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Abstract

The study of EFL in Iran reveals complex challenges faced by both teachers and learners, particularly in
fostering learner autonomy. This qualitative study explored the challenges to learner autonomy in the
Iranian EFL context through semi-structured interviews with 17 teachers and 13 learners selected through
purposive sampling to ensure diverse representation from various educational settings. Thematic analysis
using MAXQDA was employed to identify recurrent themes related to the challenges. Findings revealed
that both groups face significant obstacles, primarily stemming from curriculum rigidity, which includes
prescriptive syllabi, an overemphasis on standardized testing, rote memorization, and severe time
constraints. Teachers also reported barriers related to their adherence to traditional teacher-centered
approaches, limited understanding of innovative methods, and insufficient professional development,
alongside perceiving learners' lack of motivation and passive learning styles as hindrances. Learners,
conversely, highlighted the focus of curriculum on memorization, assessment methods prioritizing grammar
over practical language use, and a lack of personalized guidance from instructors, compounded by personal
struggles with initiative, time management, and cultural influences. The study concludes that
comprehensive educational reform is essential, advocating for more flexible curricula, diversified
assessment methods, continuous teacher professional development, supportive learning environments, and
a cultural shift towards valuing autonomy to enhance student engagement, language proficiency, and
lifelong learning.

Keywords: Autonomy, Challenges, Curriculum Rigidity, Educational Reform, Lifelong
Learning, Prescriptive Syllabi, Professional Development.

The notion of learner autonomy has emerged as a crucial area of inquiry within language
education, drawing increasing attention for its role in enhancing educational outcomes
(Mynard, 2024). Broadly defined as the capacity of learners to take control of their own learning
processes (Loeng, 2020), learner autonomy is recognized as a fundamental principle that
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underpins effective educational experiences. However, the promotion of learner autonomy is
not without its difficulties, as learners may lack experience and require substantial support from
teachers to develop the necessary skills (Alibakhshi, 2015). Additionally, in certain contexts
where there are pressures to cover specific content or prepare students for standardized tests, it
can be challenging to provide learners with the time and resources needed to explore topics
independently (Xie, 2015). Despite these challenges, research has shown that promoting learner
autonomy in language classrooms can lead to higher levels of language proficiency, motivation,
and engagement (Karagdl, 2008).

Due to the highly significant nature of learner autonomy in education, substantial research
has been done worldwide in general and in the Iranian context in particular, each highlighting
one aspect of learner autonomy. Supportive learning environments promoting collaboration,
teacher scaffolding, and authentic communication, for instance, are shown to enhance learner
autonomy significantly (Han, 2021). Additionally, the integration of technology, such as
learning management systems, provides valuable tools for personalized learning and self-
regulation which are fundamental for autonomy promotion (Abdolhosseinzadeh et al., 2024;
Asyari, 2024). Rigid structures in educational contexts have also been proved to hinder learner
autonomy due to standardized curricula and high-stakes exams (Au, 2022), compounded by
insufficient teacher training in learner-centered approaches (An & Mindrila, 2020). Addressing
these contextual factors requires comprehensive strategies, including curriculum reform
(Barabadi & Razmjoo, 2015; Riahipour et al., 2020), professional development for teachers
(Aliakbari & Sadeghi, 2022; Alrabai, 2021; Barabadi et al., 2024; Saeb et al., 2021), and
creating nurturing environments that encourage collaboration, risk-taking, and self-reflection
(Salimi & Najjarpour, 2023).

The significance of this research lies in its identification of the gaps and challenges inherent
in the current educational practices surrounding learner autonomy in Iran. While educational
organizations have made efforts to reform language education, many educators remain
entrenched in traditional, teacher-centered approaches that inhibit the development of
autonomous learners (Beiki et al., 2020), so the research strives to delve deeply into the
challenges which are the common concern of both teachers and learners so as to make
researchers eager to investigate about the possible strategies that would pave the way for
amendment in autonomy development. Furthermore, the significance of this research extends
to its potential contributions toward the practical implementation of learner autonomy in the
context under investigation. By adopting a collective approach to exploring learner autonomy,
focusing on both teachers and learners’ perceptions, the study offers a detailed understanding
of the critical conditions and areas associated with challenges regarding promoting learner
autonomy effectively. The findings have the potential to influence policy development and the
design of teacher training programs aimed at enhancing language instruction in Iran. Given
these considerations, the study addresses the following research questions:
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RQ1: What challenges do EFL teachers encounter on the course of exercising autonomy in
Iranian educational settings?

RQ2: What challenges do EFL learners encounter on the course of exercising autonomy in
Iranian educational settings?

Literature Review

In recent years, there has been a notable surge of interest in cultivating learner autonomy
within EFL classrooms. Broadly defined, learner autonomy refers to students' capacity to
manage their own learning journey (Loeng, 2020), make informed choices regarding their
learning objectives and strategies (Gupta & Gupta, 2023; Kencana, 2025), and critically
evaluate their own progress (Benson, 2011). Research consistently demonstrates that fostering
autonomy can significantly boost learners’ motivation, engagement, and overall language
proficiency (Ahmed & Hossain, 2024), while also equipping them with essential skills for
lifelong learning and personal growth throughout their lives. Nevertheless, the advancement of
learner autonomy is not without its obstacles. A primary challenge often arises from students'
limited prior experience with self-directed learning, necessitating substantial guidance and
assistance from educators (Alibakhshi, 2015). Alibakhshi's (2015) study specifically identified
key impediments related to learners, educational institutions, and teachers. He observed that
institutes frequently exclude both teachers and learners from decisions concerning material
selection, curriculum objectives, teaching methodologies, and assessment practices. This
exclusion is largely due to the Ministry of Education's centralized control over various
curriculum elements, including learning materials and evaluation systems (Alibakhshi &
Rezaei, 2013).

Borg and Al-Busaidi (2012) identify several reasons why learner autonomy is often
overlooked in institutional settings, including a focus on measurable outcomes and rigid
educational frameworks. They categorize challenges into learner-related factors (e.g.,
motivation), institutional issues (e.g., overcrowded curricula), and teacher-related challenges
(e.g., low expectations). Moreover, EFL teachers frequently hesitate to promote autonomy
despite recognizing its importance, primarily due to students' insufficient motivation and skills.
Continuous negotiations between educators and students about goals and methodologies can
facilitate self-directed learning (Han, 2021; Little, 2007).

Nanbedeh's (2025) investigation into Iranian high school classrooms revealed that strategy-
based instruction holds promise for promoting learner autonomy, demonstrating its feasibility
and benefits within this educational setting. Nevertheless, she also identified several significant
barriers, including pressure to meet academic standards, ambiguous learning objectives, a
reliance on conventional teaching approaches, and insufficient professional development
opportunities for educators that could impact on fostering learner autonomy. Similarly, a study
by Nasri et al. (2015) highlighted various impediments to learner autonomy, distinguishing
between the perspectives of teachers and students. Teachers in their study pointed to
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predetermined curricula, rigid schedules, standardized tests, inadequate facilities, the influence
of university entrance exams, students' tendency to depend on instructors, and learners' low
English proficiency as major obstacles. Conversely, students primarily cited time constraints,
their own proficiency levels, teachers' lack of specialized training, and their prior schooling
experiences as the main factors hindering the development of learner autonomy.

According to Wertsch and Rupert (1993) learner autonomy is similarly conceptualized as a
capacity for action that is both socially constructed and negotiated. This means that a learner's
ability to take control of their own learning is profoundly influenced by the specific social,
cultural, institutional, and historical contexts in which they operate. Therefore, learner
autonomy is not solely a product of individual will; it also encompasses the opportunities,
support structures, and constraints presented by the learning environment, pedagogical
practices, and broader societal norms (Yanay, 1994).Thus, the sociocultural context is also
proved to play a crucial role in shaping learner autonomy, extending beyond individual
characteristics to include institutional structures and pedagogical practices (Toohey & Norton,
2003). Further, rigid curricula and standardized assessments, as the main constraints in Iranian
educational context, limit teacher creativity and restrict opportunities for student-directed
learning (Safari & Rashidi, 2015).

To explore challenges Iranian EFL teachers faced when implementing Communicative
Language Teaching, Barabadi and Razmjoo (2015) employed Activity Theory. A total of 83
participants, including teachers, directors, students, and parents, were involved. Data collection
methods comprised interviews, observations, and document analysis. Results showed that
teachers' enthusiasm for CLT was hindered by unresolved contradictions stemming from
teachers themselves, students, their parents, school staff and educational system. The findings
highlighted the need for curriculum adjustments, teacher support, and stakeholder collaboration
to effectively integrate CLT in Iranian language education.

To find out more about the difficulties and challenges encountered during CLT adoption in
EFL settings, Barabadi and Razmjoo (2016) further investigated the implementation of CLT-
based curriculum. Participants included teachers, directors, students, and parents. Through
interviews, classroom observations, and document scrutiny, key obstacles were uncovered to
hinder CLT implementation. Analysis revealed contradictions at multiple levels within Iran’s
EFL context, underscoring the need for constructive collaboration among educators,
administrators, and stakeholders to address these challenges effectively.

Another qualitative study, which was done recently by Barabadi et al. (2024), investigated
the complexities of CLT implementation in Iranian senior high schools, utilizing a human
activity system model and gathering insights from teachers, students, teacher directors, and
parents through interviews and observations. The research identified significant obstacles to
effective CLT integration, including teachers' persistent reliance on traditional methods despite
acknowledging communicative benefits, inadequate professional development, and insufficient
familiarity with CLT principles. Student-related challenges encompassed demotivation,
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overdependence on teachers, and limited opportunities for English engagement outside the
classroom. Furthermore, logistical impediments such as overcrowded classrooms, a scarcity of
appropriate materials, non-communicative assessments, a lack of educator cooperation, and
restricted teacher autonomy collectively hindered the effectiveness of CLT. Based on these
comprehensive findings, Barabadi et al. (2024) proposed various solutions and pedagogical
implications to facilitate successful curriculum reform in similar educational settings.

Even with the existing research, there remains a need for additional studies to thoroughly
explore the unique challenges and enabling factors for learner autonomy across diverse
educational settings. As Morris (2019) put forward, such investigations would empower
educators to refine their teaching strategies and foster more conducive environments for self-
directed learning.

Method

Research Design

The study utilized a qualitative research design, specifically employing semi-structured or
interviews. By these interviews, according to Mackey and Guss, “the researcher uses a written
list of questions as a guide, while still having the freedom to digress and probe for more
information” (p. 225). This methodological decision was considered appropriate because the
research questions sought to investigate the intricate and subtle aspects of learner autonomy
within the domain of EFL teaching and learning. As Mackey and Guss (2016, p. 225) highlight,
exploring such a phenomenon often involves examining elements that are "not directly
observable, such as learners' self-reported perceptions or attitudes”. The inherent richness of
qualitative data, particularly its capacity to capture the multifaceted nature of learner autonomy
and its interaction with various contextual factors, makes this approach particularly well-suited
to uncovering the intricate dynamics at play within the EFL educational contexts. This
approach facilitates a deeper understanding than would be possible through more generalized
guantitative methods.

Participants

The sample comprised 13 EFL learners and 17 EFL teachers from both public schools and
private language institutes in Iran. We used purposive sampling to select our participants. This
type of sampling as Ary et al. (2014, p. 456) state is “sufficient to provide insight and
understanding about that which they are studying.” The teachers who participated in our study
were from both public high schools and private language institutes having more than 5 years of
teaching experience based on the criterion presented by Tsui (2003) and they all had Persian as
their first language. The learners partaking in the study were all senior high school students,
categorized as intermediate language learners based on the results taken from Oxford Quick
Placement Test. They were chosen as participants due to their greater need for autonomy in
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learning compared to elementary and pre-intermediate learners, and their higher prevalence in
school environments relative to advanced learners.

Instruments

After a comprehensive literature review, researchers developed two interview instruments
tailored for teachers and learners, with similar structures but distinct wording. The teachers'
interview comprised four sections and eight questions, starting with two demographic questions
about their teaching experience, age, and gender. The next four questions addressed challenges
in developing learner autonomy. We also used two open-ended questions to obtain ELT
teachers’ perspectives. Ary et al. (2014) believe that when researchers are probing to tap upon
the deep understandings of participants to find out about unpredictable possible responses, they
can use open-ended questions. With respect to that, two concluding questions allowed
participants to highlight significant factors in promoting learner autonomy. A parallel approach
was taken for learners, using nearly identical questions to gather insights on their experiences.
The instruments were then piloted with eight expert teachers having more than ten years of
teaching experience and eight students from private language institutes who were considered
intermediate-level learners according to language institute criteria respectively. This led to
some revisions based on feedback taken from the participants. Finally, to ensure content
validity, the questions were evaluated by two experts in the field.

Data Collection Procedure

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews involving a sample of 13 learners
and 17 teachers. To conduct these interviews effectively, the stages proposed by Mackey and
Gass (2016) were followed, beginning with the definition of clear objectives: to gain an in-
depth understanding of participants’ personal experiences and challenges in promoting learner
autonomy in language education. This initial step helped clarify the specific insights the
researcher hoped to gather from the discussions. Next, an interview guide was created,
comprising open-ended questions designed to elicit comprehensive responses. This guide also
included two open follow-up questions at the end to capture any additional thoughts from
participants. Careful consideration was given to selecting participants who could offer valuable
insights relevant to the research focus. A comfortable and quiet setting was chosen for the
interviews at a private language institute called Pardis Language School to ensure a relaxed
atmosphere. The researchers coordinated with participants to schedule convenient interview
times, confirming their availability and preparing necessary recording devices, including a
mobile phone, along with note-taking materials to accurately capture the conversation. Efforts
were made during the interviews to build rapport through small talk, helping participants feel
at ease. The purpose of the interview was clearly communicated, explaining how their insights
would be utilized. During the interviews, the researcher adhered to the interview guide while
practicing active listening, demonstrating genuine interest through body language, eye contact,
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and verbal affirmations. Each interview lasted approximately 20 to 25 minutes during which
the researchers deliberately encouraged participants to provide comprehensive answers to open-
ended questions. This strategy was employed with the specific methodological goal of
achieving data saturation, which, as defined by Dérnyei (2007), occurs when the collection and
analysis of additional data no longer yield new information or insights, thereby ensuring data
saturation in qualitative findings. Learner interviews were conducted in either Persian or
English, depending on participants' preferences, while teachers’ interviews were predominantly
in English. At the conclusion of each interview, the researcher summarized key points
discussed, and expressed gratitude for the participants’ time, encouraging them to share any
final thoughts. In the post-interview phase, recordings were transcribed into written format,
with translations of interviews conducted in Persian carefully performed to preserve subtlety.
The data were then analyzed to identify common themes and patterns. Feedback was also
sought from experts in the field to evaluate the effectiveness of the questions and the overall
approach, allowing for identification of areas for improvement.

As Iranian EFL researchers, we acknowledge our insider perspective which may influence
our interpretation of the data, given our shared cultural background and experience in the
Iranian EFL context. However, we strived to actively engage in reflexive practices, such as peer
debriefing and member checking, to recognize and manage potential biases, ensuring the
credibility and authenticity of our findings. Recognizing the critical importance of establishing
rapport in qualitative research, a process that cultivates trust and mutual respect vital for the
depth of the study, the researchers actively demonstrated genuine interest and attentiveness.
This approach was designed to ensure participants felt both heard and valued. To facilitate this,
active listening techniques were employed, which, as Rubin and Rubin (2012) explain, include
maintaining eye contact, nodding, and summarizing key points to confirm understanding.
Additionally, clear and transparent communication was maintained regarding the purpose of
the research, expectations, and the participants' roles, a strategy that Merriam and Tisdell (2016)
affirm is essential for building trust and a shared understanding between researchers and
participants. Lastly, to uphold confidentiality, participants were given the option to choose an
assumed name for themselves and were assured that their personal information would be
protected and analyzed with honesty, consistent with ethical guidelines highlighted by
Hammersley and Traianou (2011).

To ensure the rigorousness of this qualitative study on learner autonomy in Iranian EFL
context, several measures were implemented. Dependability was emphasized by maintaining a
rigorous and transparent research process. The use of a clear interview guide, which was pilot-
tested and refined based on expert feedback, aimed to achieve consistency while allowing
exploration of participants' unique experiences. Transferability was facilitated by applying
purposive sampling with stratification to capture a diverse range of participants from both state
schools and private language institutes. Finally, the trustworthiness of the study was further
strengthened using established qualitative methods and the incorporation of participant
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feedback throughout the process. Each interview was recorded, transcribed, and translated with
care. An in-vivo coding approach in which codes are created using the exact words or phrases
from the text itself was employed for data analysis, and peer debriefing sessions with field
experts helped to refine themes and ensure credibility.

Finally, according to Krippendorff (2018), the main threat to the reliability of content
analysis is coder subjectivity, which refers to the potential for different coders to interpret and
code the same content differently due to their individual perspectives, biases, or varying levels
of expertise. This can lead to inconsistencies in coding, affecting the overall reliability of the
analysis. To address this issue, the researchers utilized MAXQDA's inter-coder agreement
feature. They had a second coder independently apply the established codes to half of the
dataset, resulting in a high agreement correlation of 88%, which affirmed the reliability of their
coding process.

Data Analysis

In the data analysis process, the researchers began by collecting qualitative data through
semi-structured interviews, which served as the basis for subsequent analysis. The research
employed MAXQDA 2020 as a critical tool to manage and analyze qualitative data. Once the
data were collected, the researchers transcribed the recorded interviews into written format,
ensuring that the subtleties of the conversation were accurately captured. After thoroughly
reading the transcripts to become acquainted with the content, the researchers developed initial
codes by identifying relevant text segments related to the research questions and labeling each
segment with descriptive phrases to encapsulate their meaning. After establishing these initial
codes, the researchers reviewed and organized them into categories, potentially merging similar
codes or splitting more complex ones to pinpoint core themes. The categorized codes were then
further analyzed to derive broader themes, which underwent refinement for precision.
MAXQDA further helped the researchers create visual representations (code maps) to depict
the relationships among codes and themes. Through an iterative review process, the researcher
continuously evaluated and validated themes against the transcripts, making necessary
adjustments.

Results

In modern educational settings, promoting learner autonomy has become an essential
objective for both educators and educational institutions. Nevertheless, various challenges
impede this progress, significantly affecting both teachers and students. A thorough thematic
analysis of insights from different educators has revealed several main categories of challenges,
primarily related to curriculum, teacher practices, and student behaviors. The following sections
outline the specific difficulties faced by students and teachers, as well as the strategies proposed
to tackle these issues in more depth.



Teaching English as a Second Language Quarterly (TESLQ) 129
T (Formerly Journal of Teaching Language Skills)
Quarterly Nasiri. A., Zarei. A.,

45(2) 2026, pp. 121-146 Esfandiari. R

CHALLENGES OF LEARNER AUTONOMY IN THE IRANIAN

Challenges Faced by EFL Teachers

The analysis conducted using MAXQDA uncovered several challenges that teachers
encounter. These challenges are organized according to the figures derived from the data, with
each one discussed in detail in the following sections. By systematically presenting these
findings, we aim to provide a comprehensive understanding of the obstacles teachers face in
their educational environments to answer the first question of the study. Each challenge is
elaborated on to highlight its significance and implications for teaching practices.

Figure 1.

Code Matrix Browser for Teacher Challenges
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As indicated in Flgure 2 below, there are four main themes each havmg its own codes and
frequencies which can be used as a guide to explain challenges and obstacles teachers face.

Figure 2.
Code Map for Challenges Extracted from Teacher Perspectives

Curriculum -Related Obstacles (0 Instructor-Related Obstacles (0)

//\1\ /\@

Assessment Methods (20) Inﬂembl\lty (28) Time Limitations ( Cultural and Polmcaf Barriers (1) Personal Barriers (22) Teacher-Centered Approaches (7)
Learner-Related Obstacles (0)
Passive Learning Styles (20) Lack of Motivation (8)

Curriculum-Related Obstacles

The rigidity of the curriculum is a major concern for teachers, who feel constrained by strict
syllabi that prioritize standardized testing and rote memorization. This inflexibility prevents the
use of diverse teaching methods and hinders the ability to adapt lessons to meet students' needs.
Predominantly summative assessment methods, like multiple-choice tests, reinforce a culture
of memorization at the expense of critical thinking and problem-solving skills. Teachers often
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express frustration over the lack of opportunities for innovative, exploratory activities in such
a prescriptive curriculum, which discourages both teaching and learning. The pressure to cover
all materials within limited timeframes usually results in superficial understanding and neglect
of deeper learning.

Curriculum Inflexibility

Almost all the participants (82%) reported the rigidity of the curriculum as one of the main
challenges they encounter in the Iranian educational system. They believe that an inflexible
curriculum restricts teachers from tailoring lessons to accommodate varied learning styles and
interests. One instance of curriculum inflexibility is the reliance on prescribed texts (35.2%),
which often confines educators to specific content and formats.

The curriculum may be too prescriptive in terms of the skills and knowledge that students
are expected to learn, which can make it difficult for me to offer students the autonomy they
need to take charge of their learning. (Ali)

Additionally, strict learning objectives impose limitations on fostering learner autonomy by
specifying a set of skills or knowledge that students must acquire within a given timeframe.
Navid notes that these rigid objectives can stifle innovation in teaching methodologies.

The first point refers to the limitations that rigid learning objectives within an institutional
curriculum can impose on fostering learner autonomy (Navid).

According to Zahra, another significant challenge within curriculum implementation arises
from the pressure to cover a specific content within restricted timeframes. She contends that
when teachers are compelled by the demands of the curriculum to cover a particular content,
they tend to alter their instructional approach. This often leads them to prioritize the efficient
transmission of content, thereby compromising students' deep understanding and leaving little
room for fostering innovation or genuine interest in the subject matter.

I have to cover specific content within a strict time, which leaves no space for exploring
student interests or adapting to their learning needs. (Zahra)

Assessment Methods

The pressure surrounding examinations has become a significant concern for educators and
students. Most of the teachers (53%) note that assessment methods rely heavily on traditional,
summative approaches, particularly high-stakes standardized tests that emphasize multiple-
choice formats and vocabulary translations. This focus, as Mohammad says, limits
opportunities for critical thinking and creativity in the classroom, fostering a culture that
prioritizes rote memorization over meaningful learning experiences.

The pressure to prepare students for these exams often necessitates a more teacher-directed
approach, focusing on rote learning and test-taking strategies. This leaves less time for
activities that promote critical thinking and problem-solving. (Mohammad)

As an experienced instructor, Iraj believed that educators express the need for more flexible
curricula and innovative assessment methods that evaluate knowledge while also nurturing
learner autonomy and problem-solving skills in a supportive environment.
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The institutional curriculum can provide a framework for learning; its limitations can hinder
efforts to foster learner autonomy. To mitigate these challenges, educators may need to
advocate for more flexible curricula, incorporate diverse assessment methods, and create
supportive environments that encourage student initiative and exploration. (Iraj)

The emphasis on standardized testing, as Zahra claimed, creates significant barriers to
effective teaching and the development of learner autonomy. As schools prioritize test scores,
educators feel pressured to narrow their curricula to match assessment content, which
discourages creative and self-directed learning. Ibrahim further highlights that this often leads
to a ‘teaching to the test’ mentality, emphasizing rote memorization at the expense of critical
thinking and genuine engagement with material.

Close to twenty five percent of the participants including Farhad, also noted that the focus
on high test scores can overshadow authentic learning experiences, fostering superficial
mastery of content and hindering the growth of autonomous learners.

The pressure to achieve high scores on standardized tests, like final exams or the entrance
exam, can sometimes affect the way autonomous learning skills are to be developed. There must
be a balance. (Farhad)

Time Constrains

Almost fifty percent of the teachers considered time limitation and management as a
significant barrier across various facets of the educational experience. Teachers reported feeling
constrained by institutional schedules, leaving little opportunity to design lessons that promote
learner autonomy. As educators navigate these various challenges, the collective impact of time
constraints and institutional rigidity becomes increasingly evident, suggesting a critical need
for reform in both curriculum design and teaching philosophy to foster an environment that
truly supports learner autonomy.

Time-related challenges, according to most of the participants, like Ahmad, Ibrahim,
Mohammad Ali and Navid have a profound effect on teachers’ capacity to adopt and implement
effective teaching practices that encourage learner autonomy.

The main barrier [ face is the students’ insufficient time management (Ahmad)..... Honestly,
some Personal barriers can include limited time within the curriculum for student-led activities,
time management... .... (Ibrahim).... One of the primary institutional limitations I face is the lack
of time in my class. With only one session each week, | often find it challenging to incorporate
a variety of activities (M. Ali)

With the increasing demands of curriculum standards, administrative tasks, and other
responsibilities, educators often find themselves pressed for time. This lack of sufficient time,
as highlighted by Ahmad, can hinder the students’ efforts to develop personalized learning
experiences that foster autonomy among learners.

Whenever | recommend my students to do their homework and prepare themselves for some
class projects and presentations which are usually beneficial for their personalized learning
experiences, they complain about time shortage. (Ahmad)
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Finally, the cultural and political barriers (11%) that exist within the educational system of
Iran can further complicate the implementation of more flexible, learner-centered approaches.
Instructor-Related Obstacles

Teachers encounter significant personal barriers that hinder the promotion of learner
autonomy. Many educators have a limited understanding of effective methods for encouraging
learner autonomy, often due to their adherence to traditional teaching habits. Consequently,
they tend to adopt a teacher-centered approach, focusing on comprehensive coverage of
curricula and assessment standards instead of allowing for exploratory or student-led activities.
This reflects both their reliance on conventional methods and the struggle to balance student
expectations for direct guidance with the need to foster autonomy. Additionally, some teachers
lack opportunities for professional development, which is crucial for acquiring skills to support
learner independence.

One of the significant obstacles in promoting learner autonomy is the persistence of
traditional teacher-centered approaches. Less than half of the educators (42%), such as Hossein
and Ibrahim, find it challenging to break their habits of delivering content rather than facilitating
autonomy. They note that students accustomed to teacher-centered methods often expect step-
by-step guidance, which leaves them lacking the self-discipline necessary for self-directed
study.

I find it challenging to break my own habits of traditional teaching, as I've been trained to
deliver content rather than to facilitate autonomy (Hossein)...... Many students are used to
teacher-centered approaches and expect to be guided step by step (Ibrahim).....

Nearly half of the participants believe that these conventional methods create passive
learning environments where teachers act primarily as knowledge dispensers, leading to an
emphasis on memorization over critical thinking. This situation also hinders student
engagement and ownership of learning.

Furthermore, teachers face various personal barriers that inhibit their ability to foster learner
autonomy. Almost fifty percent of the participants express a limited understanding of
innovative teaching methods and rely on traditional styles that prioritize direct control,
exacerbated by fears of failure and pressure to meet curricular standards. These constraints,
coupled with a lack of confidence, according to Mahtab, make it difficult to promote
autonomous learners. Additionally, entrenched teaching habits developed over years can
impede change.

Personally, | sometimes struggle with confidence in implementing autonomous learning
strategies. | worry about how my students will respond to a shift in teaching style, and | am
forced to rely on traditional methods that might not support learner independence. (Mahtab)

Navid emphasized the critical significance of high-quality resources for the successful
implementation of student-directed learning approaches. He contended that a scarcity of diverse
materials and resources could result in uninspired lesson plans and impede creativity. This, in
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turn, would further restrict educators' ability to craft engaging, student-centered learning
experiences.

Teachers may have limited access to materials and resources that promote and support the
development of learner autonomy. This dissuades teachers from applying innovative ways and
nurturing creativity (Navid).

Approximately 35% of the educators, including Azadeh, reported feeling ill-equipped to
foster student autonomy. This sentiment stemmed from insufficient training in appropriate
pedagogical methods. Furthermore, these teachers indicated little or no interest in pursuing
additional professional development to acquire the fundamental skills necessary for guiding
students towards taking ownership of their learning. Consequently, a limited understanding of
effective strategies for cultivating autonomy can significantly impede its successful
implementation in the classroom.

One issue is the limited understanding | have regarding effective methods for promoting
autonomy in the classroom. Many teachers, including myself, often don’t pursue further
education or training to stay informed about the best practices surrounding
autonomy.......... Another challenge lies with teachers who may lack the skills to encourage
learner autonomy. (Azadeh)

Learner-Related Obstacles

A significant obstacle to promoting learner autonomy stems from students' passive learning
disposition, characterized by lack of motivation, laziness, and procrastination. Many students
are shy and hesitant to take responsibility for their education, leading to disengagement. This
reliance on direct instruction reflects a broader trend where learners expect guidance rather than
initiative. Additionally, performance pressures from examinations and fear of failure create an
environment that discourages independent learning. Cultural factors that dissuade risk-taking
further compound this lack of motivation, stifling individual initiative and self-directed
learning.

Close to forty one percent of the teachers considered lack of motivation to be one of the most
significant learner-related obstacles which leads to disengagement from the material and
hinders their ability to embrace autonomy in their educational processes, as highlighted by
Mahtab and Golezar.

One specific challenge | face in promoting learner autonomy is the lack of motivation in my
students. (Mahtab)........ There is a noticeable lack of motivation and self-confidence among
the students (Golezar).

Another challenge is the prevalence of a passive learning style (17%), reinforced by a focus
on standardized exams. Students often wait for explicit instructions (17%) from teachers before
engaging with the material, which stifles their initiative and independent exploration.

Focus on standardized exams reinforces a passive learning approach among students.
(Hossein)........... The biggest challenge I face is the students’ heavy dependence on direct
instruction. (Mohammad).
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Fear of being judged by peers when making mistakes (5%) also significantly impacts student
engagement. Additionally, many students feel uncomfortable taking the initiative or asking
questions (11%).

Many students are uncomfortable with taking the initiative or asking questions. (Hossein)....
Many of the students seem disengaged and hesitant to take the initiative in their learning
(Mahtab)

Shyness (5%), laziness, procrastination and a general reluctance to engage (5%), according
to Azadeh, can further inhibit open expression and independent thought, limiting learning
opportunities and negatively affecting the classroom dynamic.

The primary obstacle seems to be the learner’s own disposition, particularly her tendency
towards laziness and procrastination, which prevents her from taking responsibility and acting
independently........ Another hurdle is the learners’ shyness, which inhibits their ability to
express themselves openly and independently (Azadeh)

Challenges Faced by EFL Learners

EFL learners in Iran face a multitude of challenges that hinder their ability to engage in self-
directed language learning. The following, perspectives of learners, according to the code
matrix (Figure 3) and code map (Figure 4), highlight various challenges and obstacles they face
in their English learning, categorized into institutional or cultural factors, teacher-related issues,
assessment-related challenges, and personal obstacles. Understanding these factors is crucial to
addressing barriers to learner autonomy and engagement and will help us answer the second
question of the study.

Figure 3.

Code Matrix Browser for Learner Challenges
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Figure 4 shows four primary themes, each with their own extracted codes and frequencies.
These can serve as a roadmap for pinpointing the specific areas where learners face challenges
and obstacles.
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Figure 4.
Code Map for Challenges Extracted from Learner Perspectives
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Curriculum-related Challenges

A prevalent issue among learners is the strong emphasis on standardized testing and
memorization. Seventy-six percent of the participants claimed that their educational institutes
prioritize rote learning over the development of independent thinking. For instance, Javad
mentioned the tendency of schools to emphasize memorization-based exams, which promotes
short-term recall rather than a deep understanding of the material. Similarly, Rosita observed
how the education system often favors memorization for grades over fostering analytical skills.
This environment discourages students from engaging with the curriculum outside of test
preparation, resulting in a reliance on teachers for information and support. Zahra noted that
institutes create a narrative where students feel incomplete without their programs, limiting
their ability to explore educational resources independently. Additionally, Soheila pointed out
that the prevailing mindset within families and society can further impede students’
independence, as they may receive excessive assistance or pressure to conform to traditional
learning methodologies. Below the findings will be explained and clarified in detail.
Curriculum rigidity and limitations

More than half of the students (54%), including Hamed and Hadiseh, highlighted the
constraints of rigid curriculums and standardized syllabi, which limit their ability to explore
advanced topics and develop language skills autonomously.

One of the main challenges I'’ve faced is that many classes follow a strict, textbook-centered
curriculum, so there’s not much room to explore personal interests or learning styles (Hadiseh)

This strict focus on memorization, as noted by Anita and Ida, hinders creative thinking and
exploration, both essential for autonomous learning. They believe that a more flexible
curriculum that promotes critical thinking, collaboration, and individual exploration could
empower students and enhance their engagement with the material. Additionally, the rigid
structures of the institutes often discourage independent exploration, as Soheila and Zahra
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mentioned, with little encouragement for students to delve into topics outside the prescribed
curriculum.

Assessment-Related Challenges

Assessment methods are the other significant challenge for learners aiming for autonomy.
Close to half of the students (46%) expressed frustration with exams that focus primarily on
grammar and rote memorization rather than actual language usage. Javad's comments reflect a
common sentiment expressing that tests often prioritize passing grades over a genuine
understanding of content. Students like Hamed advocated for assessments that allow greater
freedom, such as presentations or research projects, rather than traditional paper-and-pencil
tests. The pressure to achieve high scores often drives students to adopt a mindset that values
grades over learning, as highlighted by ARAZ, who noted that students primarily study for
grades rather than true understanding.

One of the instances of assessment-related obstacles was found to be the emphasis on
standardized testing and memorization in schools (30%), which discourages independent
learning. Javad noted that students face memorization-based exams prioritizing short-term
recall over deep understanding in which the goal becomes passing tests rather than truly
comprehending the material.

My school emphasizes standardized testing and memorization. This institutional focus tends
to discourage independent learning (Javad).

Another significant issue is the narrow focus on scores and testing norms, as highlighted by
Reyhaneh, who pointed out that assessments mainly test grammar and vocabulary (23%) rather
than actual language use or understanding.

The assessments mostly focus on grammar and vocabulary tests. They don't really reflect my
actual ability to use the language or my understanding of the material. (Reyhaneh)

This concentration on scores can undermine the value of learning itself, diminishing student
motivation and creativity, as Rosita explained. Additionally, Soheila and Reyhaneh noted that
such assessments often frustrate students, as their authentic skills may not be evaluated
accurately.

Instructor-Related Challenges

Support and guidance from teachers (23%) are critical to fostering a conducive learning
environment; however, many learners express a desire for more personalized engagement
(23%). Students like Javad appreciated it when teachers provided resources for independent
study and encourage exploration of personal interests. On the other hand, some learners feel
that teachers should guide them without controlling every aspect of their learning, as Rosita
aptly stated. However, learners often find themselves in environments that emphasize discipline
and structure over flexibility, as noted by Hadiseh. This rigidity, she believes, can stifle
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creativity and discourage students from collaborating or exploring topics that genuinely interest
them.

Many students, such as Javad and Sarah, express a heavy reliance on their teachers (23%)
for guidance and support, indicating a lack of confidence in navigating their own learning paths.

1 might get perplexed while studying and become doubtful whether the way I'm using is
correct or not, between choosing the best sources for studying. That said, | really feel in need
of a professor to help me (Sarah).

A substantial majority of students, specifically 53%, highlighted the importance of teachers
cultivating an environment that actively supports learner autonomy. Their feedback indicated a
common perception that most of their prior educational experiences lacked an autonomy-
friendly atmosphere. Consequently, these students felt they did not receive the necessary
encouragement to assume greater responsibility for their individual learning processes.
Furthermore, 38% of the students underscored the critical importance of receiving positive and
constructive feedback. They believed this type of feedback could significantly aid them in their
journey towards becoming self-directed and autonomous learners.

Learner-Related Obstacles

Individually, learners face several challenges that hinder their ability to take initiative and
pursue autonomous learning. Javad expressed a struggle to take the initiative in his studies,
often relying heavily on teachers. This dependency was echoed across the responses of younger
students like Soheila and Sina, who also acknowledged their difficulty in self-directed learning.
Moreover, they confessed, anxiety regarding performance and the tendency to cram for exams
diminished their engagement and intrinsic motivation. Students such as Hamed and Anita
emphasized the need for access to varied resources and practical applications of their learning,
which are often lacking in rigid curricula.

One of the instances of personal learner-related obstacles is the lack of engagement and
motivation among students (31%). Sina and Araz noted that many students find English classes
boring and exhausting, which hampers their interest in learning.

In our school most of the students are uninterested in learning English and they find the
class boring and exhausting (Sina).

Another significant challenge is effective time management and study habits. Students like
Ida and Javad struggled with this aspect, often resorting to cramming for exams instead of
adopting steady, organized study approaches.

..... most of my challenges are personal, like managing my time effectively (Ida)....

This reliance on last-minute preparation, they believed, undermined their learning and
prevented them from taking charge of their study habits.

Parental and cultural influences also significantly impacted student autonomy. Soheila
highlighted how some families might interfere with students' independence by offering
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unnecessary assistance, reinforcing the idea that learning should occur solely under a teacher's
guidance.

.... some families may impede students' independence by interfering or offering unnecessary
assistance. (Soheila)

Discussion

Fostering learner autonomy in contemporary education is essential; however, it poses
numerous challenges for both teachers and students. A primary barrier is the rigidity of
curricula, which restricts teachers’ ability to adapt lessons to diverse student needs and interests.
Many educators have expressed concerns that strict adherence to prescribed syllabi hinders their
capacity to create engaging learning experiences tailored to individual student needs. According
to Bauml (2016), a rigid curriculum implies a one-size-fits-all approach that does not support
differentiated instruction, which is crucial for fostering learner autonomy. When teachers
cannot adjust the curriculum based on student feedback or emerging interests, they struggle to
create engaging and meaningful learning experiences (Bauml, 2016).

Reconsidering Bloom’s theoretical framework, Radmehr and Drake (2019) emphasize that
effective learning encompasses cognitive, emotional, and social dimensions, suggesting that
flexibility in objectives can lead to better educational outcomes. When bound by rigid
objectives, they believe, teachers may struggle to facilitate collaborative learning or promote
higher-order thinking skills essential for learner autonomy (Radmehr & Drake, 2019).

Furthermore, a prescribed syllabus, which is the byproduct of a rigid curriculum, may not
align with all students' backgrounds or learning preferences, making it difficult to offer the
autonomy needed for student ownership of learning. Zepke and Leach (2010) believe that the
prescriptive nature of syllabi can discourage creativity in teaching and limit opportunities for
critical engagement with the material and teachers who are accustomed to such syllabi may
become mere providers of content delivery, reducing students' opportunities to develop
independence.

The findings of the also study indicated that time limitations pose a substantial obstacle
for learners in Iranian schools. Students articulated a belief that achieving genuine autonomy
requires significant time investment to thoroughly grasp a comprehensive volume of
educational content. However, within the Iranian educational context, the time allotted for
English language learning in schools is notably limited. This scarcity stands in stark contrast to
the extensive comprehensible input and exposure deemed necessary for learners to advance
towards personalized learning approaches. This observation aligns with research by Emmer and
Sabornie (2015), who illustrate how time pressures often force teachers to sacrifice valuable
opportunities for exploratory learning, consequently diminishing the overall quality of
education. They further contend that prioritizing the completion of curriculum over nurturing
student curiosity and engagement inadvertently fosters a culture of compliance rather than
promoting learner autonomy (Emmer & Sabornie, 2015). Additionally, McTighe and Wiggins




Teaching English as a Second Language Quarterly (TESLQ) 139
T (Formerly Journal of Teaching Language Skills)
Quarterly Nasiri. A., Zarei. A.,
S 45(2) 2026, pp. 121-146 Esfandiari. R

CHALLENGES OF LEARNER AUTONOMY IN THE IRANIAN

(2013) underscored that meaningful learning experiences are contingent upon sufficient time
for exploration, critical reflection, and adaptation. However, they warn that the relentless pace
of many curricula can erode these crucial elements, ultimately stifling both creativity and
independent learning.

A notable impediment to fostering learner autonomy was identified as a widespread lack
of information among teachers regarding its foundational principles. This challenge was
exacerbated by their reluctance to engage in professional development meetings with
colleagues, which subsequently limited their capacity to effectively guide students toward
autonomous learning. This finding is supported by Garet et al. (2001) and Barabadi et al. (2024),
who emphasize that professional development is crucial for expanding teachers' knowledge of
contemporary instructional approaches. They argue that by deepening their comprehension of
strategies such as scaffolding and inquiry-based learning, educators can more effectively create
classroom environments that are conducive to the development of autonomy. Moreover, Celebi
et al. (2014) point out that a deficit in motivation or opportunities for continuous learning can
hinder teachers' adaptability to evolving educational paradigms. They conclude that fostering a
culture of lifelong learning among educators is essential for enhancing their overall
effectiveness and their ability to respond adequately to student needs.

Additionally, standardized testing creates further obstacles by driving teachers to align their
strategies with assessment requirements, prioritizing short-term recall over critical thinking.
This 'teaching to the test' mentality fosters passive learning behaviors and diminishes students'
intrinsic motivation to engage meaningfully with the material (Au, 2007). Implementing more
meaningful assessments like project-based learning is crucial for promoting exploration and
student ownership.

Fear of being judged by peers when making mistakes was also found to significantly impact
student engagement and stop him from shouldering responsibility for his own learning. This
apprehension, as cited by Rodgers (2016), can create a culture of silence, discouraging
exploration and experimentation which are critical components of autonomous learning. By
providing a supportive environment, which is hardy found in Iranian schools, educators must
foster a safe classroom atmosphere where mistakes are viewed as learning opportunities,
promoting greater engagement and autonomy (Ferretti et al., 2019).

Students' fear of being judged by their peers for making mistakes significantly affects their
engagement and willingness to shoulder responsibility for their learning. This concern, as
mentioned by Rodgers (2016), can create a culture of silence, hindering exploration and
experimentation which are essential elements of autonomous learning. To foster a more
supportive environment, educators need to establish a safe classroom atmosphere, which is
often lacking in Iranian schools. By doing so, mistakes can be seen as opportunities for growth
rather than reasons for judgment. This shift in perspective, as supported by Ferretti et al. (2019),
promotes greater engagement and autonomy among students.
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Lastly, external cultural influences and parental expectations can stifle students' initiative,
as many families encourage compliance over exploration. Creating a cultural shift that values
independence and actively involves parents can enhance students' self-motivation and control
over their education. Addressing these multifaceted challenges is crucial for cultivating an
educational environment where learner autonomy can thrive, benefiting both educators and
students alike.

Conclusion

In conclusion, fostering learner autonomy in contemporary education faces considerable
challenges for both teachers and students. A major obstacle is the rigidity of curricula, which
limits educators’ ability to customize instruction for diverse needs, hindering meaningful
learning experiences (Bauml, 2016). Time constraints further exacerbate this issue, leading
educators to prioritize content coverage, resulting in rote memorization that undermines critical
thinking (Emmer & Sabornie, 2015; McTighe & Wiggins, 2013). Additionally, reliance on
standardized testing often leads to a 'teaching to the test' approach, which emphasizes short-
term recall over genuine understanding (Au, 2007). This focus on grades can diminish intrinsic
motivation, making it essential to adopt assessment methods like project-based learning that
encourage exploration and ownership of the learning process.

Traditional teacher-centered methods also contribute to students' overdependence on
teachers and their direct guidance (Barabadi et al., 2024), stifling their initiative (Vygotsky,
1978). Thus, transitioning to interactive practices that foster inquiry and collaboration is vital
but can be challenging due to entrenched habits and limited professional development (Fullan
2016). Continuous support for educators is also crucial for creating environments that promote
learner autonomy. External factors, such as cultural norms and parental expectations, further
influence students’ willingness to engage in self-directed learning. Promoting a cultural shift
that values independence and encourages parental involvement can help nurture self-motivated
learners.

Considering these challenges, there seems to be an urgent need for educational reform and
curriculum adjustments (Barabadi & Razmjoo, 2015; Barabadi et al., 2024) in Iran that
promotes a more flexible and responsive learning environment. By investing in resources that
enhance teaching practices and supporting learners, educational systems can cultivate an
atmosphere where both educators and students thrive. This shift will not only enhance student
engagement and autonomy but also prepare learners for the complexities of a globalized world.
Finally, stakeholders must collaborate (Barabadi & Razmjoo, 2016) to reform curricula and
assessment practices, fostering a culture prioritizing learner autonomy, which will enhance the
overall educational experience and prepare students for lifelong learning.
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The present study has certain limitations and boundaries that demand consideration. Due to
the prevailing political circumstances, the researcher was compelled to avoid discussing
politically-sensitive issues that were deemed relevant to comprehending learner autonomy.

Moreover, since the research took place in Iran, the applicability of the findings to other
countries or cultural milieus may be restricted due to disparities in educational systems,
language policies, and socio-cultural factors. Consequently, caution must be exercised when
interpreting the results, as they cannot be universally applied to other settings without taking
into account these contextual discrepancies.

To further advance research in this domain, it would be beneficial for researchers to
undertake longitudinal studies that examine the lasting effects of challenges hindering learner
autonomy development. Exploring the ways in which diverse cultural contexts influence the
application and comprehension of learner autonomy challenges could yield valuable insights to
enhance our understanding of this intricate concept. Future studies could also assess the impact
of teacher and learner challenges within specific teaching and learning environments,
particularly in relation to how these challenges impede learner autonomy, as well as
investigating how these obstacles manifest or differ across various educational settings in Iran,
such as state schools and private language institutes.

In conclusion, the pedagogical implications derived from this study suggest a
multidimensional approach to deal with learner autonomy obstacles, emphasizing curriculum
reform, supportive learning environments, implementation of learner-centered approaches, and
constructive feedback. By addressing these areas, educators can create a richer educational
experience that not only cultivates learner autonomy but also prepares students for lifelong
learning and success in an increasingly dynamic world.
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Appendices
Appendix A: Semi-structured interview for teachers
Section 1: Demographics

3. How many years of experience have you got in teaching EFL? ...................

4. Do you teach in public schools, private language institutes or both?

Section 2: Challenges and Obstacles to Learner Autonomy

1. What specific challenges do you face when trying to promote learner autonomy among your
students?

2. To what extent does the institutional curriculum limit your ability to foster learner autonomy?
3. How do assessment methods affect your teaching approach regarding learner autonomy?

4. What personal barriers do you encounter in encouraging students to take charge of their
learning?

Section 3: Final Thoughts

5. In your opinion, what is the most significant factor contributing to the development of learner
autonomy in your context?

6. Is there anything else you would like to share regarding the promotion of learner autonomy
in EFL education?

Appendix B: Semi-structured interview for learners

Section 1: Demographics

1. How old are you?

2. Have you been learning English solely at your school or have you also been going to any
English language institute?

3. If you have been going to any language institute, what level are you currently studying at?
Section 2: Challenges and Hinders to Learner Autonomy

1. What challenges do you face when trying to exercise autonomy in your school /language
institute?

2. Are there institutional or cultural factors that you believe hinder your ability to learn
independently?

3. How do you feel about the assessment methods used in your EFL classes at school
/language institute? Do they support or hinder your ability to learn autonomously?

4. What support do you think you need from your teachers to become more autonomous in
your learning?

Section 3: Final Thoughts

5. In your opinion, what is the most significant factor contributing to the development of
learner autonomy in your context?

6. Is there anything else you would like to share regarding the promotion of learner autonomy
in EFL education?
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Appendix C: The Persian translated version of semi-structured interview for teachers
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Appendix D: The Persian translated version of semi-structured interview for learners
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