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Abstract: Drawing on the Self-Determination Theory (SDT), this study explored how
writing a learner diary impacts students’ ability to learn autonomously in an in-
termediate Korean language class. Researchers conducted a qualitative analysis
involving nine participants who used weekly learner diaries, questionnaires, and
exit interviews. The findings revealed that through a learner diary, students carried
out a series of self-regulated acts, such as setting a goal, searching for learning
resources, assessing their performances, and expressing a sense of accomplish-
ments, which boosted their overall confidence. While writing a weekly learner diary,
students’ learning behaviors have undergone to satisfy the three key elements of
SDT, autonomy, competence, and relatedness, resulting in students’ increased
motivation to learn Korean. More importantly, the result was confirmed consistently
regardless of individual students’ level of proficiency. Initially thought of as a diffi-
cult task, all participants began to enjoy writing a learner diary, and the writing a
diary in the target language was more enjoyable and rewarding as they continued
into the middle of the semester and thereafter. Positive feedback and encouragement
from the teacher also played a crucial role in enhancing the students’ self-efficacy.
The participants reported that the diary was accountable for improving their
autonomous learning.
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1 Introduction

During the Covid-19 pandemic, many students experienced increased anxiety and
depression due to isolation, which negatively affected their motivation to learn.
Researchers discovered that students’ motivation during online learning in the
pandemic was decreased (Avila and Genio 2020). The important task entrusted to
educators is to increase students’ motivation and to bring out students’ potential to
its full capacity and find ways for students to reflect on their own learning.

Learner autonomy, a key concept derived from Social Cognitive theory, has
played an important role when discussing motivation. Research revealed that stu-
dents are motivated when they are voluntarily involved in learning and engaged in
self-relevant activities (Noels et al. 2019). Students also become more self-determined
and self-regulated when they have increased autonomy, competence, and related-
ness to others in learning (Ryan and Deci 2017). This study explores students’
autonomous learning in relation to the Self-Determination Theory (SDT) through a
learner diary writing activity in an intermediate Korean language class.

2 Literature review
2.1 Learner autonomy

The concept of learner autonomy has been widely explored inliterature. Holec (1981: 3)
introduced learner autonomy and defined it as “the ability to take charge of one’s own
learning.” This concept involves a variety of skills, such as setting learning goals,
selecting learning strategies, and assessing learning progress. He believed that the
main role of teachers was to facilitate learners’ independency by helping them in
building their self-managing skills. The learner autonomy has been further discussed
by many scholars (e.g. Benson 2001; Little 1999; Morrison 2002; Riley 1987) and
implemented in foreign language teaching to help students be more responsible in
their own learning. Riley (1987) discusses autonomy as the learner’s ability and will-
ingness to identify learning needs, to plan their learning (selection of materials and
study strategies), to monitor learning progress, and to evaluate progress.

Little (1991) emphasized learner autonomy in relation to critical reflection and
social interaction. According to Little (1991: 4), learner autonomy is “a capacity — for
detachment, critical reflection, decision-making, and independent action.” In other
words, students have the flexibility to plan and manage their own learning based on
their needs, interests, and abilities. Little (1996) further emphasizes that critical
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reflection relies on the individuals’ capacity to fully engage and critically reflect
during social interactions.

Benson (2001) described autonomy as an individual’s ability to manage one’s
important aspects of learning, driven by a learner’s desire, capability, and freedom to
exercise control. He argued that autonomy is fostered by the social constructivism
and that learners build knowledge not by working independently but by actively
engaging with others. Through these interactions, learners are able to reflect,
identify weaknesses and integrate information and become proactive in their own
learning.

2.2 Self-determination theory

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) proposes that people have an innate curiosity to
explore and master new situations with their own autonomy and that all humans
have inherent psychological needs that must be satisfied in order to develop and
flourish (Noels et al. 2019). This theory states that extrinsic rewards, such as mone-
tary compensation, or prizes do not necessarily enhance students’ intrinsic moti-
vation. Such tangible extrinsic rewards in fact undermine the students’ intrinsic
motivation (Deci et al. 1999). Extrinsic rewards are not successful, especially when
attempting to increase students’ autonomous learning because it pressures students
to act in a desired behavior, and in this way, students are no longer learning with
intrinsic motivation.

SDT identifies three innate psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and
relatedness. These are crucial for fostering intrinsic motivation and well-being.
Autonomy involves self-directed actions and freedom of choice; competence entails
feeling effective and meeting challenges; and relatedness encompasses feeling con-
nected within a group. These needs are inherent, and students’ motivation and
performance are significantly impacted by the fulfillment of these needs. SDT
highlights the importance of creating supportive classroom environments that
nurture autonomy, competence, and relatedness.

2.3 Learner diary

The impact of the use of diaries on promoting students’ autonomy has been widely
explored (Dam 2018; Ma and Oxford 2014; Porto 2007). Bailey and Ochsner (1983: 189)
state that diaries are narratives to record the learner’s experience of a target lan-
guage learning including “affective factors, language learning strategies, and his own
perceptions.” Little (1991) characterizes learner diaries as a hard medium for
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students to record their reflections on the learning process so that their thoughts are
not lost. Dam (2000: 32) states learner diaries as a “tool for awareness raising and
genuine, authentic language use.”

In language learning diaries, learners document information and reflections
on various aspects of their learning experience. This includes their reactions to a
class in general or its methodology (Ruso 2007) and the activities they have un-
dertaken to learn the language outside the classroom (Halbach 2000). Litzler and
Bakieva (2017) explored the use of learning logs in a university EFL class to see how
students reacted to this writing activity. The results showed that most students had
a positive response, benefiting their learning strategies and learner autonomy.
However, a few students also found that writing the logs demotivated them or was
time-consuming.

According to Oxford et al. (1996), learning diaries are valuable tools for self-
reflection. They help learners build confidence, understand challenging materials,
and come up with new ideas. Additionally, these diaries are great for self-assessment
because they allow learners to explore their emotions, social interactions, and
thinking processes. According to Nedzinskaité et al. (2006), language learners’ self-
assessment facilitates an independent learning skill which ultimately promotes
learners’ autonomy.

This research project explored how the learner autonomy is changed through
learner diary writing practices through the lens of SDT in the post pandemic era.
Researchers previously have investigated the impact of using a learner diary on
students’ autonomous learning, but little research has been conducted in the context
of Korean language learning. To fill this gap, two research questions were posed in
this study:

1) What kinds of autonomous learning behaviors were promoted through the
practice of writing a learner diary?

2) How did the activity of writing a learner diary affect students’ motivation for
learning Korean?

3 Methodology
3.1 Research site and background

The research was conducted using a qualitative method at The Ohio State University
in the U.S. The data was collected from one of the third-year Korean courses, 5th
semester Korean. This class is a sequenced course in a 4-year curriculum for students
who are mostly majoring or minoring in Korean. The 5th semester Korean was
designed for students to reach the solid intermediate level proficiency defined by
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ACTEFL Proficiency Guidelines (2012) by the end of the semester. The 5th semester of
Korean language course was selected for the research because learners at this level
need to invest substantial time both in and out of class to obtain the intermediate
level proficiency. They were chosen also because students at this level typically feel
slow progression compared to the beginning level. Therefore, many students tend to
lose interests and deeper motivation for learning. Motivating oneself at the inter-
mediate level to advance the linguistic proficiency into the advanced level is difficult
because the process takes a long time, and perceiving continuous self-improvement
seems to be almost impossible. This is especially true for the Korean language
learners in the U.S. According to the Foreign Service Institute (FSI), the Korean
language is classified as Category IV (2017), and this category is declared as excep-
tionally difficult for native English speakers, which also is the most difficult language
to master.

The research period occurred during the first semester when in-person classes
were fully resumed after the students previously experienced three semesters of
primarily isolated online classes due to the COVID-19 pandemic. To accommodate
students’ rising emotional needs within this context, a learner diary was adopted as a
tool in hopes to reboot students’ motivation and ultimately foster autonomous
learning.

3.2 Participants

All enrolled students were invited for research upon the approval of the Institutional
Review Board (IRB). Nine out of 18 students voluntarily agreed to participate in this
research. The participants’ background survey was collected in the first week of the
semester. The participants varied in their proficiency and linguistic skills within the
intermediate level. All participants previously had at least 4 semesters of Korean
learning experience in the university, and two participants had more exposure to
Korean language and culture by growing up in a Korean speaking family. The par-
ticipants’ motivation and goal for learning Korean varied as summarized in Table 1.
Pseudonyms are used for all participant names.

The students’ learner diary entries were collected once a week for 14 weeks on
every Monday. At the beginning of the course, instructions on a learner diary were
provided. The instruction encouraged the participants to think, describe, or reflect
on their learning actions and contained specific questions for the participants to
respond to and write about, and what they learned each week (see Appendix).
Through the diary writing activities, students were primarily asked to reflect on their
Korean learning performance and identify their strengths and weaknesses to set
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their own learning goals that they want to accomplish. The students were encour-
aged to write what they did to accomplish their goals.

To achieve their goals, students were advised to use available online resources to
practice the target language outside the classroom during the semester. A wealth of
studies has shown the positive impact of the Internet use on a foreign language
learning (e.g. Bozorgian and Shamsi 2022; Godwin-Jones 2019; Lee 2019). For example,
podcasts have been identified as useful resources supplementing the insufficient
authentic language practices in traditional classroom settings (Bozorgian and
Shamsi 2022). In addition, according to Godwin-Jones (2019), the use of mobile apps
and computer software increased learners’ interest in language learning and can
therefore effectively enhance learner autonomy.

Upon the beginning of the project, a small size (“5.5 x 8.5”) paper diary notebook
was given to each participant for a data recording purpose. Most diary entries were a
half to one page long. The teacher returned students’ diaries with the feedback on the
next day. The feedback included answers to questions if there were questions asked,
suggestions for study methods, occasional compliments, quick error corrections in
the use of the target language, encouragement if the teacher sees that students have
difficulties, and recommendations and suggestions for further learning tools in
response to what was written in the students’ diary.

Initially, students were allowed to choose between English and Korean for
writing the learner diary to help them feel more comfortable with the new task as
they had relatively limited experience writing in Korean to express their feelings in
this format. However, if the diary was originally written in English, the teacher
suggested the students gradually write in Korean as the semester progressed. This
instruction was given as a part of the teacher’s feedback to encourage students to
develop their writing skills in the target language.

3.3 Data collection

During the first week of the semester, a questionnaire on the participants’ linguistic
and demographic background information was offered to the students and their
responses were collected. Additionally, responses to two more questionnaires asking
about the participants’ experience of writing a learner diary were collected, once in
the middle of the semester and once at the end of the semester. For further explo-
ration on the diary writing practice and free-flow thought exchanges, a semi-
structured, in-person, 30-minute exit interview was conducted individually. The
interviews were audio recorded and later transcribed for analysis.
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3.4 Data analysis

In this research, thematic analysis within the framework of SDT was performed.
Emerging themes were found to identify which kind of aspects of students’
autonomous learning appeared from the students’ responses from the question-
naires, contents of the learner diary, and the exit interviews. The initial emerging
themes were quickly identified as setting a goal, identifying strength/weakness,
searching for a study method, etc. The emerging themes were coded based on three
elements of SDT- Autonomy, Competence and Relatedness — and each theme was
counted to identify how frequently it occurred. A student’s account was coded twice
if they belonged in two categories. The questionnaires and interview transcription
data were also thematically analyzed in the same method under the SDT’s
framework.

4 Findings

A series of self-regulated learning behaviors aligned with Autonomy, Competence,
and Relatedness in the framework of SDT were found in the diary and the in-
terviews. The findings section is organized by reporting more pronounced and
frequently observed themes to lesser frequently appearing themes to illustrate
various aspects of participants’ autonomous learning. The themes include (1)
Increased sense of autonomy, (2) Enhanced competence, (3) Increased motivation,
(4) Building a learning supportive community, and (5) Growing into an active
learner. These themes explained how the learner diary activities resulted in pos-
itive outcomes for the students’ learning and how such self-reflective writing ac-
tivity brought fundamental changes in how students view their own language
learning processes.

4.1 Increased sense of autonomy

The participants continuously exhibited autonomous behaviors and monitored their
learning progress while writing the learner diary. From analyzing the diary entries,
varying descriptions of students’ autonomous actions appeared at the highest rate
among the three SDT elements. While consciously reflecting their learning, the
students evaluated their own language skills and class performances and identified
strengths and the areas to improve. This identification process often led to the stage
of a goal setting. After setting a goal, the participants diligently searched for a study
method or a learning tool that would enable them to achieve their goals. Table 2
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Table 2: Codes related to autonomy of SDT in the diary entries.

Codes Frequency
Assessing performances 64

Identifying weakness 57

Identifying strength 7
Setting a learning goal 141
Searching for a study method 16
Searching for a learning tool 4
Practicing outside of class 88

shows the summary of frequency counts of the codes displaying autonomous
learning behaviors in the diary data.

It was also found that monitoring their learning progress by illustrating their
actions in the learner diary motivated participants to change their behaviors which,
in turn, enhanced students’ sense of autonomy. The following two quotes from
students’ questionnaires demonstrate how they felt the heightened sense of auton-
omy. Kelly, one of the participants, reported “It makes me look at what I did and if I
didn’t do well when I did those things I can try something else to do better. That way
as Ilearn more complex things, I can try new strategies and see what works best for
me” (Questionnaire 1). Another participant, Hannah, explained “I think the most
helpful aspect of the Korean proficiency is the space for reflection and goal creating
that it leads to. Without the learner diary I wouldn’t have taken the time to really
check-in on my progress and think about what I could be doing to get better”
(Questionnaire 1).

The participants not only monitored their learning progress but also realized
that they are able to manage their learning by choosing learning materials that
would support them to achieve their goals. The following is the exit interview excerpt
representing how participants took initiative in their own learning after writing a
learner diary.

Hannah: I think doing the diary, made me realize like how much control, I had, I have over like
what I can do to learn, because I think beforehand I was just like, focused on oh I will just do my
homework and just go to class and that’s good enough. But I think doing the diary and making
goals, it made me think about, Oh, I can do a lot more outside of class, I think the one thing I took
away is like there are a lot of resources out there and I, I can use them because I think I didn’t
really use them before the diary. (Exit Interview)

The activity of the learner diary prompted Hannah to explore materials outside of
class and repositioned her as the owner of her learning who created her own goals
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and worked towards achieving them. She took ownership of this whole process and
went out to look for the learning materials outside of class that are effective and more
enjoyable for her. Also, a similar comment was found in Caroline’s data about
practicing Korean outside of class. She commented “It is interesting for me to track
my progress, and it forces me to find new ways to study and learn material when
previously I would just do what we learned in class. Because of the learner diary, I
have found new resources outside of class that are interesting to listen to and watch
to help me study” (Questionnaire 1).

When participants took the initiative to learn outside of class, their self-learning
activities included writing a summary about Korean story books, listening to
K-podcasts, watching K-dramas, writing a paragraph about a day in Korean, talking
to a Korean friend or family, watching Korean lessons on YouTube, etc. Most par-
ticipants had strong interests in the Korean pop culture, which appears to enhance
their motivation for continued self-learning outside of class. The use of self-selected
fun materials outside of the standard course texthooks seems to play a key role in
sustaining their interest and fostering autonomous learning behaviors.

4.2 Enhanced competence

Regardless of whether weekly goals were fully accomplished or not, the learner diary
activity was found to be beneficial in helping participants build confidence. This was
achieved through the process of documenting their achievements and tracking the
progress of their Korean skills. These learning aspects presented in the diary entries
were coded into seven categories as shown in Table 3.

Table 3: Codes related to competence of SDT in the diary entries.

Codes Frequency
Satisfaction with class performance 91
Satisfied 72
Unsatisfied 19
Accomplishment of weekly goals 55
Accomplished 42
Unaccomplished 13
Confidence 30
Challenging 14

Positive feelings toward Korean learning 14
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As shown in the table, positive feelings toward their learning including enjoy-
ment, satisfaction, accomplishment and confidence led them to challenge them-
selves. The students were confident to go beyond their capabilities. Sabrina reported
“It made me want to try other things to see if I could be even more successful, and it
led me to challenge myself a bit more in regard to what I thought I was capable of”
(Questionnaire 2). Caroline also mentioned “It was nice to challenge myself to do
things I normally wouldn’t study outside of class. Like look up podcasts and videos
and make flashcards stuff like that” (Exit Interview).

Another important finding associated with competence was the students’ real-
ization of their capabilities. The diary assignment was initially given with the
freedom of language choices between English and Korean. However, the teacher
nudged students to consider switching the language from English to Korean in her
feedback. Some students at first felt uncomfortable with writing the diary in Korean
because the course curriculum had been heavily focused on speaking and listening,
so students had less chance to practice writing. For example, Morgan felt writing self-
reflective diary in Korean was an intimidating task to do because she didn’t have a
such writing experience previously although she was one of the most proficient
participants. The interview data revealed the realization of one’s such capability
boosted confidence.

Morgan: I would say the biggest one was the second week I started writing in Korean. It was like
a Oh, I can write in Korean I never really did it that much it’s always been like prompt based or
like use this vocab use this grammar in the workbooks. But this time, like writing those re-
flections. The first week I struggled a lot. The second week was like, oh, I can do this. I think I can
continue doing it and it was a big like motivation for me. (Exit Interview)

Caroline gained her confidence by discovering her capability of being able to
perform this difficult task well, which she never thought it would be possible for her
to do. Below is her account.

Caroline: I think when I first switch from writing to English to Korean. Yeah, for me, when I
finished writing it in then specifically when I got my journal back that weekend, I read the
feedback I was like, wow, this actually was not that bad. I think I was very scared at first, but
once I got it back, I was like oh I'm actually like, I thought I was worse at Korean than I actually
am. I second guessed myself. (Exit Interview)

The students’ confidence increased as the writing progressed with teacher’s
continued feedback which often contained comments with encouragement and
support. The following interview data shows how the positive feedback from the
teacher enhanced student’s competence. For example, Sophia said “For the first time
when I got 2%/ 5§ [wanbyeokhae, ‘perfect’], I felt good. I was always really excited to
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get back, I was very excited to like read #4744 &'s [sonsangnim, ‘teacher’] feedback.

My immediate feedback from it, I was like, Yay. This is fun” (Exit Interview).
Based on the frequency of the codes and interview data, it was evident that
participants were able to observe their capabilities through a learner diary writing
that they could not have noticed otherwise. Knowing that they have the ability to
perform beyond the assumed performance level increased their confidence.

4.3 Increased motivation

Not only were the students taking the ownership of their own learning and
therefore enhanced their competences but students also clearly increased moti-
vation to learn while engaging in writing a learner diary. Caroline and Morgan’s
statements below directly indicate how writing a learner diary increased their
motivation. They perceived the diary as a good learning companion to report their
achievements to and felt a great sense of reward after achieving small goals.
Caroline mentioned “It also made me set goals for myself and if I didn’t complete
them, I would feel a sense of disappointment, so I think it was a good motivator”
(Questionnaire 1). Morgan reported that “Reflecting on my learning did motivate
me to study Korean more because if I did not do something new, I would have
nothing to talk about in the diary. Writing down my accomplishments was
rewarding” (Questionnaire 2).

Many students reported that they did not regularly reflect on their learning nor
consider utilizing additional resources outside of class to improve and refine their
Korean language skills before writing the learner diary. With the introduction of the
learner diary, students increased opportunities to immerse themselves in a Korean-
language environment more frequently. Hannah was a very goal-oriented student
who found keeping the learner diary was a motivator to achieve her goals.

Hannah: I didn’t really think anything about learning more beyond what I learned in class and
so I liked how I could be flexible with the journal because I was the one reflecting over my
progress and what, and I was making my own goals for the week, and 'm someone, where like if
I set a goal is important for me to reach the goal so it’s very motivating for me to like make
weekly goals. (Exit Interview)

Although writing a learner diary was a part of their course assignments that could
require more conscientious time investment than before, participants found it to be
more fun and meaningful to themselves as they continue to be engaged in this
activity. Allison and Hanna reported the following.
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Allison: I think it motivated me to study more because it really forced me to reflect upon my
shortcomings and highlight my biggest challenges as a learner. I think upon realizing how easy
it is to simply try a new method of learning to improve on concepts that I struggled with, I was
more encouraged to try a new method until I found one that fits best. Because when I found the
correct one, it made learning so much easier. (Questionnaire 2)

Hannah: I think the learner diary has been a great supplementary resource that has given me
motivation to invest more time in my studies that 'm sure helped my Korean retention and
consumption. The learner diary has prompted a lot of reflection on my end that has given me the
extra motivation to take the time to find an additional study resource online when studying or
reading or watching more Korean materials outside of class that has helped me go more in depth
in my studies. (Questionnaire 1)

Regular reflection through the diary writing on their successes and challenges
increased students’ awareness of their skill development. This sense of accom-
plishment and progress played an important role in strengthening their motivation
to continue learning. In this sense, the learner diary served as a catalyst for
enhancing motivation.

4.4 Building a supportive learning community

Data revealed that learning behaviors regarding relatedness, such as studying with
their classmates, obtaining learning resources from classmates, practicing Korean
with their Korean friends and family, and asking questions to the teacher, all played
an important role for achieving their goals. The participants reported different
emotional connections such as comfortableness, trust, enjoyment in relation with
their classmates, friends, family, and the teacher were formed through this project.
This relatedness fostered their emotional strength in the learning journey.

While working on this diary project, students reported that they studied with
their classmates and friends they felt comfortable with. See Table 4.

To accomplish their weekly goals, participants searched for materials available
on the Internet. They ranged widely from simply watching K-dramas on occasion,

Table 4: Codes related to relatedness of SDT in the diary entries.

Codes Total
Studying with classmates/friends 24
Talking to teacher (question/comments) 1"

Talking to family (heritage) 2
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listening to Korean podcasts, searching for interesting Korean webtoons to studying
Korean with a book called Talk to me in Korean (a book and the associated popular
YouTube learning contents), reviewing various educational and non-educational
YouTube episodes in Korean, and reading available Korean blogs and vlogs, etc. The
additional materials went beyond class materials depending on what the students
found interesting or worthy of exploring. An expansion of fun and exciting language
samples and varying learning materials that the participants ran into were often
enthusiastically shared with classmates. The following interview shows how the
shared information with classmates influenced the student’s learning. During the
exit interview, Caroline specified “Sabrina, she told me about it like a couple weeks
into the semester. So, I just started this semester, but then when I actually started
listening to it, I was like oh this is helpful and so I listened to, like, a bunch of episodes
so it was like a lot of content but a short amount of time” (Exit Interview).

As Caroline specifies in her explanation above, the learner diary activity
encouraged students to talk about and share interesting learning resources that they
have found. Sometimes this kind of accidental learning expanded the students’ view on
what possibly they could do in Korean. Also, this kind of connection truly bonded the
students and made the learning special, and the students felt like they belong to each
other in a bhigger and more meaningful learning community. Additionally, students
reported that the diary was a special space where they can discreetly converse with the
teacher without necessarily let other students in class notice about them. Some stu-
dents used it as a communicating tool with the teacher, and in turn, this practice helped
them to be closely connected to the teacher. The teacher also benefited by getting to
know about the student issues that they had in that week in a relatively calm envi-
ronment through the written communication. Therefore, writing and reading the
diary helped communication in both ways. See Caroline’s interview below.

Caroline: I can talk to the teacher in private, instead of face to face or even email, kind of a secret
that we can have. So, if I need something or if I'm struggling, then I can just write in private [in
my learner diary writing] and then the teacher knows. I think that was helpful because I feel like
I did I have to outwardly say, but then the teacher would just understand that maybe I needed
help that week or maybe I was doing really good or something like that, that was really helpful.
(Exit Interview)

Because the diary was a channel for such regular, weekly communication, it was
more personable, helping everyone to be more open to each other by talking through
diaries. With this kind of internal support system, students seem to feel safe and
more at ease to take risks in trying out a newly learned expression or venture into
using a more complex grammar. Fostering and maintaining an open communication
system with such less pressure was an indirect but much more efficient way to create
a happier and more comfortable environment.
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4.5 Growing into an active learner

The data indicated that the students have grown into a more active learner with the
learner diary practice. Regular and periodic reflective thinking practice involved in
the diary writing has positively impacted on the participants’ learning behaviors.
According to the students’ account, they are now more prone to think and act
consciously about their own learning compared to more passive style of learning in
the past that they seemed to recall. The participating students’ attitude toward
the task also changed. Many participants initially perceived this assignment as
rather “tedious” and generally regarded it as a difficult task. However, as they have
developed a habit of writing more regularly in a weekly cycle, the initial negative
feeling has changed into more “happy” expectations about what they ought to write
in the next week. Sophia’s comment illustrates this change. She reported “I was a
little apprehensive at first, but I have really enjoyed writing the learner diary
throughout the semester and would like to continue doing so in the future!”
(Questionnaire 2).

The data collected from the students illustrate the changes that this diary writing
process had brought to them. Through the correspondence on the questionnaire,
Sabrina commented “I was choosing to actively study other materials outside of class
to improve different aspects of my Korean and would often come into class with
comments and questions to help further what I had learned on my own. I don’t think I
ever did that before the learner diary” (Questionnaire 2). Hannah also mentioned
“Before the learner diaries, I did not give much thought to what resources were
available and what else I could do outside of class and assigned materials. By doing
these journals, I was able to explore a lot of outside resources through this process
and made me be more engaged and active in my studies” (Questionnaire 2).

It was found that the participants started forming active learning habits by the
act of writing diary. Both Sabrina and Hannah above mentioned that they had
broken into a new passage of learning habits thanks to the reflective writing practice.
In that sense, the action of writing a diary truly resulted in increasing students’
confidence and motivation. Additionally, there was a significant change in the
growth of the affective support from a learning community. The support that they
shared with one another created an unexpected synergy among the participants and
they could individually and collectively grow into more self-determined learners.
Overall, the findings indicated that participants became more self-determined and
autonomous learners through writing the learner diary. It was identified that the
development of autonomous learning was characterized as cyclic. The nature of this
cyclic learning is illustrated in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: Flow of cyclic autonomous learning.

5 Discussion

Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is a motivational theory suggesting that in-
dividuals can become self-determined when their needs for autonomy, competence
and relatedness are satisfied (Deci and Ryan 2000). Within this theoretical
framework, the findings of this study indicated that a learner diary activity
increased learners’ self-regulated behaviors. The participants of this study were
either Korean majors or minors who were committed and invested in studying
Korean. Due to this background, all of them possessed a great deal of motivation
and a degree of desire to ultimately acquire advanced proficiency in Korean when
they entered the intermediate Korean class. Even though they all have such an
instrumental motivational orientation driven by external rewards (Gardner and
Lambert 1972), participants had not actively reflected on the strength or weak-
nesses of their Korean language skills nor monitored their learning progress on a
regular basis until they were asked to write a learner diary. By participating in the
weekly reflective writing process, the students found themselves gradually
becoming more motivated to learn and genuinely wanting to improve in the lan-
guage with goals, which eventually led them to engage in a number of autonomous
learning behaviors.

The findings of this study revealed that the process of writing a learner diary is
an effective tool enhancing a range of metacognitive skills. As many researchers in
second language learning claimed, not only that learning can be enhanced by
adopting metacognitive skills, but also that fostering metacognitive skills is required
for learners to achieve a long-term success in their learning (Anderson 2012; Graham
2006). When the opportunity to reflect on their learning was provided to participants,
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their ability to take control of learning, namely autonomy (Ryan and Deci 2000), was
developed as a consequence of the previously developed metacognitive skills.
Engaging in the cycle of self-regulated behaviors as shown in Figure 1 raised the
awareness of the students’ own learning and enabled them to be more proactive
toward their learning. In addition, self-regulated behaviors were gradually inter-
nalized as the participants’ motivation. This process facilitated a change from
external-driven motivation (to complete a learner diary assignment) to intrinsic
motivation (to volitionally engage in their learning) which, according to Deci et al.
(1991), is the most self-determined kind of motivation. Deci et al. (1991: 328) argued the
intrinsic motivation is fundamental and is “the prototype of self-determination.”
Students who are intrinsically motivated are more likely to engage in high-quality
learning.

In this study, the participants felt increased confidence from accomplishing their
goals and evaluating their skills every week. In SDT’s framework, competence is
described as an ability to sufficiently accomplish a given task. Sequenced actions of
setting their own learning goals, using the materials that they selected for their own
needs, and accomplishing set goals were spiraled to build up their confidence to
succeed. In the area of competence, participants’ self-efficacy was enhanced through
the learner diary. At the beginning of the project, the majority of students were
hesitant to write the diary in Korean. Only three out of nine participants chose to
write in Korean. Six participants showed low-self efficacy by viewing writing a
learner diary in Korean as a difficult task and initially avoided the challenge. By the
middle of the semester, however, more students started to feel at ease as they
practiced the action of writing more entries and gradually started switching their
choice of writing in the first language to the target language when the teacher
encouraged them. As such, the participants’ competence was supported by intro-
ducing a fundamentally challenging task, “thereby allowing students to test and to
expand their academic capabilities” (Niemiec and Ryan 2009: 139). The teacher’s role
in this process was crucial as the teacher’s positive feedback aided learners to in-
crease their motivation. Therefore, this finding confirms Dérnyei’s (2005) statement
that teachers who support autonomy promote intrinsic and self-determined moti-
vational orientations for language learners.

Another finding that was highlighted by our research was the absence of direct
relationship between autonomous learning and students’ level of proficiency. In
other words, both participants of high proficiency and low proficiency became more
self-determined learners as a result of writing a learner diary. Higher proficiency
students seem to challenge themselves more often and use more diverse resources,
but autonomous learning occurred regardless of the proficiency level.

In sum, participants in this study grew into more self-determined learners as
their autonomy, competence, and relatedness were increased. Initially, writing a
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learner diary was not favorable for participants and was perceived as an ordeal, but
at the end of the semester the participants grew to love it and later found the diary
writing to be exciting, helpful, and rewarding. Therefore, as the autonomy grew,
competence and self-efficacy were enhanced in the learning community where they
mutually felt more meaningfully related to others.

6 Pedagogical implication and conclusion

Successful foreign language learning cannot be achieved only by the classroom
instruction sharing the content knowledge. Learners’ motivation is another impor-
tant factor that drives students to keep them up throughout the semester so that they
mindfully invest their time and effort for the intended learning to be successful. In
order to increase learners’ motivation, it is important to elevate the level of learners’
autonomy as more autonomous learners take more responsibility for their own
learning and are able to stay motivated to learn. However, autonomous learning does
not occur in a void. Some form of explicit instruction is required to facilitate
restructuring their approaches to the learning processes. At the Language Centers or
Department level, an orientation can be given to faculty and students alike earlier in
the semester, outlining the importance of creating an end goal or a vision for the
semester. Students should be encouraged to envision the end of the semester
outcome achieved by their effort in the semester. They should be reminded that the
reflective process is more than a mere thinking exercise but a great start to promote a
growth mindset in language studies. We, as authors, should emphasize the impor-
tance of drawing the students’ attention to the reflective process, especially from the
beginning of the language course. Indeed, this is a key to building strong learner
autonomy, which ultimately results in long-term success as alearner. In addition, the
Language Centers or Departments can provide occasional workshops that include
teacher reflection sessions on specific activities that encourage students to reflect on
their own learning practices. These workshop sessions will help teachers share their
experiences and improved methodologies that could hopefully be implemented in
their teaching practices.

In the classrooms, we suggest that teachers dedicate part of course credits to
reflective activities such as a paper diary, a digital blog, a voice or video diary in
order to help the students cultivate metacognitive skills as it is worth devoting time to
nurture these skills. The suggested activities will eventually help students develop
autonomy as language learners. Based on this study, the teachers’ comments on the
diaries were not only helpful but also crucial because students felt that they received
individualized attention to their progress. In addition, we suggest that learner diary
assignments should be a low-stake assignment. In fact, learners’ autonomy can bhe
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developed by “teachers’ minimizing the salience of evaluative pressure and any
sense of coercion in the classroom” (Niemiec and Ryan 2009: 139) as it was reaffirmed
by the participants of this study. Finally, journaling as a low stake assignment will
potentially pave the way to a safe space for communication between a teacher and a
student and such genuine communication will serve to build students’ confidence
and help their integral growth as a life-long learner.

Research funding: This work was supported by the Michael V. Drake Institute for
Teaching and Learning, The Ohio State University under Grant [Research and
Implication Level 1].

Appendix

Learner diary instruction
It is known to be beneficial for learners to think about what they are learning

while learning. Reflecting on our own learning process makes us a conscientious

learner. Let’s practice writing a weekly learner diary and document our thoughts
this semester.

I want you to think about what you've learned over the past week and write
about it. In your writing, try to also identify your overall strengths and weaknesses of
Korean, and think about what you did to make the results as they were. Also, write
about what you can do to improve your weaknesses.

Here are some of the questions you can ask yourself when you write a diary
entry.

“Did I understand everything that I was taught in class? If not, what do I need to

work on/how will I improve my understanding?”

— “How was my performance (speaking/reading/writing/listening) in class? Did I
do well? What did I struggle on? What can I do to do better next time?”

— Ifyou tried to work on areas that you wanted to improve, write about what you
did. For example, you used Quizlet to memorize vocab. “How did it work? Did it
help?” Or you did not understand the grammar point you learned last week. So,
you watched a YouTube video explaining more details of the grammar. “How
was the viewing experience? Did I understand the grammar better?”

—  “What are my strengths of Korean? What have I done to make them strong?”

— What are my weakness of Korean? “What will I do to improve it?” “Has the
previous study method been working well?”
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You are welcome to use any learning resources on the internet. Just write what
you used and how you used them to learn Korean. You can write either in English or
Korean. (If you write in Korean, I will provide corrections.).
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