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Abstract 
This article deals with issues related to the development of ESP (English for Specific Purposes) 
students’ autonomy in Russian universities. A particular emphasis is laid on the country-specific 
features that make the process of learning and teaching a foreign language challenging, innovating 
and inspiring.  

From the very beginning and throughout the university language course, learners get used to adapting 
new strategies, innovative methods, creative tools and novel principles of learning that they had never 
been aware of before. Students get motivated and inspired by these techniques, and become more 
self-confident and professionally oriented; they share responsibility for the educational process, 
collaborate in and enjoy the so-called life-long learning process, and finally overcome the barriers 
imposed by traditions, out-of-date methods, techniques and country-specific traits. 

The other purpose of this article is to reveal the new challenges that the ESP professor faces at the 
moment. It is the ESP professor who first and foremost has to be fully aware of the primary role of 
autonomy in achieving positive results and bringing up a completely new personality with new learning 
skills – mature and capable of being self-sufficient and independent, responsible for his/her own 
results; a creative, innovative and full-fledged member of 21st century society. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
This study is made especially relevant by changes in Russia’s educational policy in the 21st century. 
At the present time, the system of higher education in Russia is characterized by a variety of formats, 
contents and ideas about the humanization of education. Higher educational establishments are 
solving the problem of humanizing education by changing their curricula, and creating more flexible 
systems and forms of education aimed at developing students’ autonomy, which is the most essential 
thing for today’s graduates. In the rapidly changing world, the ability to find, sort out, interpret and 
make use of the information obtained is of highest value. This new emphasis stipulates the objectives 
and syllabus of the contemporary system of higher education: to educate an individual to be capable 
of independence and autonomy and able to accept responsibility for one’s learning, work and life in 
the age of a dynamic and changeable environment.  

Part 4 of Article 48 of the Federal Law on Education in the Russian Federation states that the educator 
is to “develop learners’ cognitive activity, independence, initiative, creativity” [1] and Part 3 of Article 2 
of the same law states that “education is a result-oriented process of organizing the learners’ activities 
to acquire knowledge, skills and competence, to gain experience in applying practical skills in 
everyday life and to build up learners’ motivation to be involved in life-long learning” [1]. Consequently, 
the objective of the system of higher education is to make the learner form his/her own intentions to 
study that will help him become a more independent and autonomous personality capable of changing 
society and himself from the perspective of humanism. 

The state Programme of the Russian Federation on “Advancement of Education” for the years 2016-
2020 [2] states that by 2020 all students will have a curriculum that is in large part based on self-
directed, autonomous learning with the help of IT and determines the implementation of flexible 
reporting to the society system of life-long learning as well as organization of up-to-date learning 
environment as its top priority. 

Foreign languages play a more important role within the framework of qualitative structural changes in 
the Russian system of higher education. Modern society urgently needs secondary linguistic 
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personalities rather than graduates who merely speak a foreign language to some degree. Recent 
years have seen a demand for translators of vocationally-oriented texts, caused by the process of 
globalization, improved cross-cultural relations, economic and political cooperation. To meet the 
demand, nonlinguistic institutes of higher learning are also engaged in training of such interpreters. 
Obviously, since ESP students have less time devoted to a foreign language in the curriculum 
compared to students at linguistic universities, they need to develop their autonomy and work 
persistently to become professionals in the field. 

2 METHODOLOGY 
It was not until the 1970s that the word “autonomy” began to be used in the field of language learning, 
although it has long been used in other fields, such as religion, medicine, and philosophy. Galileo 
stated the significance of autonomy: “You cannot teach a man anything; you can help him find it within 
himself” [3]. 

The concept of learner autonomy has been central to the Council of Europe’s thinking about language 
teaching and learning since 1979, when Henri Holec wrote Autonomy and foreign language learning 
[4] and defined learner autonomy as the “ability to take charge of one’s own learning.” Holec said that 
this ability “is not inborn but must be acquired either by ‘natural’ means or by formal learning, i.e. in a 
systematic, deliberate way”, and pointed out that “to take charge of one’s learning is to have […..] the 
responsibility for all decisions concerning all aspects of this learning […..]” [4, p.3] 

Defining autonomy can be demanding because of its broad and abstract nature. Researchers and 
scholars add their own views to Holec’s definition, or alter it in the course of their arguments. Little [5, 
p.435] points out that ‘learner autonomy is the product of interdependence rather than independence’. 
Littlewood [6] introduces two levels of autonomy: ‘proactive autonomy’ and ‘reactive autonomy.’ 
Proactive autonomy regulates the direction of activity as well as the activity itself. Reactive autonomy 
regulates the activity once the direction has been set. It enables learners ‘to organize their resources 
autonomously in order to reach their goal. It is this form of autonomy that stimulates the learner to do 
their learning’ [6, p.75]. 

As Nunan [7] states, ‘Principally, autonomous learners are able to self-determine the overall direction 
of their learning, become actively involved in the management of the learning process, exercise 
freedom of choice in relation to learning resources and activities.’ Benson [3, p.47] says, ‘I prefer to 
define autonomy as the capacity to take control of one’s learning, largely because the contrast of 
‘control’ appears to be more open to investigation that the constructs of ‘charge’ or ‘responsibility’. Ur 
[8, p.19] regards autonomy as one of the three stages of the process of learning a skill, which is a 
three-stage course of instruction: verbalization, automation and autonomy, and explains that at the last 
stage learners continue to use the skill on their own. That is, they become ‘autonomous’.  

What most definitions imply is that learners become autonomous when they accept full responsibility 
for the learning process, acknowledge the fact that success in learning depends on themselves rather 
than on other people, and develop the skills of reflection and analysis that enable them to plan, 
monitor and evaluate their learning. Autonomous learners become committed to self-management and 
apply their proactive approach to become motivated learners. Moreover, they can freely apply their 
knowledge and skills outside the immediate context of learning. According to Knowles, ‘One of our 
main aims in education is ‘helping individuals to develop the attitude that learning is a lifelong process 
and to acquire the skills of self-direct learning’’ (cited by William & Burden, 1997, p.147) [9] 

Russian scholars developed the theory of self-dependent learning similar to that of their western 
counterparts. The issues of autonomy and self-dependence in learning are observed in the concept of 
learning activities (V.V. Davydov, A.K. Markova and others), the ideas of subjectiveness in learner-
centered education (I.S. Yakimanskaya), the ideas of learning as creative work aimed at personal 
development (N.N. Nechaev), and others. 

The concept of learner autonomy is defined on the basis of the interpretation of the structure of 
learning activities (V.D. Shchadrikov) [10] and the category of subjectivity (A. V. Petrovskiy) [11]. 
These characteristics denote a learner’s ability to become autonomous, as well as determine his 
freedom in decision-making, a creative approach, gaining personal experience, interaction with other 
individuals when solving tasks, and skiils transfer. 
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According to Y.N. Kulutkin [12], learner autonomy has both outer (learning strategies and activities) 
and inner (self-regulation) manifestations. The learner is both the subject and the object of control, and 
to some degree he becomes a teacher.  

S.L. Rubinshtein [13] considers that the formation of personal capability of being self-aware as a 
subject of activity, which is a component of learner autonomy, is closely connected with his ability to 
reflect and build personal experience. 

We believe that the learner’s ability to reflect can be regarded as an indicator that the learner can be 
called the subject of learning and has become autonomous. Taking into account the concepts of 
autonomy as developed by Western and Russian scholars, we define autonomy as a learner’s ability 
to have control over one’s learning. Consequently, we can state that learner autonomy is based on a 
special set of skills called an ability to study. As for the specific components of this skill set, opinions 
differ. We consider that a learner’s ability to study should be regarded as a learning activity that 
includes operational (mastering the content area), motivational and evaluative components.  

It should be noted that there is a difference between Western and Russian scholars’ points of view on 
the role of the teacher in forming learner autonomy. According to Western researchers, a learner is 
fully responsible for his further education, he/she is independent and the teacher or the institution of 
higher education is uninvolved in the process. However, this approach cannot be adopted in Russia 
because of the Russian mentality. When developing learner autonomy, it is necessary to realize that 
throughout the centuries of education in Russia, the system of seniority and the priority of the 
teacher’s opinion have predominated. 

All things considered, the formation of learner autonomy at institutions of higher learning should be 
done gradually, in a step-by-step manner, with the teacher’s involvement in the process and taking 
into account the specifics of formal education in the country. 

What can be done in the present state of affairs to form learner autonomy:  

1 Make learners form their own motives for autonomous learning; 

2 Develop basic skills to help them compare, contrast, generalize, etc.; 

3 Form adequate self-esteem for autonomous learning; 

4 Cultivate qualities and habits that promote higher productivity of autonomous learning 
(diligence, time management, self-discipline, etc.); 

5 Develop mental abilities necessary for effective autonomous learning (memory, attention, etc.) 

According to O. Melnichuk and A. Yakovleva [14], an autonomous learner and graduate has to acquire 
the following abilities: 

1 Analyze a problem situation in a systematic manner; 

2 Identify the problem,  and formulate the tasks to solve it correctly ; 
3 Evaluate the contradictions and resolve them; 

4 Come up with original ideas and solutions; 

5 Put forward hypotheses; 

6 Search for solutions to the problem persistently. 

M.N. Berulava [15] considers that for learners to become autonomous it is necessary to create the 
following conditions: 

1 To treat the learner as a motivated subject of the learning process rather than an object of 
teaching; 

2 To develop new teaching technologies, taking into account the ways of acquiring and mastering 
information that are preferred by learners; 

3 To create brand new technologies of fostering and developing an individual, stimulating self-
learning, self-education and self-development. 

We believe that to develop learner autonomy it is necessary to use the andragogical model of 
learning. S. Zmeev [16] thinks that this consists of two main premises: 

1 The primary role in the learning process belongs to the learner; 
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2 Learning is a cooperative activity of the learner and the teacher.  

Any activity includes the following stages:  

1 originating demand; 

2 goal-setting; 

3 planning; 
4 realization; 

5 self-control and need satisfaction.  

By applying the andragogical model of learning, the comprehensive pedagogical process of teacher – 
learner cooperation is aimed at forming the learner’s worldview, value-based and motivational 
orientation to their future profession, creativity; it is achieved by rising levels of independence in 
acquiring and mastering knowledge and planning one’s own educational path. 

According to Knowles [17] effective andragogy is based on four key principles that should be taken 
into consideration in order to achieve great results when planning adult education: 

1 Adults need to be involved in the planning and evaluation of their instruction. 
2 Experience (including mistakes) provides the basis for the learning activities. 

3 Adults are most interested in learning subjects that are immediately relevant and impact their 
job or personal life. 

4 Adult learning is problem-centered rather than content-oriented. 

S. I. Zmeev believes [18] that these principles are applicable when a learner: 

1 Has enough practical, social and professional experience; 
2 Has definite objectives of learning to apply his/her knowledge, skills and qualities; 

3 Has some level of competence in the learning field; 

4 Wants to achieve the objective in a short span of time. 

We consider autonomization of learning activities to be another basic principle of formal education; 
this takes into account the fact that learners at higher educational establishments are at the age when 
they are able to make decisions regarding their life, professional and personal development. Learners 
have a profound demand to be independent; they want and must play the leading part in the learning 
process. 

To be considered autonomous, a learner has to have the following qualities, according to M.Breen and 
S.Mann [19]: 

1 A new psychological status for the student, a new way of living; the student takes responsibility 
for the learning process; 

2 A desire to study, an attitude of “I want to do it indeed”; internal and external motivation; 

3 Metacognitive abilities; an ability to decide himself what to study, when and where to study and 
by what means; to follow constructive advice from acquaintances; 

4 Readiness to change; an ability to make changes in the learning process; 

5 Independence, self-regulation; an ability to think, to act and to commit actions on account of 
one’s own interests, objectives and incentives. Independence from the teacher, self-sufficiency 
in the choice of content and learning strategies; 

6 A strategic approach to the learning process. Proactive attitude, interest, curiosity. Use of 
external information sources; 

7 An ability to learn cooperatively, to be able to ‘hold talks’ with the teacher and other learners 
with a view to finding the best possible application of educational resources.  

All this, along with the higher responsibility of educational institutions for the quality of education, the 
process of globalization, rising mobility among teachers and learners, and a wide application of ICT 
(Information and Communication Technologies) in both distance and face-to-face training, makes the 
teacher’s role more challenging and demanding. E-learning is a reality and a widely-used tool in the 
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modern world. It can increase efficiency of the learning process and make learners more independent 
and autonomous [20]. 

According to the Federal Law on Education in the Russian Federation [1], e-learning can be used at all 
educational levels. Thus, teachers are to be aware of and to make use of the most recent and 
sophisticated technologies. But as the analysis shows, quite a few teachers and professors in Russia 
still fall behind their foreign counterparts in the use of ICT and e-learning in their work. The reasons 
are the following:  

1 Insufficient knowledge of ICT; 
2 Insufficient level of technical infrastructure; 

3 Teacher’s insufficient level of  readiness to use ICT and e-learning; 

4 Teacher’s insufficient motivation to implement ICT and e-learning. 

Consequently, it is necessary to train teachers to know, implement and take full advantage of ICT in 
their work. 

Today there are many tutorials, software packages and platforms for e-learning. To name only a few:  

1 IBM Learning Accelerator (developed by IBM); 
2 Prometheus (developed by Virtual Technologies in Education); 

3 DOTSENT on-line training center (developed by UNIAR); 

4 WebTutor training center (developed by WebSoft); 

5 LMS eLearning Server 4G (developed by Gipermetod IBS); 
6 Competentum Magister on-line training system (developed by Competentum); 

7 Learn eXact software package (developed by Guinti Interactive Labs); 

8 iSpring Online on-line training system (developed by Rich Media); 

9 ATutor (developed by a group of Canadian developers, distributed under the GNU General 
Public License); 

10 Learning Activity Management System (LAMS) (developed in collaboration with LAMS 
Foundation, LAMS International, and the Macquarie E-learning Centre of Excellence 
(MELCOE), all based in Sydney, Australia, in affiliation with Macquarie University); 

11 Online Learning and Training (OLAT) (developed by  the University of Zurich, Switzerland and 
distributed under the GNU General Public License); 

12 Blackboard multichannel server (developed by Blackboard, Inc.); 

13 TrainingWare Class (developed by Corporatyvnye systemy obychenia and distributed under the 
GNU General Public License); 

14 MOODLE (Modular Object-Oriented Dynamic Learning Environment) (originally developed 
by Martin Dougiamas along with Alejandro Fish and distributed under the GNU General Public 
License), and others. 

Each of the above mentioned systems of distance education has its own advantages and 
disadvantages.  

All things considered, we decided upon MOODLE, since it has been translated into over 50 
languages, is able to support 200,000 users at the same time, is easy to install and upgrade, etc. We 
believe MOODLE to be the best system for on-line learning and development of learner autonomy. 

In Russia and other countries MOODLE is used by a number of higher educational establishments 
such as RUDN University, Voronezh State University, Altai State Medical University, St. Petersburg 
State Economic University, Russian Customs Academy, University of Cambridge, University of Kent, 
University of Minnesota, Université Paris-Sorbonne, Università di Bologna, Humboldt-Universität zu 
Berlin, University of New South Wales, and others.  

Preparing the course for second year ESP students ‘Introduction to vocationally-oriented translation’ to 
develop the basics of learner autonomy we applied the following research methods: analysis of 
academic literature, observation and generalization of educational experience, questioning, testing, 
experimental learning, and statistical methods.  
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3 RESULTS 
We thoroughly and carefully analyzed the training of ESP students at the Faculty of Engineering of 
RUDN University, giving special consideration to would-be translators of vocationally-oriented texts 
(the English language) under the Programme of “Translator of vocationally-oriented texts of 
engineering professions” developed by Prof. N.N. Gavrilenko [21]. 

According to the Programme, which is based on the Integrative Model, a translator’s competence is 
formed gradually. It includes the following stages of training:  

1 Professionally-orienting; 

2 Analytical; 

3 Synthesizing; 
4 Correcting.  

The objective of the Programme is to form competent professional translators. The Integrative model 
allows students to get a full picture of a translator’s work and to become prepared for this very 
complicated profession. The Integrative Model is based on various disciplines, each of which 
illustrates certain aspects of the translator’s work by means of personal, activity, sociocultural and 
discourse approaches. The Programme includes a number of general and special-purpose subjects. 
Students starting from the B1 level can enroll in the Programme.  

At the beginning of the course all students take a preliminary test to be divided into groups according 
to their level. During the four-year course they have to earn credits, take tests and finally write their 
diploma paper and pass the state examination.  

The Programme can be recommended to students of all engineering professions.  

We analyzed the academic performance of the 2nd year students after they completed the course 
‘Introduction to vocationally-oriented translation’. The results of our analysis are as follows: 

Table 1. Academic performance of 2nd year students after they completed the course Introduction 
 to vocationally-oriented translation’. 

Year of 
admission A and B grades C grade D and E grades F and FX grades 

2008 35,23% 20,45% 29,55% 14,77% 
2009 33,01% 23,30% 23,30% 20,39% 
2010 24,49% 28,57% 14,29% 32,65% 
2011 32,20% 33,90% 30,51% 3,39% 
2012 44,07% 24,58% 21,19% 10,16% 
2013 27,45% 41,18% 27,45% 3,92% 
2014 22,72% 31,82% 29,55% 15,91% 

average 31,31% 29,11% 25,12% 14,46% 

The results can be explained as related to the following factors: 

1 Falling birth rates in the 1990s adversely affected not only the number of applicants but their 
level as well; 

2 A change in the entrance exam. In 2004, English was replaced by physics. This negatively 
affected the applicants’ initial level of knowledge of a foreign language; 

3 The tuition fee has been increasing, thus some students had to stop their training in the 
Programme; 

4 The specific nature of engineering professions. Since the first two years seem to be the most 
difficult for students, they try to concentrate on their major engineering subjects (math, physics, 
chemistry, etc.) as the Programme is extended education and not all the students are able to 
combine both.  
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According to our statistics [22], after the completion of the 2nd year 14.11% of the students discontinue 
their studies in the Programme, whereas others show considerably better results. It proves that the 
Programme is effective and can be recommended to be used in other higher educational 
establishments for students of the Programme on ‘Translation of vocationally-oriented texts’. 

Table 2. Academic performance of 3rd and 4th year students (average) 

Term A and B grades C grade D and E grades F and FX grades 

5 24.85% 23.53% 38.1% 13.79% 

6 32.04% 23.74% 34.37 % 9.85% 

7 29.23% 24.97% 42.61% 3.19% 

8 46.96% 27.83% 24.62% 0.59% 

Taking into account all the above mentioned data, we suggested developing learner autonomy to raise 
students’ motivation, improve results, further increase the Programme’s efficiency and finally make 
graduates full-fledged members of modern society. 

We began by questioning the students about the importance of the course, then we asked them to 
assess their abilities to work on their own, to set goals, make corrections, and evaluate results.  
Finally, we asked how much they were ready to work autonomously.  

The findings came as no surprise. All the respondents (100%) said that they needed the course 
‘Introduction to vocationally-oriented translation’. Most of the students (over 80%) pointed out that they 
would need the skills in the future profession of an engineer even if they don’t work as translators. A 
majority of students (88%) evaluated their independent-work skills (search for information, ability to 
use ICT, ability to make use of on-line dictionaries and compile their own vocabularies) as 
“satisfactory” (3 out of 5 points), the rest - as “unsatisfactory” (2 out of 5 points). Fifty percent of the 
respondents said that they had ‘excellent’ or ‘good’ ability to set goals (5 and 4 out of 5 points) while 
others evaluated their ability as ‘satisfactory’ (3 out of 5 points). The majority of the respondents (60%) 
noted that their ability to make corrections is ‘satisfactory’, 30% consider it to be ‘good’ but 10% as 
‘poor’. All the respondents (100%) said that they are ready to work autonomously ‘several times a 
week’ to achieve their goals. 

Then all the students formulated an individual plan for their independent work: what topics were to be 
studied and when (this is supplementary material that was chosen by the students according to the 
results of their entry test). To stimulate their motivation they were promised more points if they hold to 
the plan. During the course, students became more knowledgeable and mature learners. 66% were 
able to stick to the plan. Afterwards, they admitted that they just got used to working according to their 
plan, liked it, and will apply these skills in their future studies and work. 

Before the beginning of the course, all the students had to answer questions on a preliminary test to 
see how well they already knew general scientific vocabulary, grammar typical of scientific writing, and 
translation skills. They were allowed three attempts. Overall, the students were able to answer 69.5% 
of the questions correctly. 

The course consisted of six topics, including sections on vocabulary, grammar and translation. The 
learners had a choice as to how the theoretical material would be presented: video, power point 
presentations, charts and diagrams, and/or texts. For each topic, students had as many chances as 
they needed to learn the material within a specified time frame. Halfway through the course the 
students took a mid-term test and made corrections to their individual plans based on the test results. 

The final exam showed the following: working autonomously, the students were able to set their own 
goals, evaluate their progress, study supplementary material, and make needed corrections to their 
approach, which led them to learn 85.97% of the material (vocabulary 89.11%; grammar 82.83%). 

On completing the course, the students were again asked questions about their skills and abilities and 
whether they managed to achieve their goals. The answers showed that their ability to work 
independently improved by 1 point (4 out of 5 points); more than 70% claimed the ability to set goals 
as 5 out of 5 points, and the ability to make corrections as ‘good’ as 4 out of 5 points. 72% claimed 
that they had achieved the goals set at the beginning of the course. In answering the question about 
advantages of the course and their likes and dislikes, over 60% of the respondents said that most of 
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all they liked “the opportunity to select the material to study on their own” and “to make corrections,” 
and noted that they felt more responsible for the results. All the respondents said that e-learning and 
their new skills are a good motivation to study the language and become professionals in the field, and 
that since they became familiar with the idea of autonomous learning and learned some basic skills, 
they now feel more confident in their ability to master the language. 

Table 3. Academic performance of 2nd year students after they completed the course Introduction to 
vocationally-oriented translation (class work+autonomous activity). 

Year of admission A and B grades C grade D and E grades F and FX grades 

2015 80.95% 14.29% 4.76% 0% 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
As can be seen above, in spite of the predominating Russian educational system of seniority and the 
priority of the teacher’s opinion, it is still possible for learners to become more autonomous, more 
independent, more self-sufficient, more confident and responsible. If learners become get used to new 
strategies, innovative methods, creative tools and novel principles of learning,  they will be motivated 
and inspired by these techniques, enjoy the learning process itself, achieve better results and, most 
significantly, apply these skills in their future professional and social lives to become life-long learners 
who are able to master anything and everything. 
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