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Although the indisputable importance of autonomy, partly due to its motivating capacity, is firmly anchored both in
the theory of second-language acquisition and adult education at large, the cross section of the two fields, that is the
autonomy of adult language learners, has received little attention in the literature. If we focus on the autonomy of
adult language learners in corporate contexts, empirical studies are practically non-existent. This paper fills this niche
by synthesizing the findings of 4 interview studies conducted in 18 organizations in Hungary. In this study, 19 human
resource policy makers, 18 second-language (L2) teachers, and 21 adult learners were interviewed using a semi-
structured interview guide to explore how corporate contexts and their language teachers fostered autonomous
language learning and how it affected adult learners’ L2 motivation. Results show that while these contexts promote
autonomy through their ongoing organic development, teachers foster it by being responsive to learners’ needs, and
by providing choices to learners on the basis of which tailor-made teaching is made feasible.
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INTRODUCTION

Although the indisputable importance of autonomy is firmly
anchored both in the theory of second-language acquisition
(e.g., Benson, 2011; Chik, Aoki, & Smith, 2018; Smith,
Kuchah, & Lamb, 2018) and adult education at large
(e.g., Fejes, Olson, Rahm, Dahlstedt, & Sandberg, 2018;
Knowles, 1975a; Rogers &Mitzner, 2017), the cross section
of the two fields, that is, the autonomy of adult language
learners, has received little attention in the literature. This is
surprising for two reasons. First, lifelong learning in devel-
oped economies is currently being given an unprecedented
amount of consideration (Billett, 2018); second, second-
language (L2) autonomy research seems to have neglected
its origins, which arise from adult learning in the 1970s
(Riley, 1985).

If we consider the first reason, it must be noted, however,
that lifelong learning is increasingly viewed with the aim of
attaining such tangible results that can be utilized in em-
ployment (Billett, 2018). There is no doubt that foreign
language skills in corporate contexts fall in this category. As
for the second reason, even though the focus of L2 autono-
my research has currently been the context of primary,
secondary, and tertiary education, the foundations of auton-
omy in language learning arise from adult language learning
(Benson, 2011), and the original motive behind the initiative
of The Council of Europe (1997) to introduce Europe’s
Modern Languages Project was “to provide adults with
opportunities for lifelong learning and the approach

developed [ : : : ] was influenced by proposals from the
emerging field of adult self-directed learning” (Benson,
2011, p. 10).

The current abundance of lifelong learning programs
calls for broadening L2 autonomy research by extending
the research agenda to devote more attention to the initial
target audience of L2 autonomy, adult learners as well. It
was this call that inspired me to investigate the role of
context- and teacher-generated learner autonomy on the
adult L2 learners’ motivation. For the context of this
investigation, the most straightforward, yet underre-
searched, environment has been selected where lifelong
learning promises applicable results in employment –

corporate contexts. This choice was also guided by the fact
that a majority of organizations today are knowledge orga-
nizations (Kálmán, 2015a, 2016a) that are aware of the
necessity of lifelong learning, which they promote by
continuously training their employees. In addition, I was
also driven by the recent resurgence of scholarly interest in
the teacher’s role in L2 motivation research (Csizér, 2018,
2019; Dewaele, Gkonou, & Mercer, 2018; Kálmán, 2018;
Lamb, 2017; Mercer et al., 2017; Smid, 2018) with a view to
finding out what role the teacher plays in enhancing moti-
vation by fostering L2 autonomy in the context investigated.
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This paper synthesizes the findings of previous studies
(Kálmán, 2015a, 2015b, 2016b, 2018) conducted in corpo-
rate environments and focuses on the role of context- and
teacher-generated autonomy on L2 motivation. By present-
ing the views of 19 human resource (HR) managers, 18 L2
teachers, and 21 adult learners on how autonomy fostered by
the learning environment and language teachers affects L2
motivation in corporate contexts, this paper sheds light on
the intricate interrelatedness of language-learning autonomy
and motivation in corporate contexts.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Context

As a result of the political, economic, and social changes that
have taken place in Hungary, the importance of the English
language has gained increasing ground on the Hungarian
labor market ever since the political changes in the country
at the beginning of the 1990s (Földi, László, Szűcs, & Máté,
2013). English has become the lingua franca of the modern
age, the negotiating language of professional and business life
(Sturcz, 2010). Its most important role, however, is that it has
become the means of acquiring knowledge capital, as the vast
majority of professional literature is born in this language
(Sturcz, 2010). In spite of the facts that an intermediate
command of English is already regarded as a basic skill on
the labor market, and an overwhelming majority of company
entrants in the investigated context possess it, over 91% of big
corporations (employing over 250 employees) support the
language education of their workforce up to this day in
Hungary (Központi Statisztikai Hivatal [Hungarian Statistical
Office], 2016). This is not surprising if we consider that
organizations view knowledge as a strategic tool (Hislop,
Boshua, & Helms, 2018), and its real benefit is manifested in
an increase in the financial results and competitiveness of the
organization (Lakner, 2016).

According to Sturcz (2010), speaking English today is
essential in the corporate world, and the expectancy ratio has
increased to 98% from 88% a decade ago. Nevertheless, it
does not necessarily mean that the English knowledge of
graduates meets corporate norms, even if they have passed a
B2-level language exam. Potential candidates need to have a
working knowledge of English, which – in the case of
English – primarily means communication with non-native
speakers of English. Kontráné and Csizér (2011) base this
argument on the fact that on a global scale, today, there are
four times as many non-native speakers of English as natives,
and the lion’s share of English communication takes place
between non-native speakers of English (Graddol, 2006).

Autonomy in the workplace

Adult learning in corporate contexts provides employees
with the prospect of professional development, which is one
of the three cornerstones of modern motivation theories in
the workplace (Pink, 2009). The central tenets of Pink’s
(2009) motivation theory draw on Deci and Ryan’s (1985)
Self-Determination Theory (SDT) and Csikszentmihalyi’s
(1988) concept of flow. Deci and Ryan (1985) argue that we

have three innate psychological needs: competence, auton-
omy, and relatedness. When these needs are satisfied,
we become motivated, productive, and happy. Conversely,
when they are inhibited, our motivation, productivity, and
sense of satisfaction plummet. As a consequence of this, it
would be desirable for us to create such environments in our
workplaces where our innate psychological needs can flour-
ish. At the positive extreme of the fulfillment of this
condition, we can find a very productive, heightened state
of mind, which is referred to as flow by Csikszentmihalyi
(1988). When these environmental prerequisites are met,
autonomy, mastery, and purpose lead to a high level of
motivation (Pink, 2009).

Pink (2009) does not equate autonomy – the first of the
three components –with independence. In his view, autonomy
provides working adults with a choice, which can include
being both autonomous and readily interdependent with
others. It comprises autonomy over what one does, when
one does it, who one does it with, and how one does it. The
pursuit of mastery, the second ingredient of Pink’s (2009)
theory requires an inquisitive, discerning mind, and the
willingness to experiment one’s way to a fresh solution
(Dutton &Wrezniewsky, 2001).Mastery can be characterized
by three peculiar rules: first of all, it is a mindset, as it requires
the capacity to see one’s abilities as infinitely improvable, as
well as the willingness to improve one’s abilities. Second,
mastery requires effort and deliberate practice. Third, mastery
is an asymptote (a mathematical function, a straight line
approached by a given curve more and more but never
reached by it) as it is impossible to fully realize, which makes
it simultaneously frustrating, challenging, and attractive.

The third component of the theory, purpose, provides a
context for the first two. When people are highly motivated,
they connect their desires to a cause that is greater and more
enduring than themselves, and is not only concerned with their
well-being. An implicit way of the manifestation of purpose is
facilitated by corporate policies that allow employees to
pursue purpose autonomously, on their own terms. These
corporate policies enable employees to do so by allowing
them to feel that they belong to something greater and more
permanent than themselves and give them room and time to
fulfill their purposes (Shanafelt, Balch, & Bechamps, 2009).

LIFELONG LEARNING

Pink’s (2009) three core components of motivation in the
workplace (autonomy,mastery, and purpose) resemble three
of Knowles’ (1980, 1984) five assumptions about the
characteristics of adult education (andragogy), which pro-
vides a framework for adults’ lifelong learning. In 1980,
Knowles laid the foundations of andragogy by making four
assumptions about the attributes of adult learners (self-
concept, adult learner experience, readiness to learn, and
orientation to learning), and he added a fifth component,
motivation to learn, in 1984. Of the five concepts, self-
concept, adult learner experience, readiness to learn, and
motivation to learn are similar to the components of Pink’s
(2009) theory.

Knowles’ (1980) self-concept represents the result of a
transition from being dependent to being self-directed in the
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life of a person as they mature. In Knowles’ (1975b)
description, self-directed learning is as follows:

“ : : : in which individuals take the initiative, with or
without the help of others, in diagnosing their learning
needs, formulating learning goals, identifying human
and material resources for learning, choosing and imple-
menting appropriate learning strategies, and evaluating
learning outcomes.” (p. 88)

This definition encapsulates the same notion as Pink’s
(2009) interpretation of autonomy in the workplace.

Knowles’ (1980) second and fifth concepts, adult learner
experience and motivation to learn, refer a growing pool of
experience that represents an ever-increasing resource for
learning. These concepts are similar to Pink’s (2009) mas-
tery; however, Pink’s (2009) conceptualization of mastery
assumes a deliberate effort from the employee, whereas
Knowles’ (1980) model adult learner experience embodies
the accumulation of more and more experience, merely as a
consequence of spending more time in the job. In this
respect, Knowles’ concept is similar to Reischmann’s
(2017) lifewide learning. As for the other concept, motiva-
tion to learn, in Knowles, Holton, and Swanson’s (2014)
theory, it is a direct consequence of entering unfamiliar
territory: “each transition to a new stage creates a motiva-
tion to learn” (p. 207).

The third similarity in the two theories can be observed
between Pink’s (2009) concept of purpose and Knowles’
(1980) readiness to learn, as they both tap into comparable
domains: stepping beyond the self and contributing to a
greater cause. Although Knowles’ fourth concept, orienta-
tion to learn, does not have a corresponding match in Pink’s
(2009) motivation model, it is likely to have a pivotal role in
motivating learning adults, as this component addresses
the immediacy of knowledge application and a shift
from “subject-centeredness to life-, task- or problem-
centeredness” (Knowles et al., 2014, p. 46).

This orientation is manifest in adult learners’ language
learning, as foreign-language competence is applied in the
increasingly interwoven global network of corporate rela-
tions. On a European level, foreign-language competence is
defined as a key competence by Key Competences for
Lifelong learning (The European Parliament and the Coun-
cil of the European Union, 2006). This is substantiated by
the fact that communication in a foreign language is neces-
sary for employees to adapt to the accelerating changes of
the globalized world. Foreign-language competence was last
surveyed in 2016 (Eurostat, 2016) and during the survey,
evidence of foreign-language competence did not have to be
provided; therefore, the data are based on self-evaluation.
The 2016 sample shows that only 42.4% of the Hungarian
adult population speak foreign language, out of whom –

depending on their age – 20%–30% consider themselves
proficient in the spoken foreign language.

If we take the above trends and figures into account, it is
not surprising that organizations active in the Hungarian
labor market are laying emphasis on improving and main-
taining the language skills of their workforce even today.
According to the publication Adult education – training,
2018 (Central Statistical Office, 2018), 30.5% of the

Hungarian workforce participated in non-institutionalized
adult education in 2016, which is a 5% increase on the year
before. Corporate language education is the fifth most
popular way of adult training in corporate contexts preceded
only by professional training courses, conferences, team
building, and professional presentations.

This tendency on the Hungarian labor market is in line
with the broader European context (see, e.g., Billett, 2018;
Reischmann, 2017), and the European Commission (2018) –
recognizing the importance of lifelong learning – has estab-
lished the ET 2020 Working Group 2016–2018 on adult
learning. The final report of the working group justifies the
significance of adult learning in the workplace with six
arguments, which include providing an accessible and attrac-
tive way for adults to maintain and update the knowledge and
skills they need for life, at work, and at home. This is
beneficial not only for them, but their employers and member
states alike, as they raise the productivity and competitiveness
of the countries that they work in. In addition, according to
the report, adult learning “supports social and economic
(re-)integration of vulnerable groups, inclusion, social
cohesion and equality; and improves adults’ lifelong employ-
ability” (p. 6).

Current trends in L2 autonomy

While several detailed definitions of autonomy exist in the
literature, for the purpose of this paper, Benson’s (2011)
definition “autonomy is the capacity to take control of one’s
learning” (p. 58) will be used. The first decade of the
new millennium witnessed an unprecedented, threefold
surge in the number of studies on autonomy in language
learning compared to the three decades of L2 autonomy
research before 2000 (Benson, 2011). This increased interest
called for an overview of the field produced by Benson
(2007, 2011). While the field of L2 autonomy is still
thriving (see, e.g., Csizér & Kormos, 2012; Kormos &
Csizér, 2014), Chik et al. (2018) argued for new research
agendas due to the changing perspectives on language
learning and teaching.

The areas of research they proposed for investigation
were the following: (a) the relevance of the concept of
autonomy in developing countries and disadvantaged learn-
ing and teaching contexts; (b) the impact of the teacher and
censorship on how autonomy is conceptualized; (c) how
digital interaction and space change the dimension of
autonomy in group dynamics; and (d) how new configura-
tions of space will necessitate new ways of learning.

Even though Hungary in 2019 is generally not regarded
as a developing country, it is neither a Western one, nor an
East Asian one; nevertheless, it would be intriguing to
position it culturally on an East–West axis. The reason why
this point may be considered relevant here is that, tradition-
ally, autonomy has been regarded as a Western concept
(Chik et al., 2018), even if many scholars object to this
“falsely constructed binary with regard to East Asian con-
texts” (p. 2) (e.g., Aoki, & Smith, 1999; Littlewood, 1999).
Smith et al. (2018) argue that autonomy is not limited
culturally; instead, it is the lack of resources that constitutes
a critical criterion for learners and teachers to engage in it.
Gao (2018) – in his study that drew data from teachers’
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Internet discussion groups – contradicts their argument by
finding that autonomy is hindered by cultural tradition “that
imposes high expectations on teachers and subjects them to
public scrutiny with reference to expectations” (p. 42).

Another aspect of the proposed lines of research that is
relevant for this paper is the impact of the teacher on
autonomy, as autonomy also involves interdependence be-
tween teachers and learners. As teachers are increasingly
being regarded as significant players in promoting L2
autonomy (e.g., Deters, Gao, Miller, & Villanova, 2014;
Murray, Gao, & Kamb, 2011), it is interesting to investigate
how teachers enhance or hinder learner autonomy, how they
cope with institutional constraints, such as corporate educa-
tional policies and language exam requirements, and how in
their endeavors to promote autonomy they affect the L2
motivation of their learners.

The teacher’s role in L2 motivation

In the field of L2 motivation research, the teacher’s role in
motivating learners has remained an underresearched niche
to this day (Dewale, Gkonou, & Mercer, 2018). If we
narrow our focus on motivating adult learners of English
in an English as a foreign language (EFL) context, there are
very few empirical studies. These studies contain Shoaib
and Dörnyei’s (2005) interview study that examined the
participants’ motivational history; Szaszkó’s (2007) study
that explored the impact that intercultural contacts had on
adult Hungarians’ motivation; Ishtiaq, Zuraina, and Salem’s
(2015) study on how cooperative learning strategy affects
the motivation of Saudi EFL adult learners; and Kálmán’s
(2018) study that addresses specifically the teacher’s impact
on motivating adult learners in corporate contexts.

Recent years of L2 motivation research have been char-
acterized by a “surge in publications related to the peda-
gogical aspects of motivation” (Lamb, 2017, p. 304), and
Lamb (2017) highlighted some novel phenomena in the
field. For a start, he emphasized the changing nature of the
teacher–learner relationship, in which language learners
expect to be entertained as much as educated. This phe-
nomenon is even more apparent in corporate contexts,
where teachers are not considered authoritative figures, but
are regarded as educational service providers on a level
playing field with the learner (Kálmán, 2018). Apart from
describing a change in learners’ attitudes toward the teacher,
Lamb (2017) also laid great emphasis on the outright
description of the teacher as a motivator:

“any good teacher is, by definition, a motivator of
learning : : : teachers who actually target learner moti-
vation could nurture and strengthen it so that it promotes
greater learning effort during the course, produces even
better results, and perhaps even carries forward to future
periods of study.” (p. 306)

The teacher’s central role in motivating language learners
has been further strengthened by the tendency that a grow-
ing number of studies have reached back to the cognitive
situated period, and also revived and empirically validated
Dörnyei and Csizér’ (1998) and Dörnyei’s (2001) motiva-
tional strategies (e.g., Guilloteaux, 2013; Ruesch, Bown, &

Dewey, 2012; Sugita McEown & Takeuchi, 2014; Wong,
2014). Simultaneously, qualitative studies have proved that
“some individual teachers express more agency than others
in developing their learners’ motivation, despite working in
similar contexts” (Lamb, 2017, p. 314), which he labeled
responsiveness, and defined as “the personal quality of
empathy [ : : : ] built up over years of practice, which defines
the successful motivator” (p. 315).

METHODS

While the literature review attests to an elaborate concep-
tualization of the fields discussed, as stated in “Introduction”
section, the cross section of these fields requires more
detailed empirical support. Therefore, in order to fill this
research niche, I set out to explore how adult L2 learners’
motivation is affected by autonomy generated by corporate
contexts and teachers working in these contexts. Therefore,
the research questions I wanted to answer were:

RQ1: How does autonomy generated by the learning
environment affect adult English learners’ L2 motivation
in Hungarian corporate contexts?
RQ2: How does autonomy generated by the language
teacher affect adult English learners’ L2 motivation in
Hungarian corporate contexts?

As stated in “Introduction” section, this paper synthe-
sizes the findings of previous studies (Kálmán, 2015a,
2015b, 2016b, 2018) conducted in corporate environments
and focuses on the role of context- and teacher-generated
autonomy on L2 motivation. The guiding principle of
designing the research methodology of the studies was to
address all stakeholders involved: adult learners of English
in a corporate environment, teachers working in such con-
texts, as well as HR policy and decision-makers. By exam-
ining the focus of the enquiry from these three angles, data
source triangulation was ensured.

In order to answer the first research question of this paper
related to the effect of context-generated autonomy on the
motivation of adult L2 learners, the results of two interview
studies conducted with HR policy makers (Study 1) and
adult L2 learners (Study 2) will be synthesized and pre-
sented. As regards, the second research question related to
the effect of teacher-generated autonomy, the findings of
two interview studies with L2 teachers (Study 3) and L2
learners (Study 4) will be discussed (see Table 1 for a
detailed description of the research method of the individual
studies; Kálmán, 2015a, 2015b, 2016b, 2018).

The participants

All the participants of the studies work in organizations
employing more than 250 employees representing a wide
range of industries including the automotive; baby, femi-
nine, and family care; banking; construction; electricity;
fast-moving consumer goods; gas; information technology;
insurance; nuclear; pharmaceutical; telecommunications;
tobacco; and trading industries; as well as public adminis-
tration. Six of the organizations were Hungarian state-
owned, 12 were public limited companies including
2 American, 2 German, and 1 Austrian multinationals.
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Fourteen of them are based in Budapest, four in the country
(for a detailed distribution of the participants, see Table 1).

Data collection and analysis

The data collection took place between December 2014 and
June 2016. In each stage of the research, I conducted
interviews with the participants in their mother tongue
(Hungarian and English, respectively). The interviews were
audio-recorded with the consent of the participants and
transcribed verbatim. The interview transcripts yielded
about 200,000 words of data altogether (out of which
60,000 words came from the interviews with HR policy
makers; 70,000 words with adult learners; and 70,000 with
teachers). The data collected through the interview studies
were analyzed using Crabtree and Miller’s (1999) template
organizing style. The data analysis started out with a
template of codes, a code manual, which was based on
background information on the topic. The transcribed texts
were coded using this predetermined template, which was
complemented and fine-tuned during the data analysis
process. The data were analyzed for each of the original
studies individually. For this paper, the results of the origi-
nal studies were studied and synthesized, and only findings
related to autonomy are presented.

RESULTS

This chapter presents the autonomy-related results of the
four studies above. In the first section “Context-generated
autonomy,” the findings related to the autonomy-generating
capacity of the context will be described by synthesizing
the emerging themes of two interview studies conducted
with 19 HR policy makers and 16 adult learners. The
second section “Teachers’ views on their capacity to
generate autonomy” will summarize the results related to
autonomy generated by teachers working in corporate
environments based on the views of 18 teachers and 5 adult
learners.

Context-generated autonomy

Based on the results of the two interview studies that
investigated HR policy makers’ and adult learners’ views
on the autonomy-generating capacity of corporate contexts,
it can be ascertained that the above capacity of these
contexts that fosters L2 autonomy arises from two sources.
First, it is an indirect repercussion of the organic evolution
of corporate language education systems in Hungary.

Second, it is the consequence of current corporate language-
training practices.

Organic evolution of corporate language
education schemes

The geopolitical and economic changes that took place
at the beginning of the 1990s, and the appearance of
multinational companies in Hungary, made it necessary for
organizations to launch on-site language courses to accom-
modate their workforce to the new environment. The lan-
guage education systems of the investigated organizations
have been evolving organically since the political system
change in Hungary in 1989 up to this day. They have gone
through several stages of development, and we can observe
various circumstances that have promoted autonomous
learning in each of these stages. In the 1990s, corporate
language education was a newly emerging phenomenon and
need, and the absence of existing guidelines and best
practices meant that it was able to evolve organically from
within, without external intervention, through the constant
and dynamic interaction of all stakeholders involved: lear-
ners, teachers, language schools, HR policy makers, busi-
ness partners, and the management alike. Peter, a HR
manager, expressed this in the following way:

“As we have never had anything to rely on, and we still
don’t get any guidance or instruction from our regulator
as to how we should organise the courses, what we should
teach to our employees, what we’ve been doing over the
years is basically trial and error. We are still experiment-
ing with many novel approaches and methods, we keep the
good ones, and we throw out the ones that don’t work.”

Lily, an HR associate, described this in different words:

“This air of experimentation lends a sense of freedom to
the whole process. Everybody’s opinion is welcome,
moreover, we have always encouraged our employees
to come up with their own initiatives that they feel could
improve our language courses, and they have always
been happy to contribute new ideas.”

The need for corporate language learning was further
strengthened when organizations joined European or global
networks of similar organizations after Hungary joined the
European Union in 2004. By the 2000s, employees had
familiarized themselves with the English jargon of different
industries; however, Oliver, a learner, added that, “It’s the
easiest part because you meet it on a daily basis” (p. 3), and

Table 1. Detailed description of the research method of individual studies and distribution of the participants

Focus of the study Research method Participants

Study 1 Context-generated autonomy Interview 18 HR policy makers
Study 2 Context-generated autonomy Interview 16 learners+ 1 HR manager
Study 3 Teacher-generated autonomy Interview 18 teachers
Study 4 Teacher-generated autonomy Interview 5 learners

Note. HR: human resource.
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he found it important to highlight that the language related to
a particular industry could only be learnt if one worked in
the profession:

“ : : : this was the time when I started to realise that it was
impossible to find the expressions we used in dictionar-
ies. I had realised by this time that it was very rare that
an outsider knew the specific vocabulary to such an
extent that it would be 100% acceptable. We had to make
efforts on our own to pick up the necessary vocabulary,
but we received a lot of support from our employer, as
well as our language teachers.” (p. 3)

Josh, another learner, underlined that in the 2000s, they
were given a free hand to bring English teachers on board of
the organizations, instead of the company announcing a
tender for language schools:

“Later, as my English was more advanced, I realised that
the person of the teacher was getting increasingly im-
portant. On the one hand, I wanted to spend the time
I devoted to learning English in the company of a person
I liked, on the other hand, in the 2000s you were already
able to find very good teachers, which was obviously not
the case in the 1990s when sorry to say, but many of the
English teachers were retrained Russian teachers, a few
lessons ahead of you in their studies.” (p. 2)

With the organic development of corporate language edu-
cation systems, in the past decade, the importance of tailor-
made services has emerged, which has made it possible for
learners to make a choice in various aspects of their
language training.

Current corporate language-training practices

A corporate environment facilitates and simultaneously
requires tailor-made teaching. It enables the teacher to per-
sonalize teaching, as an overwhelming majority of language
courses are one-to-one, or are organized in small groups of
maximum four learners in this context. On one hand, it is a
requirement from the commissioners, the organizations who
expect language educators to provide services that are tailored
to the companies’ specific needs. All of the participants
confirmed that personalizing the lessons had a strong moti-
vating influence on the learners, as they felt they had a choice,
their needs were attended to, they could focus on what they
really needed, and in this way, they could develop faster,
which in turn enhanced their motivation. It emerged during
the interviews that corporate contexts are not as high-
constraint as schools. Fiona said the following on this, “I’m
lucky, because it’s not like in a school when you have a book.
I have what we together choose to have, the main thing is to
achieve the set goal by the end of the course” (p. 6). Albert
expressed a similar notion, “I have the freedom, the only thing
I pay attention to is to stay within the frames of the particular
corporate culture” (p. 7).

Current corporate language-training practices promote
learner autonomy in several ways, as based on the inter-
views with the HR policy makers, it turned out that language
learning is optional in all the organizations investigated, and

is available for both managers and employees. The lessons
are generally held in the morning hours or late afternoon and
evening hours, typically before or after core time for
employees, whereas managers tend to choose the time of
their lessons whenever it is most convenient for them.
Practically, this can be any time on a weekday between 6
a.m. and 9 p.m. With the exception of one multinational, all
of the participants unanimously stated that their employees
were required to take some kind of language exams at the
end of their courses or at the end of the term specified in
their educational contract. However, it is up to them what
kind of exam they take. Six of the employers prefer bilingual
exams on the grounds that employees should be able to
translate as well, but they do not mind what kind of exam the
employees pass as long as it is accredited. Two of the
organizations have devised their own in-house exams in
cooperation with their employees and partner language
schools, and test their learners with real-life tasks, for
example, giving a presentation or writing a prompt e-mail,
which they claim provides a more credible assessment on
the skills the learners are expected to master.

The expectations that the majority of HR policy makers
formulated during the interviews toward language teachers
and language schools were flexibility, tailor-made teaching,
and the ability to teach English for specific purposes (ESP)
as well, all of which foster choice. James, an HR manager,
elaborated on flexibility in this way:

“By flexibility I also mean that if the employees come up
with emerging needs during the course or on behalf of
the employer and I change the goal, the focus, or the
content of the course, the teacher should be flexible in
adjusting to the new situation.” (pp. 1–2)

Under the term of flexibility, other respondents cited flexi-
bility in time, place, syllabus, course book, pace, learning
style, and availability. There was an equally outstandingly
high number of references to the need for tailor-made
teaching, which very often took shape in teaching ESP for
the learners. Julia expressed this in these words:

“It is absolutely important that the teachers should be
very pragmatic. We don’t expect our managers to have a
very thorough knowledge of the English grammar or to
be able to read Shakespeare in original. The teachers
have to prepare our managers to communicate in ANY
situation. Our managers have to conduct very tough
negotiations. They are very efficient in this in Hungarian,
and they should be just as efficient in English, too.” (p. 2)

Peter, another HR manager, was of a similar opinion, “in the
limited time they can devote to learning, I’d really like them
to practice only those particular situations that they en-
counter day by day” (p. 3). On the same topic, George said
the following, “the quality of the education is defined by
how flexibly the teacher can accommodate to the specific
needs” (p. 3), whereas Kate emphasized the following, “if
anybody needs technical English, I think it would be great if
the teacher had that kind of knowledge so that they could
discuss such issues” (p. 1). John described a very successful
cooperation with a language school as follows:
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“Their greatest competitive edge is that they have been
here for 20 years, and by now, they have fully developed
their tailor-made courses specially designed for us. They
have developed how to teach the technical language,
web-based solutions, which focus on what you have to
say in a meeting, how you have to say it, and how you can
solve problems in English, etc.” (p. 3)

The findings above demonstrated how corporate contexts
have fostered autonomous language learning through their
organic development, and their current language training
practices by offering adult language learners choices in
learning a foreign language, and by requiring language
educators to be flexible and tailoring their services to the
needs of employees. The next chapter presents how L2
autonomy is promoted by teachers in this context.

Teacher-generated autonomy

On the basis of the two interview studies that investigated
teachers’ and adult learners’ views on the autonomy-
generating capacity of teachers working in corporate con-
texts, it can be stated teachers can promote adult learners’
autonomy by tailoring their teaching in response to their
learners’ needs in multiple ways. Besides, they also encour-
age learners to deal with English when they are not in class,
and share a variety of ways with them how to do it.
Apparently, as it turned out, learners in this context cannot
always handle the amount of autonomy they are given, and
the effect might be counterproductive. First, findings arising
from the teachers’ views will be presented followed by those
of the learners.

Teachers’ views on their capacity to generate autonomy

As was described in the previous section, a corporate
environment in itself generates autonomy, due to its peculiar
features, as well as the expectations of organizations and HR
policy makers that require language educators to listen to the
needs of the commissioner and learners alike. Teachers
working in this environment strengthen this inherent char-
acteristic of the context and contribute to creating an
atmosphere that fosters learner autonomy. It comes to them
naturally, and they do it rather out of their own conviction
than the pressure to meet corporate expectations. Jackie
expressed this in the following way, “personal needs are
very important, because adults know what they want, what
they need, so tailor-making the lessons accordingly is very
important” (p. 4). Tailor-made teaching for Anna means that
she tries out various teaching methods to find the one that
best meets the learning style of the participants:

I keep asking for personal feedback, on the basis of which
I can make tailor-made exercises for the learners. I draw
up the tailor-made syllabi on the basis of their individual
needs, as well. I’m very flexible with homework. I don’t
care when they do it as long as they do it. They can hand it
in any time and they appreciate it and they do hand it in.
Another thing that I always ask them is to bring in the
materials they work with. That’s the best source of ESP
and I can make exercises based on that. (p. 9).

It is interesting to note that while having a choice is
generally liberating and welcome, offering too many alter-
natives and freedom might be counterproductive, especially
with learners over the age of 45–50 years. Several of the
participants highlighted the fact that adult learners over the
age of 45–50 years shy away when they perceive how many
choices they are given and how much attention they are paid
to. Ian expressed this as follows:

“My older learners cannot handle freedom as well as the
younger ones. For them, the teacher is still the authori-
tative figure it once used to be. Furthermore, they can
feel inconvenient by the amount of attention they are
given. Many of them prefer to be told what to do and how
to do it.”

According to the teachers, another tool that promotes learner
autonomy is a free choice of conversation topics in the
classes. In Peggy’s view, a teacher–adult learner relation-
ship might be much more complex than a simple work
relationship when one party gives over their cognitive
information on a given subject (in this case, the English
language) to the other party. This is due to the fact that the
subject of this transaction is a language, which makes it
possible for the students to express themselves, share their
opinions on a myriad of issues, and speak about themselves.
If these opinions and feelings are met with the responsive
ears of a teacher, a multilevel cooperation evolves between
the teacher and the student, which in turn creates a nurturing
and motivating environment where language acquisition
takes place more effectively.

Anna expressed her opinion on why she considers it
important to let learners express what they feel like talking
about:

“Free conversation is very important. This is how you
can get to know your students. It’s a more personal
relationship. I often teach guys, so we always discuss
what they do in their free time: electronics, sport,
whatever we have in common. I can find out what is
important for whom, and later we can talk about topics
that are important for them.” (p. 6)

Adam emphasized that free conversation has the added
benefit that the teacher and the students usually end up
discussing work-related issues: “We generally start talking
about what they are doing in the workplace, what their
current tasks are, what kind of projects they have related to
English and naturally they get engaged in this” (p. 6). Bill
also confirmed the above and emphasized the importance of
asking good questions, which he learnt in a coaching course:

“I start every lesson by asking how they are. They speak
about themselves, and they can talk about any kind of
problems. I don’t mind listening to work-related pro-
blems, either. Obviously, I cannot help them solve these
problems, but I can ask them questions that might help
them. I used to do this before, but since I completed my
coach training, I’ve been using these questions more
consciously. The technique of asking good questions is
very important. You don’t have to know what kind of
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problems they have at the company, the less I know, the
better, still, I can ask questions that help them a lot.” (p. 6)

Many of the teachers emphasized that apart from offering
their learners’ choices in the lesson, they also consciously
call for learners’ attention to what they can do out of the
classroom to use and learn English. Helen expressed this in
the following way:

“I always tell them that the time we spend together in the
lessons is very limited, so they have to make conscious
efforts to learn and practise English in their workplace
and in their private lives as well. I show them how I use
English in my private life, I recommend applications and
websites where they can practice the language indepen-
dently.” (p. 3)

Craig and Dawn mentioned another way of raising their
learners’ awareness of independent language use out of the
classroom. In Craig’s words:

“I think it is important to let them know that their
proficiency will depend on the amount of time they use
the language, not the amount of time they learn it. As a
result, I always encourage them to participate in
international conferences, presentations to foreign pro-
fessionals, international meeting, wherever they can
practise their English.” (p. 2)

After the teachers’ views, in the next section, the findings
related to the learners’ views on teacher-induced autonomy
are presented.

Learners’ views on teachers’ capacity to generate autonomy

While the teachers interviewed underlined the significance
of providing learners with a choice in and out of the
classroom in order to foster autonomous language learning,
the learners participating in the interviews confirmed the
beneficial impact of these practices. There was one theme
however that did not emerge in the interviews with the
learners, the importance of a free choice of conversation
topic. In connection with tailoring language teaching in
response to the individual preferences and needs of the
learner, John elaborated on how the freedom he is given
motivates him:

“My teacher personalises everything: the length and the
time of the lessons, the frequency of the lessons, the
course books we use, the handouts she makes. It’s very
important for me to feel that I am given special attention,
special care: I can sense that everything has specially
been made for me.” (p. 6)

Peter expressed that the attention he is given can be further
divided into a triad: communicational, personal, and peda-
gogical attention:

“There is communicational attention when I get immedi-
ate feedback on what I say, there is also personal
attention, which is again important, when you feel that

habits are being formed, like we drink coffee or some-
thing in the lesson, or when a special atmosphere is
created, and there is pedagogical attention that mani-
fests itself in giving me personalised homework.” (p. 7)

John added that being given a choice also enhances his
efficiency, “if I don’t get personalised assignments, maybe I
have to work on something that I’m already good at. It’s a
waste of time. It only makes sense if I can practise something
I still don’t know.” (p. 5), while Kate emphasized the
importance of autonomy in goal-setting:

“I think very personal goals have to be set right at the
beginning and my teacher helps me a lot with this. She
tells me what’s realistic, and she always tells me to
be patient with myself. We discuss what and by what
deadline I should achieve, but in the end, I always feel that
it’s my decisions. I think she’s very clever at that.” (p. 5)

Kate, John, and Peter revealed that it was their teacher who
opened up their eyes about the importance of language use
out of the classroom. Kate expressed her opinion on this as
follows:

“I know it’s trivial, and I should have known myself, but
somehow, I always thought that what mattered in lan-
guage learning was what happened in the classroom.
My teacher changed my perspective completely when she
told me that what really mattered was using the language
out of the classroom. Not that I want to understate the
importance of her work of course, but I think she is
right.” (p. 4)

Interestingly, two of the participants explained that even
though they found tailor-made teaching very motivating,
they admitted that receiving personalized attention was
sometimes perceived by them as emphasizing their own
importance, which – as they claimed – was not proper in
Hungarian culture. Another inconsistency that emerged
from the data was the discrepancy between the teachers’
and the learners’ opinion about the importance of a free
choice of conversation topic. As was confirmed by several
of the teacher participants, providing learners with the
opportunity to speak about practically anything was per-
ceived as one of the most liberating and thus motivating
practices by the teachers. It would require another self-
contained study to explore why this theme did not emerge
during the learner interviews.

DISCUSSION

The findings related to the autonomy-generating capacity of
the context confirm several statements introduced in the
literature review concerning the spread of English in the
Hungarian labor market (Földi et al., 2013), the role it plays
in acquiring knowledge capital (Sturcz, 2010), as well as
knowledge management (Hishop, Boshua, & Helms, 2018).
Initially, the circumstances that necessitated the introduction
of corporate language training came from outside the orga-
nizations. As they did not happen overnight, and were not
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superimposed on companies by the controlling institution or
regulators, the development has been smooth and
organically driven by the actual needs of the stakeholders.
The empowerment it brought about has created a highly
motivating learning environment for adult language
learners.

It does not mean that there is no room for improvement,
as the development of corporate organic systems cannot
spare lifelong learning either, in response to constantly
emerging new needs. Nevertheless, current language-
training practices of the investigated organizations meet all
the criteria of the European Commission’s (2018) ET 2020
Working Group 2016–2018 initiative, as well as the
components of Pink’s (2009) motivation theory in the
workplace, and Knowles’ (1980, 1984) assumptions about
andragogy. Through language learning, employees have the
opportunity to grow (mastery), can do it in autonomous
ways (autonomy), and can do it with a goal in mind
(purpose) that benefits not only their professional develop-
ment, but also their employers, and in a broader sense, their
private lives and communities likewise.

Apart from the motivating environment, teachers
working in this environment can also contribute to
learners’ motivation in several ways that include fostering
adult learners’ autonomous learning. Based on the findings in
“Teacher-generated autonomy,” the most effective tool tea-
chers possess to promote autonomous learning is providing
learners with choices and tailor-making their teaching in
response to learners’ choices. These choices refer to the
autonomous use of traditional sources of knowledge, online
sources of knowledge, learning strategies and meta-strategies,
as well as classroom processes, that is, they cover four areas
of L2 autonomy defined by Benson (2011).

There appear to be three underlying reasons why tailor-
made teaching is so important in this context. First, for an
organization, language teaching is similar to a whole
array of services the organization purchases. Similarly
to any other service in the market, being tailored to the
specific needs of a client means a competitive advantage
over the services of other suppliers who do not personal-
ize their services to the same extent. Second, teaching in
corporate courses can be far more easily personalized than
in institutional school settings, as the majority of these
courses are one-to-one, while learning in groups usually
entails a maximum of five members. While the first two
reasons are in fact external to and independent of the
learner, the third one explains how tailor-made teaching
can contribute to motivation in the learner. By tailoring
the course in response to the needs and requests expressed
by the learner, learner autonomy is enhanced. If the
teacher provides a choice, learning becomes more
relevant to the learner’s needs and preferences. This
autonomy-supportive behavior has been associated with
learners’ self-determined motivation and positive feelings
about learning (see, e.g., Assor, Kaplan, & Roth, 2002;
Benson, 2007, 2011; Black & Deci, 2000; Little, 1991).
The importance of being responsive to learners’ needs
was articulated by a both large number of teachers
and learners. This lends further empirical evidence to
the notion of responsiveness, which, according to Lamb
(2017), is the key characteristic of a successful motivator.

The most controversial theme in the survey is the free
choice of conversation topics, which did not emerge in the
interviews with the learners; however, both HR policy
makers and teachers highlighted its importance in
increasing autonomy and thus motivation. It is possible
that learners do not notice or are unaware of the underly-
ing motivational influence that talking about anything in
the lessons brings about. Another possibility is that lear-
ners might find it embarrassing to admit that sometimes
they come to the lessons specifically to vent their
problems, as has been expressed by teachers and HR
managers. The underlying cause of this phenomenon
might also be culturally determined, similarly to the
finding that some learners found it hard to come to terms
with the choices and attention they were given, as they felt
these intentions of the teacher emphasized the importance
of the learners which, according to some learners, was not
proper in Hungarian culture. This result contradicts
Smith et al.’s (2018) argument that autonomy is not
limited culturally; instead, it is a lack of resources that
constitutes a critical criterion for learners and teachers to
engage in it.

CONCLUSIONS

This paper investigated the role of context- and teacher-
generated autonomy on the L2 motivation of adult lear-
ners in corporate contexts in Hungary. By synthesizing
the results of four previous interview studies conducted
with 19 HR policy makers, 18 L2 teachers, and 21 adult
learners, it sought to answer two research questions on:
(a) how autonomy generated by the learning environment
affected adult English learners’ L2 motivation in Hungar-
ian corporate contexts; (b) how autonomy generated by
the language teacher affected adult English learners’ L2
motivation in the same contexts. The findings have
revealed that corporate contexts in Hungary promote adult
learners’ motivation by fostering their autonomous learn-
ing. This positive effect is achieved by the ongoing
organic development of corporate language education
systems, as well as the current language-training practices
that meet the requirements of andragogy and modern
motivation models independent of L2 motivation theories.
The results have also evidenced that teachers working
in these contexts exhibit a strong motivating capacity
through enhancing autonomous language learning
primarily by being responsive to their learners and offer-
ing them choices related to different aspects of language
learning.

While all HR policy makers, teachers, and learners
participating in the studies agreed on the above, there was
one area where a discrepancy emerged between the
opinions: the motivating impact of a free choice of con-
versation topics. This disagreement calls for further inves-
tigation to explore whether it is the teachers who tend to
overestimate its motivating capacity or the learners who
tend to underestimate it. Another interesting line of re-
search might be the cultural variation of the embeddedness
of autonomy or corporate language teaching contexts in
other countries in the world.
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