engage with applications such as Duolingo,
BBC Learning English, or Quizlet demonstrate consistent motivation to improve their English outside
classroom hours. Monitoring log-ins, time spent, or activity reports provides insight into how integrated
these platforms are in students’ daily learning routines. High usage frequency often correlates with
stronger learning discipline and sustained motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000).

3. Consistency in Independent Learning

Beyond frequency, consistency indicates the learner’s persistence in using digital tools over time.
Students who consistently engage with online learning activities whether through daily vocabulary
practice or weekly video lessons show evidence of self-discipline and responsibility. Regular engagement
is a key component of autonomous learning because it reflects an internalized commitment to self-
improvement rather than reliance on external instruction.

4. Language Proficiency Development

A tangible outcome of autonomous learning through digital platforms is improvement in language
proficiency. When students actively use technology to enhance listening, speaking, reading, and writing
skills, measurable progress can be observed through pre- and post-tests, vocabulary growth, or better
grammar application. This indicator connects learner autonomy with concrete learning achievements,
highlighting the effectiveness of self-directed use of digital tools (Holec, 1981).

5. Engagement in Digital Activities

Active engagement in digital tasks such as online quizzes, interactive videos, and discussion
forums reflects learners’ willingness to participate in authentic and meaningful learning experiences.
Students who engage deeply with digital content tend to develop critical thinking and practical language
skills. Teachers can assess this indicator through digital activity logs, participation rates, or task
completion records, which reveal how invested students are in their self-directed learning.

6. Use of Digital Resources

The diversity of digital tools used by students also indicates the breadth of their learning
strategies. Autonomous learners are resourceful; they do not rely on a single platform but instead explore
various tools that serve different learning purposes. The example of platform is using Grammarly for
writing accuracy, YouTube for listening practice, and BBC Learning English for pronunciation
improvement. This adaptability shows that learners can make informed choices about which digital
resources best meet their specific needs (Little, 1991).

7. Self-Reflection Ability

Self-reflection is a critical component of autonomy, as it enables learners to evaluate their
strengths, weaknesses, and progress. Through digital journals, blog entries, or self-assessment checklists,
students can identify which learning strategies are effective and which areas require more focus.
Reflection fosters metacognitive awareness helping learners understand sow they learn, not just what they
learn. This skill is essential for continuous improvement and self-regulated learning (Benson, 2011).

8. Teacher Facilitation and Support

While autonomy emphasizes independence, the teacher’s role remains vital in fostering and guiding
autonomous learning. Teachers at Universitas Jambi act as facilitators who provide constructive feedback,
recommend digital tools, and help students develop personalized learning plans. This support helps
learners build confidence in managing their own learning while still benefiting from expert guidance.
Effective teacher facilitation ensures that autonomy develops within a supportive structure rather than
complete isolation (Little, 1991).

Overall, the findings illustrate that digital platforms play a vital role in empowering Indonesian
EFL students to learn English autonomously. They offer flexible access, personalized learning
opportunities, and motivational features that encourage independent engagement with the language.
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However, the effectiveness of digital autonomy depends on students’ digital literacy, technological access,
and ability to manage their learning choices. These results underscore the need for institutions to provide
structured digital literacy training, reliable technological infrastructure, and pedagogical support to
maximize the benefits of autonomous digital learning.

This research concludes that digital platforms significantly contribute to empowering autonomous
English learning among students of the English Study Program at Universitas Jambi. The study shows
that students increasingly rely on various digital tools such as language-learning applications, online
dictionaries, learning management systems, and multimedia resources to support their individual learning
needs. These platforms provide flexible access to materials, interactive learning experiences, and
opportunities for self-paced study, allowing learners to take greater responsibility for their language
development.

The findings also reveal that students’ autonomy is strengthened when digital learning is
accompanied by strong digital literacy skills and clear learning strategies. Many students demonstrated
improved motivation, confidence, and initiative when using digital platforms, indicating that technology
facilitates not only language practice but also the mindset required for independent learning. However,
challenges such as inconsistent internet access, limited device quality, and varying levels of self-
regulation were also noted as factors that can hinder optimal autonomous learning.

Overall, the study emphasizes that digital platforms have a positive and transformative impact on
autonomous English learning at Universitas Jambi. To maximize these benefits, educators should
integrate digital tools purposefully into instruction, provide training on effective independent learning
strategies, and ensure equitable access to technological resources. With continued support and innovation,
digital platforms can serve as a powerful medium for nurturing lifelong, self-directed English learners
within the English Study Program of Universitas Jambi.

The authors of this study would like to extend their appreciation to the lecturers and students for
their serious involvement in this research.
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