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Abstract
The purpose of the present study was to investigate
the relationship between MA students’ autonomy
and their reading comprehension ability. To this
end, a 32-item questionnaire and a 20-item mukiple
choice reading comprehension test were given to a
sample of 68 participants. The collected data were
analyzed using the Correlation procedure, one way
ANOVA and Regression analysis. Results of the
correlation procedure indicated that there was a
positive relationship between learners’ autonomy
and the reading comprehension ability but the one-
way ANOVA showed that the differences among
the scores of low, mid and high autonomy-level
students on the reading comprehension test were not
statistically significant. Regression analysis sbdw
that, of the factors considered in the questiomnpair
only the Nature of Language Learning was a reliable
predictor of reading comprehension ability of the
participants.
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1. Introduction

Independent learning of a foreign language hascéd

the attention of many instructors and educators for
decades. In their studies, they consider many biasafor

an autonomous learning, but they commonly agree tha
willingness and taking responsibility for the leiagntasks

are the two components of an autonomous learning.
Daunwong (2007) asserts that these two components
involve metacognitive knowledge and metacognitive
experiences. He refers to Fleming and Walls (1988)
state that metacognitive knowledge enables thadeaito
plan, monitor, manage and reflect on the process of
language skills. It also enriches them with more
motivation, more tolerance and more engagement in
learning specific skills. Many scholars agree thdlt and

skill are the two requirements of autonomous le@nia
independent self-directed learning, learners shdusd
aware of their own thinking, to be reflective anctegic,

and direct their motivation toward valuable goals.

One of the discernible areas of gap in the litegatu
on reading comprehension and learner autonomyais th
although many scholars have identified reading
comprehension as one of the most crucial langukitis, s
few have engaged themselves with ways of bringing
about autonomous reading. Rivers (1987) believes th
reading comprehension is the most essential skiltte
learners at different levels, yet it is common todf
students who are unable to read in a comprehemside
autonomous way (Pang, 2008)erdugo (2004) believes
that students hardly receive any guidance intdesjras to
facilitate the interpretation of texts autonomoushe
asserts that through education, learners shouldipeato
read autonomously by integrating metacognitive,
cognitive and socio-affective strategies necessarya
better understanding of a text.
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At the same time, learner autonomy has obwousl
certain requirements. To be autonomous and to &ake
active role in using language skills requires #aamers to
be independent, reflective and proactive in the@ss of
language learning. Dafei (2007) holds that autongno
learners should tackle the content and processéseof
learning skills effectively. What is less obvious how
this should be achieved and how autonomy affecésson
language skills once it is achieved. That is propaihy
Little (2007) states that nowadays the concept of
autonomy is often applied to the content and poads
language learning, but not specifically to its Iskil
development. Despite such gaps in the relevamatiiee,
it is often said that in more advanced levels ofgleage
learning, the development of learner autonomy drel t
growth of reading comprehension are fully integilate
The present study attempts to see if — and to extant —
autonomy enhances the achievement of MA level &arn
in reading comprehension. It seeks to explore the
relationship between learner autonomy and the meadi
comprehension ability of the MA students of TEFL.
Specifically, it addresses the following questions:

1. Is there any relationship between MA students’
autonomy and their reading comprehension ability?

2. Are there any significant differences among the
scores of low, mid and high autonomy level students
on a reading comprehension test?

3. Which of the components of the autonomy scale best
predicts reading comprehension ability?

A clear understanding of the relationship lestw
reading comprehension and learner autonomy endails
clear description of the concepts of reading
comprehension as well as learner autonomy.
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2. Reading Compr ehension

The relevant literature is indicative of an almost
unanimous agreement that reading is one of the most
crucial skills in second language learning. As Hlutt
(1998, p. 2 asserts; Reading has been described as the
most studied and the least understood process in
educatiofl. Despite the general consensus on the
significance of reading, there are various viewsoashat
reading is. Moeini (2002) summarizes that readiras w
traditionally regarded as a passive process of
reconstructing the author’'s intended meaning thnoug
recognizing the printed letters and words. On theeio
hand, Goodman (1976), cited by Chastain (1988),
considers reading as a psychological guessing game
which the reader is engaged in generating andntgsti
hypotheses.Kaplan (2002) extends the definition of
reading to a rapid, strategic, interactive and pseful
process that requires sufficient knowledge of laggu
and world, extensive time on task, and efficientvadl as
strategic processing.

In addition, various sorts of reading modedsébeen
proposed, but most scholars agree on two readirdglsio
of how a learner processes a text. They are boti@nd
top-down models and the integration of the two n®de
the interactive model. The bottom-up processingaia-
driven processing is preferred when the initialdieg
leaves the reader confused or his world knowledge i
inadequate. According to Nuttal (1998), the top-dow
model lets the reader adopt an eagle’s view oftéxég
when he considers it as a whole and relates iis@in
knowledge and experience. In the interactive maithel
reader draws upon bottom-up and top-down models to
interpret the text.

Reading proficiency is actually related to, or
dependant on a multitude of factors. Among othargt
proficient readers are supposedly capable of enmoy
several strategies such as linguistic, cognitive,
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metacognitive and socio-affective strategies. R@008,

p. 2) points out that “linguistic knowledge and procegsi
ability refer to readers’ formal knowledge of voa&dy,
syntax, and discourse and their ability to use this
knowledge in their interaction with teXtsHe also holds
that cognitive strategy refers to the reader's ofe
deliberate actions to understand texts. This tfecdses

on readers and reading strategies in decoding aihdiry
mental representations of texts. According to Brown
(1987), metacognitive strategies are self-diretéadning
skills that direct thought processes when planning,
monitoring, evaluating and regulating activity. Ban
(2008, p. 9 refers to Carrel (1998) who states thit
reading, the two key metacognitive factors, knogded
and control, are concerned witheaders.”. The last
strategy is socio-affective strategy. Nowadays, isit
commonly believed that socio-affective strategythe
balance between cognitive and affective aspects of
reading. Rueda, Monzand Arzubiaga (1998) hold that
socio-affective factors, also called motivationattors,
are amongst the essential characteristics of rgadiney
believe an engaged reader is one who is motivated,
knowledgeable, strategic, and socially interaciivethe
reading process.

3. Learner Autonomy

Learner autonomy has been a critical issue ovelate
three decades, during which there has been heatstal
over the concept of independent self-directed lagrn
There are a number of arguments in favor of makiirey
learners autonomous. First, autonomous learnenare
active and efficient in the process of languagenieg.
Second, autonomous learners are more motivateakeo t
part in various activities. And third, effective
communication is achieved through language usepagrd
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of the requirements of language use is that thedégde
autonomous.

According to Thanasol8000, p. 117)in the domain
of educational psychology, perhaps the cleareshitieh
that can be given teearner autonomy isthe learner’'s
willingness and capacity to control or oversee log&n
learning”. In TESL settings, this might be interpreted as
the second language learners' desire to get ingdcdwel
monitor their language learning. This requires anty
cognitive but also affective and metacognitive
involvement.

The concept of autonomy can be related toraber
of philosophical bases. The first philosophy isifpasm.
Thanasolus 4000, p. 119)maintains that positivism has
offered many assumptions, but the one relatingaonier
autonomy is,“the widespread notion that knowledge is
attainted by dint of the hypothesis-testing modedt that
it is more effectively acquired when it is discacerather
than taught". The second philosophy is constructivism.
Constructivist orientation to learning is uniquegcause at
its heart lies the individual learner, his brainamanism,
mental structure and his willingness to learn. Hsatus
(2001, p. 2 refers toPiaget asone of the pioneers of
constructivism who believes that the basis of legyns
discovery.“To understand is to discover, or reconstruct
by rediscovery. Understanding, therefore, is buptstep
by step through active participation and involveien
The third philosophy of autonomy is critical theory
Thanasolus (2000) declares that critical theory is
concerned with the issues of power and ideologyth&s
learners become more aware of social context and
recognize their borders, they gradually become
independent and assume greater levels of autonomy.

In the domain of language learning, the irehefent
autonomous learning has a number of characteristics
First, learners take an active role in languagenleg.
Most educators agree that learners should decide th
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objective of their courses, what they should leavhat
activities to use and how long to spend on eacivipct

In other words, learners should learn to be selfrrated

and self-disciplined in autonomous situations. &d¢the
teacher is a facilitator in this process. Withie ttontext

of autonomous learning, the role of the teachemhimpt
become superfluous. Birchley (2003) avows thatrtihes

of instructors in autonomous learning situationg ar
resource person, language model, motivator, leader,
facilitator, counselor and knowledge transmittenird, in
autonomous learning conditions, the desirable legrn
environment has some characteristics: the classgoes

the students a sense of being in charge of thamnileg;
practical lessons performed in group  work,
communicative lessons in which it is easy to ask
guestions; and the lessons should be meaningful and
interesting in the way that students are not forted
memorize by rote.

Most scholars also agree that every teachwl a
learner should be aware of the factors influencing
autonomous learning in order to promote autonomy in
their educational settings. These factors include
motivation, learner's metacognitive knowledge and
learning environment. Motivation is the essentaadtor
that everyone brings to every activity. Dickingd995,

p. 6) claims that autonomous learners become more
highly motivated and work more effectively
Metacognition is the learner's awareness of his/her
cognitive process. Metacognitive knowledge inchities
learner’s ability to plan, monitor and evaluate leigrning
process. One's success in learning activity depemds
expanding one's metacognitive strategies, whickuin,
enhance one's language learning. The last factor
influencing learner autonomy is the learning envinent.

As Yu (2006) points out, learning environment refes
external supports including teachers, facilitiesarhing
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materials and so on, which help learners develapieg
autonomy.

Learner autonomy is achieved by employingater
kinds of learning strategies. According to Daunwong
(2007, p. 7),"learning strategies are a collection of
cognitive or mental tactics used by an individual i
particular learning situation to facilitate learngi. He
describes learning strategies in different categori
namely, cognitive, metacognitive and socio-affextiv
categories. Cognitive categories cover strategies
concerning retrieving, encoding, transferring, iefece,
contextualization, note-taking and storing of imhation.
Metacognitive strategies are learner’s skills emgibfor
planning, monitoring and evaluating the learningviy,
which let the learners oversee, manage and control
learning processes. Affective strategies refernoteons,
attitudes, and beliefs a person holds in respomse t
specific learning situations. In other words, difee
strategies let learners act and react to varioasileg
situations affectively and emotionally.

3.1 Learner autonomy and reading comprehension

The relationship between learner autonomy and the
development of language proficiency has recentlgnbe
the subject of much heated debate. Dafei (2007gssta
that one of the reasons why the relationship betwee
autonomy and language proficiency, mainly reading
proficiency, has become a critical debate in regeats is

that researchers have become aware of the fact that
effective learning is strongly affected by indepentiself-
directed learning. The other reason is that thebajlo
concern in education is forcing the teachers tonstie
effectiveness of their teaching practices to gain
proficiency. And one of the requirements of pradioty

gain is for the learner to be autonomous. Withia éinea

of language learning, the success of an autonomous
learner depends on his activation and use of
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metacognitive knowledge and metacognitive strategie
(e.g. planning, monitoring and evaluating) in evekjll.

A number of researchers in the area of languageiten
strategies including Little (2007), Thanasolus @0@&nd
Dafei (2007) believe that in order to promote aotog in
language skills, the learners should extend theategies
of learning beyond teacher-guided to self-guided an
independent learning. In case of reading comprebens
this means that students need to manifest selfiaemie

in their ability to tackle texts and monitor their
comprehension.

To sum up, most researchers believe that mgadia
purposeful process, mainly at more advanced stages,
which involves the interaction of numerous skills,
abilities, strategies, and background knowledge to
produce comprehension. It is also thought thathigber
levels of reading could be fostered by the impletaison
of learner autonomy. In other words, a higher leokl
comprehension may occur when the learners are
autonomous and employ metacognitive strategiesplynai
monitoring strategies. The present study intends to
investigate how the autonomy level of the learnatrs
more advanced levels of proficiency is related heirt
reading comprehension ability.

4. Method

4.1 Participants

A sample of eighty students from Takestan Islamz@ad\
university, University for Teacher Education in Ta
and Karaj, and Allamah Tabatabaii University
participated in this study. The participants, bothle and
female, were randomly selected from among MA sttglen
of TOEFL. The age of the participants ranged frdma@
38. The data obtained from twelve participants, who
failed to complete their cooperation, were exclufted
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statistical analyses. Thus, data from a sampleidy s
eight participants were taken into account.

4.2 Instrumentation
To accomplish the purpose of the study, two kinfls o
instruments were employed:
1) An autonomy questionnaire
2) Reading comprehension passages

The autonomy questionnaire aimed at obtainjoger-
intermediate and advanced level students’ belibisua
autonomy and their reaction to TEFL learning situs.
The questionnaire was extracted from Cottrell’s
guestionnaires of 2000 and 1999 studies. Her
guestionnaires identify several dimensions undeaglyi
learners’ responses. For the purposes of the fretety,
five factors were selected underlying the partiotpa
responses to questionnaire items about languageiriga
beliefs and the relationship between each factat an
autonomous language learning behavior was inveastiga
The five factors included ‘teacher’s role (5 item&elf-
efficacy (6 items)’, ‘nature of language learning (
items)’, ‘strategies of learning (9 items)’, anckading
and autonomy (4 items)'. So, the questionnaire istats
of a total number of thirty two items.

To measure the general reading compreheiaditity
of the MA students, in this study, TOEFL reading
comprehension passages were utilized. The Reading
comprehension passages were taken from the 1993
TOFEL Preparation Test and TOFEL Actual Test (2004)
Five reading comprehension passages of appropriate
length and difficulty with twenty multiple-choice
guestions were selected. The participants werengb@e
minutes to read the passages and answer the quedtio
needs to be noted that the validity and reliabititythe
data collection instruments had already been eskedul.
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4.3 Procedures

Having selected the participants, the autonomy
guestionnaire, which was on a four-point scaleo(sjly
agree, agree, disagree, strongly disagree) wasn give
administered. The participants were asked to respgon
the questionnaire by choosing one of the altereation

the 4-point scale. The participants were then askedad

the TOEFL passages and answer multiple choice
guestions in fifty minutes. The obtained data wiren
submitted to statistical analyses.

4.4 Data Analysis

To investigate question number one, that is, the
relationship between learner's autonomy and theiding
comprehension ability, the Pearson correlation fcoeit
procedure was used. To find out whether or notetlaee
significant differences among the mean scores uf, lo
mid and high autonomy learners on the reading
comprehension test, a one way ANOVA procedure was
used. And to investigate which of the componentthef
autonomy scale best predicts reading comprehension
ability, a regression analysis was utilized.

5. Results and Discussions

5.1 Investigation of thefirst research question

The first question of the study sought to invegsggthe
relationship between the learner autonomy and mgadi
comprehension ability. To test the null hypothesisthe
study, a Correlation procedure was used. As displan
Table 1, the r-observed value is .264 with a praialftwo-
tailed significance) of .031, less than the .05elewof
significance proposed by the researchers.
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Table 1: Correlation Coefficient between the scores of Regdi
Comprehension and Learner Autonomy

Reading Co Pearson Correlation .264(])
Sig. (2-tailed) .031
autonom
dronomyf iy 67

* means the correlation coefficient is significant05 level

Based on the figures imable 1, it can be concluded
that there is a statistically significant, thougbt rvery
strong, relationship between MA students' autonamg
their reading comprehension ability. It means tte
participants' reading comprehension ability incesawith
their autonomy. Thus the null-hypothesis predictimg
significant relationship between MA students' aotog
and their reading comprehension is rejeciduls result is
consistent with Daunwong (2007) and Dafei’'s (2007),
who reported significant positive correlations bedw
learner autonomy, skill development and language
proficiency.

One possible reason for this relationshiy ib& that
as learners achieve greater autonomy, they become
capable of adopting and using more efficient sgjate
which in turn, improve their reading comprehension
ability. Another plausible explanation could be ttha
achieving higher levels of proficiency in generahd
reading comprehension in particular, gives learngrs
greater sense of independence and autonomy.

To see if there was any relationship betwelea t
various subparts of the questionnaire and theqgiaatnts’
reading comprehension ability, the same proceduas w
used. Table 2 shows the relationships between the
dimensions of the Learner Autonomy and Reading
comprehension.
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Table 2: Correlation Coefficients for the components of loest Autonomy
and Reading Comprehension:

Pearson Self- | Strategies E‘:;;LZS; Reading Reading
Correlation | Efficacy |of Leamningl | /0" | Autonomy | Comprehension
Role of
Teacher | 165 011 -.034 -.012 196
Self-Efficacy -.026 272(*) 021 -.056
Strategies of - .
Learning -520(") -250(%) 101
Nature of
Language .164 .356(**)
Learning
Reading
Autonomy .106

* means the correlation coefficient is significaniOb.
** means the correlation coefficient is significaatt.01

Out of the 15 correlation coefficients calcathtonly 4
are statistically significant. They show signifitan
relationships between:
1. Nature of Language Learning and Self-Efficacy( r
=.272),

2. Nature of Language Learning and Strategies of
Learning (r = .520),

3. Reading Autonomy and Strategies of Learning (r
=.250),

4. Nature of Language Learning and Reading
Comprehension (r = .356).

A number of points regarding the obtaineduits
deserve attention. For one thing, the majority lodse
participants agree that learning and teaching arel
should be, autonomous activities; that educatioa tsol
which helps the learners to be autonomous; and that
success in language learning depends on promoting
language skills effectively. They also agree on the
strategies of learning; how to plan their goaldeaining,
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how to practice language learning activities, howtake
part in activities and how to measure their owrgpess.

These findings are in line with those of @it
Among the factors Cottrell identified for autonomnyher
studies are the nature of language learning amdegies
of language learning. Again, this relation betwebr
nature of language learning and strategies of iegrn
might be partially attributable to the fact thatvadced
learners continuously form and utilize their autmyo
conceptions and beliefs (the nature of languagenileg)
at the same time that they attempt to justify, rtwmniand
evaluate (metacognitive strategy) those conceptanrc
beliefs.

5.2 Investigation of the second resear ch question

The second research question sought to investigate
there were any significant differences among tlalirey
comprehension scores of learners at various legéls
autonomy. Based on their percentile rank on thereara
Autonomy Questionnaire, the participants were chdid
into three equal groups of low, mid and high autoyo
level. As displayed in Table 3, the participantsowh
scored 85 and below on the Learner Autonomy
Questionnaire formed the low autonomy group. Those
who scored 91.33 or higher were placed in the high
autonomy group, the rest of the students, those who
scored between 85.00 and 91.33 were placed in te m

autonomy group.
Table 3: Percentile Ranks for Grouping MA Students

Percentile Score on autonomy
Low .33 85.00
Mid between .33 and .66 between 85.00 and 91.33
High Above .66 91.33

A one-way ANOVA procedure was used to compare
the scores of the high, mid and low autonomy groups
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the reading comprehension test. Table 4 contdies t

descriptive statistics needed for the ANOVA progedu
Table 4: Descriptive Statistics needed for the ANOVA praoed

Level of Autonomy N | Mean| Std. Deviation

High 26| 13.27 3.779
Mid 18] 12.00 3.464
Low 23| 10.61 4.746
Total 67| 12.01 4.161

A one-way analysis of variance was utilized see
whether the observed differences in the performamte
the three groups were statistically significanteTsults
of the ANOVA procedure are summarized in table 5.

Table5: One-way ANOVA for Reading Comprehension by Leléwutonomy.

Sum of Mean .
Squares df Square F | Sig.
Between |
Groups 86.391 2| 43.1962.616|.081
Within Groups 1056.594 61116.509
Total 1142.985 | 66

Based on these results, it can be concludadthiere
are no significant differences among the scoresowf
mid and high autonomy students on the reading
comprehension test. That is to say, although tihera
correlation between autonomy and reading
comprehension scores, the differences among tliengea
scores of learners with different levels of autogyoane
not statistically significant. There may be two seas
accounting for this finding. One is that the caatign
coefficient, although statistically significant, gobably
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not high enough to be the cause of differential
performance on the reading comprehension testoier
reason is that the classification of the partictpaimto
three levels of autonomy based on their performamce
the questionnaire might have been a fragile cliassion.

In fact, if the participants were homogenous wekpect
to their level of autonomy, their classificatiortarthree
levels would not necessarily indicate differenttgats of
behaviour. Moreover, the minute differences in leneel

of autonomy among the participants on the borderlin
might have further confused the classification. the
same time, the limited number of items in the aaton
guestionnaire may also have contributed to theusioih

of the classification.

5.3 Investigation of thethird research question
The third research question aimed to investigatehvbf
the components of the autonomy scale best predicted
reading comprehension ability. To this end, a stepw
regression analysis was done. As displayed in Téabllkee
'‘Nature of Language' is the single variable thaemnthe
regression equation.

Table 6: Model Summary

Model Summary(b)

Model |R R Adjusted R | Std. Error of
Square|Square the Estimate
1 .356(a).127 114 3.918

a Predictors: (Constant), nature of language

b Dependent Variable: reading comprehensi0|||

The 'Nature of Language' has a correlaticeffament
of .356 with Reading Comprehension. Its square,.l@7
shows that 'Nature of Language' can predict 12r¢epe
of the total variance in Reading Comprehensionescor

Table 7 shows the regression coefficienthe T
regression coefficient of .479 indicates that ie'snscore
on the 'Nature of Language' increases, so doesrHier
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score increase on Reading Comprehension. It mésats t
the more they know and adopt the autonomy conaeptio
about the nature of language learning, the mong rireke
progress in reading comprehension ability, andnioze
effectively they tackle reading problems. The tueal
(.003 < .05) shows that the regression coefficient
statistically significant.

Maybe the reason for this result is that, kaitonomy
(the nature of language learning conceptions) aading
comprehension, mainly at advanced level, are iddii
and personal attributes. The other reason might be
partially related to the proficiency level of stude (MA
level). This result may not have been obtained thed

proficiency level changed to BA or other levels.
Table 7: Regression coefficients

Unstandardized Standardized
Coefficients Coefficients
Model t Sig.
5 Std. Beta
Error
(Constant) 1.362 3.498 .389 .69¢
1
Nature of languagg ;79 156 | .356 3.075] .003
learning
a Dependent Variable: reading comprehension

Table 8 shows the variables excluded from the
regression equation because of their non-significan
contribution to the regression model. This is shown
through their non-significant t-values whose pralitads
are all higher than .05 level.

Thus from among the five components of the
autonomy factor, i.e. Nature of Language LearniRgle
of Teacher, Self-Efficacy, Strategies of learningd a
Autonomy, only the first one contributes signifitdgnto

Reading Comprehension.
Table 8: Variables excluded
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Model Betaln | t Sig.

TEACHER'S ROLE | .208(a)| 1.828 | .07p
SELF- EFFICENCY | -.165(a) -1.381| .17
STRATEGIES -116(a) -850 | .39B
AUTONOMY .049(a) | .412 681

6. Conclusions

Many researchers agree that autonomy is a goodn&chve
theory, but somewhat idealistic and impracticabagoal of
language teaching in some educational settings. mam
purpose of this investigation was to find the relathip
between the MA level learners’ autonomy and theading
comprehension ability. A number of conclusions da:
drawn from the statistical analyses and the obthnesults.
The correlational procedure indicates that ther@ positive,
though moderate, relationship between learner antgrand
the reading comprehension ability. Most researclagnee
that high-proficient and autonomous readers are emor
confident in dealing with complex reading actistién other
words, the more autonomous the students are at éwél,|
the more skilled and proficient readers they dtecan also
be concluded that despite the existence of a pesiti
relationship between autonomy and reading comps:bien
there are no significant differences between thadirey
scores of learners at various levels of autononiyd] the
regression coefficient indicates that of all thenponents of
learner autonomy, 'Nature of Language Learninghésonly
reliable predicator of reading comprehension ahilit
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