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Abstract 

For the past two decades, language center in almost every university in Taiwan has attempted 
to implement the notion of independent learning through online learning resources. To many 
student learners, the easy and inexpensive access of Internet has made innumerable learning 
resources provided by language centers available for self-access language learning. However, 
whether students have cultivated self-access learning ability through appropriate learning 
practices online is the main point that school authorities are eager to find out. In order to 
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know the effectiveness of self-access learning in online resource-based context, many 
universities take different ways to evaluate students’ achievement. Since evaluations of 
self-access learning are important for student learners to know if they gradually and 
individually move towards autonomy, their assessments must be more objective. The purpose 
of this one-year study, therefore, was to examine whether selected online learning resources 
and evaluation methods affected students’ self-access learning attitudes and whether students 
cultivated self-access learning ability and learned successfully in online resource-based 
context. To gather the data, one hundred and twelve non-English majored students from a 
university of Southern Taiwan were recruited as samples and two types of objective 
evaluation, an assessment test and online learning records, were used in this study. Major 
findings indicated that language students’ self-access learning attitudes improved and they 
did make progress in online resource-based context. However, the training for students 
toward self-access learning needs to be strengthened. Suggestions were also included in this 
paper. 

Keywords: Self-access learning, On-line resource-based, Evaluation 

1. Introduction 

In recent years, language centers in many universities provide various online learning 
resources to encourage self-access language learning and the modes of learning have become 
an integral part of ESL courses to promote linguistic skills. According to some researchers, 
online learning environment provides a variety of advantages with “sheltered learning 
environment” at their own pace without “experiencing intense feelings of anxiety” (Pino, 
2008). The online learning materials are also found to be helpful in creating the encouraging 
environment in many studies (Aydin, 2007; Son, 2008; Thomson, 2010). The resource-based 
approaches offer learners the opportunities to develop greater control over their own 
individual learning in the most effective way: the learning plans, the selection of learning 
materials and the evaluation of learning (Benson, 2001). Whether language learners choose 
suitable learning materials is a question. As Sturtridge mentioned (1997), learning materials 
are one of the key factors that affect the effectiveness of self-access: if the materials 
appropriate to self-access learning and if the range and arrangement of materials are suitable. 
When it comes to online learning resources, many will think of diverse materials such as text, 
images, videos, and audio. Although some researchers may think learners should select their 
own learning materials according to their needs, students tend to choose the materials 
recommended by their teachers (Macdonald-Smith, cited in Benson & Voller, 1997). In this 
study, the online learning materials, E-touch learning system, were selected and arranged by 
language center.  

Theoretically speaking, there are no assessment constraints to be placed on self-access 
learners and they are allowed to develop their learning interests completely autonomously 
(Garner & Miller, 1999). However, students need proof of academic achievement. Therefore, 
majority of the universities try to integrate the online resource-based learning as part of the 
performance into their academic record and set some rules for evaluating their achievement. 
Some universities, then, collect the learning records from online learning system for the 
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evidence of self-access learning. In this study, to examine whether appropriate learning 
practices occurred in self-access learning and the time students spent on doing the online tests 
or exercises, the scores were recorded by the systems and counted as part of the term grades 
for each semester. According to Garner and Miller (1999), the need of keeping a portfolio is 
“to collect evidence of their achievements over a period of time”. Through the learning 
portfolio for the best picture of learning process, teachers had better understanding about 
students’ learning behavior and their motivation. In addition to the online records used to 
evaluate students’ performance of self-access, a paper-based comprehensive assessment was 
imposed on the students to see whether self-access facilitates learning.  

In Satoko and Sugawara’s (2012) point of view, simply focusing on language learning is not 
enough to promote learner independency. To equip student learners with skills to manage and 
control their own learning is essential (Benson, 2011). Since language center of this study has 
implemented the paper-based assessment and keeping online learning portfolio for self-access 
learning under the school policy for a long time, the researcher would like to know the 
implementation and results of self-access learning in online resource-based context. Thus, 
this study was to investigate the following research questions:  

1). Do students improve their self-access learning ability after learning the arranged online 
learning materials? 

2). Do students learn successfully in online resource-based context? 

2. Methodology 

The data collection instrument of previous studies about evaluating self-access learning was 
mostly through a questionnaire survey. In order to get concrete evaluation and evidence to 
prove students’ achievement, in this study, two types of objective evaluation were used to 
make sure if students had made progress and developed the ability to study independently. 
Under the school policy, the sophomores had to finish three assigned on-line General English 
Proficiency Test (GEPT) entitled GEPT 1, GEPT 2 and GEPT 3 on E-touch learning system 
before deadline during the semester. Then an assessment test designed by language center 
based on the three assigned online GEPT tests was conducted before the end of the semester. 
The score of the assessment test constituted 10% of the General English (GE) class final 
grade. Three another practices entitled Pre-assessment Preparation 1, 2 and 3 (PreA 1, 2, 3) 
were also listed on E-touch learning system without informing the students before the 
assessment. Furthermore, in order to encourage students to cultivate self-access learning 
ability, language center offered a variety of English learning activities and online learning 
resources to the students. Maximum 10 bonus points were added to daily performance marks 
depending on the time they spent on online learning and activities they joined, basically one 
point for a complete hour of learning. In this study, the researcher focused on examining the 
part of online learning record for one academic year. With the paper-based assessment and 
flexible learning records online, students’ self-access learning behaviors and achievement 
were clearly viewed. 
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2.1 Participants  

The student participants for this study were selected from two Intermediate level of General 
English classes (GE) from College of Business and College of Information at a university of 
Southern Taiwan from the fall of 2013 to the spring of 2014, including Department of Trade, 
Department of Finance, Department of International Business Management, Department of 
Information Technology and Communication, Department of Accounting Information 
Systems, Department of Marketing Management and Department of Computer Simulation 
and Design. In total, 112 students were selected to participate in this survey, but two of the 
participants dropped out of the class in the spring of 2014, resulting in the total participants as 
110. 

2.2 Statistical Procedures  

In order to analyze whether students made progress in online resource-based context and 
improved their attitudes toward self-access learning, descriptive statistics and bar graph were 
used to summarize data. Specifically, the gathered data were computed and tabulated by 
application of Microsoft Excel 2010. The counts for each assigned GEPT test and the 
Pre-assessment Preparation were added up and showed the percentages for each semester, the 
fall of 2013 and the spring of 2014. Furthermore, the scores for 50-question assessment with 
2 points for each question were marked and divided into ten groups ranging for 10 points for 
each group from lowest to the highest scores. Finally, the numbers of students who got the 
bonus points for online self-access learning in the fall of 2013 and the spring of 2014 were 
also counted. 

3. Findings 

The first research question examined whether students’ attitudes toward self-access learning 
improved. The statistics outlined in Table 1 showed that in the fall of 2013, none of the 
participants, that was 51.9% of them did the three assigned online GEPT1, 2, and 3 tests, 
while 22.3% of them did PreA 1, 14.2% of them did PreA 2 and equal percentage of students 
11.6% did PreA 3. 

 
Table 1. Participants who did the online three assigned GEPT exercises and pre-assessment 
exercises in the fall of 2013 

Test  Number Percentage 

GEPT 1  0 0 

GEPT 2  0 0 

GEPT 3  0 0 

PreA 1  25 22.3% 

PreA 2  16 14.2% 

PreA 3  13 11.6% 

N=112. 
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As to the three assigned online GEPT tests and the Pre-assessment Preparation exercises in 
the spring of 2014, showed as Table 2. 11.8% of the participants in both GEPT 1 and GEPT 2, 
and 0.9% of them in GEPT 3 practiced online as required. With percentage of 22.7%, 16.4 
and 15.5% in PreA 1, PreA 2 and PreA 3 respectively, students seemed to prefer 
Pre-assessment Preparation exercises to assigned GEPT tests for reviewing the coverage of 
assessment. 

 
Table 2. Participants who did the online three assigned GEPT exercises and pre-assessment 
exercises in the spring of 2014 

  Test  Number Percentage 

  GEPT 1  2 1.8% 

  GEPT 2  2 1.8% 

  GEPT 3  1 0.9% 

  PreA 1  25 22.7% 

  PreA 2  18 16.4% 

  PreA 3  17 15.5% 

N=110. 
 

The comparison between participants who got bonus points in the fall of 2013 and the spring 
of 2014 was shown in Table 3. The number of students, 17, who got bonus points for online 
self-access learning in the spring of 2014 was larger than the number, 12, in the fall of 2013. 
It means more students were willing to access the online learning resources and got the bonus 
points. 
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Table 3. Students who got bonus points for online self-access learning in the fall of 2013 and 
in the spring of 2014 

Academic Year 
Bonus points 

Fall of 2013 Spring of 2014 

1 point 6 5 

2 points 4 7 

3 points 0 2 

4 points 1 0 

5 points 0 1 

6 points 0 0 

7 points 0 0 

8 points 1 1 

9 points 0 0 

10 points 0 1 

Total 12 17 

Percentage 10.7% 15.4% 

N=112 (fall of 2013),   N=110 (spring of 2014). 

 

Table 4. Student participants’ scores of assessment test in the fall of 2013 

Score Number 

0-10 0 

11-20 1 

21-30 12 

31-40 39 

41-50 30 

51-60 10 

61-70 3 

71-80 3 

81-90 3 

91-100 2 

N=103 (nine participants were absent for the assessment test). 
 

The second research question addressed whether students made progress in online 
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resource-based context. Table 4 and 5 summarized the participants’ scores of assessment test 
in the fall of 2013 and the spring of 2014. In order to compare the scores in these two 
semesters and see clearly if students’ performance improved, the researcher showed the 
combined data below in Figure 1. 

 
Table 5. Participants’ scores of assessment test in the spring of 2014  

Score Number 

0-10 0 

11-20 2 

21-30 5 

31-40 22 

41-50 30 

51-60 25 

61-70 10 

71-80 5 

81-90 3 

91-100 0 

N=103 (seven participants were absent for the assessment test). 
 
The bar graph of Figure 1 with the scores appearing along the horizontal axis and the height 
of the bar corresponding to the number of the students who participated in the assessments 
showed clear comparison between these two assessments. The blue bar represented the fall of 
2013, with red bar representing the spring of 2014. As we can see, the number of the students 
who got more than 60 points in the spring of 2014 was more than the number in the fall of 
2013. Moreover, the numbers ranging from scores 51-60 dramatically increased in the spring 
of 2014. Obviously, when compared to the fall of 2013, students who got less than 40 points 
decreased in the spring of 2014.  
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Figure 1. Comparison between the scores of assessment tests in the fall of 2013 and the 

spring of 2014 

 

4. Conclusions 

As the researcher mentioned above, to implement the notion of independent learning through 
online learning resources is almost the same method in many universities in Taiwan and 
school authorities are pressing for an inquiry into knowing students achievement. The 
findings of the current study showed that students’ attitudes toward self-access learning 
improved as shown in Table 1, 2 and 3, but few of them did the regular learning practices as 
required. Table 1 and 2 indicated that none of the participants did the three assigned GEPT 
exercises before deadline in the first semester and less than 1.8% of the participants did each 
assigned GEPT test in the second semester. Interestingly, the fastest way for them to get a 
better grade for the assessment was to review the Pre-assessment Preparation exercises that 
were not asked to do. According to the system records, even for the Pre-assessment 
Preparation 1, 2, 3, students who did these exercises were mostly the same part of the 
students. That is, even there was an assessment constituting 10% of the General English class 
final grade, most students overlooked the fact. That suggests some adjustments should be 
made to the policy. To cut the long duration into three short periods of time according to these 
three assigned exercises may help the students to fulfill their mission. To elaborate, a deadline 
for each assigned GEPT test should be set instead of a deadline for all the assigned GEPT 
exercises in the first semester. After twelve weeks’ training first, students might get used to 
the rule and learned through online resources autonomously in the second semester. To 
answer the second research question, students did make progress in online resource-based 
context as shown in Table 4, 5 and Figure 1.  

Basically, most of the learning resources from E-touch learning system are test-oriented like 
the questions of GEPT or TOEIC. On the one hand, for students who are ambitious and 
competitive, doing the exercises on E-touch learning system is helpful and beneficial because 
they can get familiar with the test form and also get bonus points for online self-access 
learning. On the other hand, the test-oriented learning exercises are not so interesting for 
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some students with low motivation and achievement to do self-assess learning. In order to 
inspire most of the students to conduct self-access learning, in addition to test-oriented 
exercises, different types of exercises related to the topics taught in the classroom or personal 
interests should be considered. Regarding bonus points, online learning resources shouldn’t 
be limited to test-oriented exercises. Clear directions and various categories for selection will 
motivate students to learn. Moreover, some immediate online feedback or rewards to their 
performance should also be built in the learning system. Since learning in isolation, students 
still need some encouragement when lacking of teachers’ contributions before completely 
independent. 

To sum up, students’ attitudes toward self-access learning improved, but there’s still a lot to 
do about online learning resources and learner training. Although self-access learning does 
not ensure learner independence, it increases the awareness of the learners and their 
willingness and ability to manage their own learning (Sheerin, 1997). When students have a 
clearer idea about self-access learning and knowing what their objectives are, their 
achievement will be more obvious. The researcher hopes that the findings of the study can 
offer school authorities and language centers some suggestions when setting related 
self-access language learning policy.  
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