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Mentoring and process writing in developing high 
school L2 learners’ autonomy

Student autonomy refers to learners’ ability to control their learning 
processes, make independent decisions, and regulate their learning 
activities. Recognized as a crucial aspect of language learning, auton-
omy empowers learners to engage actively with language tasks and 
fosters lifelong learning skills. In recent research on L2 teaching, de-
veloping learner autonomy has emerged as a key goal, aligning with 
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contemporary educational paradigms that emphasize learner-cen-
tered approaches. This study explores the role of process writing 
and mentoring in cultivating autonomy among high school L2 learn-
ers. The research project implemented a mentoring initiative where-
in six graduate students guided thirteen high school students in craft-
ing academic essays stimulated by literary texts. Its primary objective 
was to enhance students’ academic skills, with emphasis on fostering 
learner autonomy. The qualitative data sources included post-writ-
ing reflective assignments, diaries used to document the process and 
participants’ reflections, both written by high school students, and 
a focus-group interview held with them. The findings indicate positive 
shifts in learner autonomy development, including better time man-
agement, enhanced self-reflection, and more skillful resource evalua-
tion, combined with heightened awareness of academic writing prac-
tices among the participants.

Keywords: learner autonomy, key competencies, process writing, 
mentoring, high school education

Słowa kluczowe: autonomia ucznia, kompetencje kluczowe, pisanie 
jako proces, mentoring, edukacja w szkole średniej

1. Introduction

Learner autonomy, understood as the ability to take charge of one’s 
own learning (Holec 1979), has become a central focus in modern educa-
tion in both European (Council of Europe 2018: 153) and Polish contexts 
(Ministry of National Education 2017: 49). Autonomy emphasizes active stu-
dent engagement, critical thinking, and self-regulation, making it a pillar of 
effective educational practices (Hoven 1999; Benson 2007). Its significance 
extends across various disciplines, but its role in language education, in par-
ticular, offers diverse ways for exploration and innovation.

Writing has long been a crucial skill in language education and as such, 
it has been developed through various approaches. However, despite its im-
portance, writing as a process – specifically in fostering learner autonomy 
– remains an underexplored area (Little, Dam, Legenhausen 2017). Process 
writing, which emphasizes writing as a dynamic and student-driven activ-
ity, holds great promise for activating student engagement and critical re-
flection (Yeung 2019). Yet, this shift also necessitates a redefinition of the 
teacher’s role, moving from a traditional instructor to a facilitator, guide, 
and mentor. This evolving dynamic is essential to understand how autonomy 
in writing can be effectively cultivated.
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This article addresses this research gap by integrating three key con-
cepts: learner autonomy, process writing, and mentoring. The study presents 
a project involving university students and high school learners in a mentor-
ing program designed to enhance learner autonomy through guided writing 
activities. This research aims to investigate the development of learner au-
tonomy in high school students in the context of process writing and men-
toring, based on the following research questions:

1. �How did mentoring influence the development of learner autonomy 
in the context of process writing?

2. �What were the key characteristics of an autonomous learner that 
were fostered in a mentoring project?

3. �What challenges appeared in the process of developing autonomy 
in guided process writing and what were students’ attitudes to-
ward them?

The first part of the article offers a literature review on the relation-
ships between learner autonomy, process writing, and mentoring. It is fol-
lowed by the description of the study and the analysis of the results. Finally, 
the results are interpreted in the discussion section.

2. �Literature review: learner autonomy, process writing,  
and mentoring

Learner autonomy, a concept coined by Henri Holec in the 1970s, was origi-
nally defined in his seminal work Autonomy and foreign language learning as 
“the ability to take charge of one’s own learning” (1981: 3). This concise defi-
nition remains central to the concept, although its interpretation has evolved 
over time. Holec viewed autonomy as an inherent attribute of the learner, 
whereas Dickinson (1987) later emphasized the importance of external con-
ditions enabling autonomy. Little (1991) reframed autonomy as interdepend-
ence rather than complete independence, and Nunan (2003) introduced the 
idea of autonomy occurring in varying degrees of intensity. Definitions were 
further nuanced by researchers such as Ushioda (2003), who underscored 
the role of the social environment in fostering autonomy.

The expansive yet unspecific definition of autonomy and the auton-
omous learner is chief among the reasons why studying it is a challenge 
for researchers in the field of didactics. Introductions to recent publica-
tions on the subject point to problems in collecting quantitative data (Ye-
ung, 2019), stemming from the fact that surveys examining the growth of 
learner autonomy are sometimes biased and cause students to mark the 
answers researchers expect. Student autonomy is a trait or situation that 
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is somehow elusive, unmeasurable, or at least impossible to define precise-
ly. For this reason, research on learner autonomy has been dominated by 
qualitative studies, focusing on collecting, cataloging, and describing stu-
dents’ comments to demonstrate changing perceptions and the formation of 
autonomous attitudes. Perhaps also for the same reason, it seems difficult 
to introduce autonomy formation into language education at the foreign lan-
guage learning level, despite ever-growing academic interest (Jimenez Raya 
and Vieira, 2021: 1).

In the Polish context, learner autonomy has been researched exten-
sively by leading applied linguists, who have attempted to transplant ide-
as conceived in Western academic centers to the local schooling system 
(Michońska-Stadnik, 1996; Wilczyńska, 1997; Droździał-Szelest, 1997). Paw-
lak (2008) highlights the publication of the European Language Portfolio 
in the first decade of the 21st century as a crucial event that facilitated 
work on learner autonomy in Poland. The implementation of the concept 
in Polish schools is perceived, however, as a difficult task due to a variety 
of challenges: the limited level of teacher control, an increased number of 
individual consultations, and school programs focused on covering the nec-
essary material (Pawlak 2011: 307). Polish research on learner autonomy 
acknowledges the significance of the concept and delineates the idiosyn-
crasies of the local environment that affect its – perhaps limited – efficacy 
in Polish schools.

Building on contemporary understandings of autonomy, our project 
adopts a dual focus on process writing and mentoring, aligning with recent 
research advocating these approaches (Little, Dam, Legenhausen 2017; Ye-
ung 2019). We believe that writing, often overshadowed by speaking in for-
eign language education, is a powerful yet underappreciated tool for devel-
oping learner autonomy. According to Little, Dam, and Legenhausen (2017), 
writing skills foster autonomy by requiring students to organize information, 
articulate arguments, and engage in reflective thinking. The process writing 
approach has been recognized as aiding student independence and autono-
my (Zamel, 1982; Graves, 1983). It encompasses stages such as prewriting, 
drafting, revising, and editing, and thus provides a framework conducive to 
autonomy (Hyland, 2000). Marine Yeung (2019) supports this perspective, 
emphasizing that process writing allows students to develop individual voices, 
critically evaluate peer work, and independently refine their texts. Peer and 
teacher feedback, self-evaluation, and opportunities for revision encourage 
students to become self-directed learners and writers. This approach aligns 
with Matsuda’s (2003) argument that process pedagogy helps students 
discover their voices and develop autonomy through active engagement 
in planning, revising, and reflecting on their writing.
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Similarly to process writing, mentoring has emerged as a supportive 
didactic procedure for fostering learner autonomy. Mentoring involves a col-
laborative and holistic relationship between mentor and mentee, character-
ized by personalized guidance, goal-setting, and developmental feedback 
(Kram, 1985, as quoted in Holmes, 2023: 71). Unlike coaching, which of-
ten focuses on short-term skill-building, mentoring promotes long-term de-
velopment through constructive dialogue and individualized support. Unlike 
teaching, it does not involve structured instruction for imparting knowledge, 
but rather emphasizes individualized feedback and personal development 
(Abetang et al., 2020). Mentoring draws on theories such as social cognitive 
theory (Bandura, 1977), self-determination theory (Ryan and Deci, 2000), and 
constructivist learning theory (Vygotsky, 1978), all of which emphasize the 
interplay between self-regulation, motivation, and social interaction. In this 
context, mentoring enables students to set realistic yet challenging goals, 
reflect on their learning, and receive feedback tailored to their unique needs 
(Holmes, 2023: 71). These interactions contribute to the cultivation of auton-
omy by encouraging self-efficacy, critical thinking, and self-regulation (Eby et 
al., 2008). Besides fostering autonomy, mentoring offers additional benefits, 
such as promoting student well-being and enhancing social integration into 
academic programs (Kutsyuruba and Godden, 2019; Wallace and Haines, 
2004). These outcomes are particularly valuable for those such as first-gener-
ation college students, who may face challenges in academic environments.

Given the theoretical and empirical support for both process writ-
ing and mentoring, our project sought to utilize and empirically explore 
their combined potential. Our aim was to research the influence of process 
writing through mentoring on high school students’ autonomy, focusing 
on their self-perceptions of academic competence and awareness of aca-
demic standards.

3. Methodology

3.1. Participants and setting

The student sample involved thirteen participants, students from grades 1-3 
in a prestigious high school in Poznań. Among the participants were students 
from classes with extended curricula in humanities, or biology and chemis-
try2. The students’ level of English ranged from B1+ to C1. It is essential to 

2	 The students were not chosen according to their extended curricula. It was a rather organic 
process, as only students from extended humanities and biology-chemistry classes attended 
the organizational meeting.
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note that none of the students had had any experience in writing an aca-
demic essay before. Additionally, some of them also had no prior practice 
in reading longer texts in a foreign language and read a novel in English 
for the first time during their participation in the study.

Participation in the study was voluntary, and the participants were 
recruited through an announcement about the project that was shared at 
the school. The project was targeted primarily at students interested in An-
glophone literature. When asked about their motivation in the pre-writing 
questionnaire, all thirteen students mentioned improving their English as 
a leading cause of deciding to participate in the project. Six of them named 
Anglophone literature specifically as an important element of their mo-
tivation, further elaborating that it is a topic they perceive as interesting, 
or they see reading as a means of improving vocabulary and command of 
the foreign language. For instance, one of the students wrote: “I want to im-
prove my English skills, learn new things and break my language barrier a lit-
tle bit. Also I’ve wanted to start reading books in English for a long time so 
now I got some motivation.” Another participant stated that their main goal 
was “to learn how to analyze literary works insightfully.” Four students men-
tioned wanting to learn new skills – that is, writing an academic essay. Addi-
tionally, one student mentioned negative language learning experiences and 
named the project as a way of overcoming a dislike of the English language, 
in an endeavor to, as they put it, “found [sic] something in studying English 
that will be pleasant and enjoyable”. The high school students participated 
in this project voluntarily, which suggests an already-existing degree of learn-
er autonomy. The students were aptly aware of perceived gaps in their knowl-
edge and lack of experience, citing never having read a longer text in English 
or never having written an academic essay. The students took the initiative 
to develop their skills by agreeing to participate in the project. As previous-
ly mentioned, their main motivation was to further develop their language 
skills. However, the literary content also played an important role in encour-
aging students to sign up for the project.

Students who showed interest were invited to a preliminary organiza-
tional meeting and were assigned to a mentor. During the course of the pro-
ject, all meetings took place at the school, under the supervision of a teach-
er.

The mentors included six MA students from the Faculty of English, 
Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznań. The thematic focus of the project 
resulted from the mentors’ research interests and experience in writing aca-
demic papers on American, Canadian, and British literature. Although all stu-
dent-mentors had experience in teaching English, they had not, apart from 
the principal investigator Piotr Matczak, undergone formal teacher training. 
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However, the mentors were thoroughly familiarized with the theoretical 
framework relevant to the project and they remained under the supervi-
sion of two university professors, who oversaw the conceptualization and 
implementation of the entire project.

3.2. Procedures

The project involved thirteen high school students and six mentors, MA stu-
dents. With assistance from their mentors, the high school students worked 
on a selected topic related to Anglophone literature and, over the period of 
six months, wrote an academic essay3 and prepared an essay-based academ-
ic poster. During that time, each high school student met with their men-
tor approximately twice a month, although the frequency of the meetings 
was adjusted to each student’s individual needs. The project unfolded in the 
following stages: selection of the research topic, thematic literary discussion, 
academic essay discussion, process writing, poster preparation, and post-
er session. The number of meetings devoted to each stage was adjusted to 
match each student’s reading and writing progress. In general, the discus-
sion of the selected literary work lasted two to three months, whereas the 
remaining three to four months were devoted to process writing and post-
er preparation.

In the first meeting, the students were asked to select a literary text and 
an expected focus for the literary analysis. At this stage, nine students chose 
the primary text autonomously, whereas four students asked their mentors 
for suggestions. Then, the mentors facilitated discussions on the selected lit-
erary topics based on specifically prepared content-based presentations, the 
students’ own reading insights, and fragments of academic articles from the 
field of literary studies. The secondary sources were either provided by the 
mentors, or found by the students themselves and evaluated by the mentors 
in terms of applicability and academic validity. Apart from the literary discus-
sions, the mentors explained the structure of an academic essay, as well as 
helped the students prepare the thesis statement and arguments. Next, the 
students drafted their essays, typically working on two to three paragraphs 

3	 The essays that students wrote concerned Anglophone literature due to the literary 
background of all the university students who participated as mentors. The topics of the 
essays were related to British (e.g., “The Secret Garden by Frances H. Burnett: a journey 
of healing” and “Social classes in Mrs. Dalloway by Virginia Woolf”), American (e.g., 
“Hemingway’s short stories in the context of the Lost Generation” and “Holden Caulfield from 
The Catcher in the Rye as a universalization of a teenager”), and Canadian (e.g., “Obasan by 
Joy Kagawa: intergenerational conflict”) literatures.
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at a time, and the mentors provided constructive feedback on the students’ 
written work. The essays were evaluated in terms of logical argumentation, 
appropriate use of primary and secondary sources, and language correct-
ness. The students were then asked to correct their essays on the basis of 
the mentors’ feedback. In the final stage, the students’ work was turned into 
a research poster illustrating the results of their analysis of the selected top-
ic, and a poster session was hosted in the high school.

3.3. Data collection and analysis

The study was qualitative and applied a multiple-case research de-
sign (Dörnyei, 2007). Data for the study were collected from five sourc-
es: students’ reflective diaries (or logs), mentors’ reflective diaries, two ques-
tionnaires composed of open-ended questions, and a final interview – the 
essays themselves were not analyzed.

The mentors’ reflective diaries (or logs) took the form of questions 
and answers (see Appendix 5), which enabled them to track the students’ 
progress and weak and strong points. Effectively, the logs were meant to 
help the mentors manage the project schedule and workload in a way that 
was responsive to each student’s individual needs. However, a detailed anal-
ysis of the mentors’ experience in carrying out the project is beyond the 
scope of this study.

During the study, the students wrote their logs in English, noting 
their feelings, progress, to-do tasks, and problems encountered. The en-
tries had a suggested form of questions and answers (see Appendix 2). All 
students followed the proposed form, making their entries in the form of 
points. The students were encouraged to complete their logs after every 
meeting with their mentor, or as often as they felt the need to. However, the 
quantity, length, and frequency of entries varied greatly from student to stu-
dent. Some wrote only about major tasks and problems, resulting in few en-
tries, while others preferred to make more detailed notes. The page count 
ranged from 3 up to 10 pages.

After the project, the students filled in a questionnaire in English, con-
sisting of five open-ended questions (see Appendix 3).

Finally, a focus-group interview (Dörnyei, 2007) was held with the par-
ticipants, during which they shared their impressions and thoughts. The in-
terview took place in the participating school, in one of the classrooms. The 
students were divided into two groups and interviewed by one of the men-
tors. The interview was conducted in Polish. The students were asked twelve 
open-ended questions (see Appendix 4) that inquired into the participants’ 
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satisfaction, encountered problems, and outlook on the educational values 
of the project. The participants took turns answering the questions asked by 
the interviewing mentor. The sessions lasted 30 minutes. The interview was 
later transcribed.

The post-writing questionnaire, the answers given during the inter-
views, and the student logs were anonymized. The above materials were 
coded in Atlas.ti. and used as source material for qualitative analysis. During 
the analysis, 446 quotes were identified as pertaining to this study, labeled 
with one or more of 22 codes that belonged to one of the thematic cate-
gories: autonomy (218), challenges (74), and emotions (negative – 44, and 
positive – 110).

4. Results

The results presented in this section are divided into three thematic catego-
ries: autonomy, challenges, and emotions, and analyzed accordingly.

4.1. Autonomy

Table 1 presents codes grouped in the section named “Autonomy” that en-
compasses elements of learner autonomy observed and reported in high 
school students during the project. The codes we have created are as fol-
lows: independence, self-regulation, improvement/progress, motivation, 
time management, studying awareness, and freedom of learning.

Table 1. Frequency of reported quotes related to learner autonomy

Code name Example quote Frequency
independence (…) I liked that I could work independently. (…) Whenev-

er I felt I was ready, I presented my work and had lots of 
time to analyze the literary text myself. (Student 7)

52

self-regulation Sometimes I would complete the task right after the 
meeting, sometimes right before the next one, but I had 
a specific timeframe to complete it. (Student 2)

37

improvement/prog-
ress

This project has shown me what I am capable of do-
ing: I tested myself and my abilities. (Student 5)

33

motivation I was motivated by the fact that I had so many exams 
that week, and also my friend’s birthday party. (Stu-
dent 4)

32
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Code name Example quote Frequency
time management I planned the exact time I would take care of searching 

for information. (Student 3)
26

studying awareness I know that I would not learn everything in one weekend. 
(Student 13)

24

freedom of learning I know my strengths and weaknesses, so I know how to 
adjust my learning process to different subjects. (Stu-
dent 6)

14

Source: own study.

As can be seen, the most frequently reported aspect of learner auton-
omy was independence. The students exhibited the skill of independently 
organizing the workload and setting priorities, as illustrated by the follow-
ing citation:

(…) I had plenty of time to work on my own terms: I could plan how much 
effort I want to put into it, how much I have to read and just generally what 
I want to focus on. (Student 9)

Self-regulation was the second most frequent code, exemplified by 
the students’ ability to adjust the conditions, timeframe, and pace of work 
to their individual needs and abilities. For example, Student 5 adjusted 
their working environment to enhance their learning experience and auton-
omously set deadlines:

I tried to motivate myself by setting deadlines and working in a pleasant en-
vironment in cafes and at home. (Student 5)

Self-regulation also included making time for rest; Student 8 wrote 
that they “planned to do this on the weekend, but I spent that time resting 
so I promised myself I would try on Monday”.

The students’ reflections indicative of improvement and progress were 
noted 33 times. The students recognized the development of their skills 
throughout the course of the project, as can be seen in the following quote:

I’m glad I was pushed out of my comfort zone like this because I feel like it 
made my work upgrade from a closer monologue only existing in its little os-
tracized world, to a somewhat of a piece of a bigger discussion. (Student 11)

Motivation was another important factor for the students’ autonomous 
learning and was coded 32 times. The students self-observed fluctuations 

Table 1 continued
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in their motivation levels, i.e., they identified the times when they felt moti-
vated as well as when they felt discouraged and unmotivated. The following 
quote illustrates such self-awareness among the students:

I was motivated by finishing the book quickly but I got a bit discouraged by 
the amount of work I had this week. (Student 11)

Generally, the students found the deadlines both stressful and moti-
vating; Student 9 wrote that they were “motivated by the fact that tomor-
row there will be another meeting and I HAVE to do it4”. Student 6 stat-
ed: “For me, the deadlines were motivating because I liked working on the 
project. (…) I found out that if I like something, I need clear motivation to do 
it, for example deadlines”.

An important aspect of learner autonomy is the ability to manage 
one’s time and tasks. Time-management skills were observed 26 times in the 
students’ reflections. The participants had to set priorities regarding the pro-
ject work and schoolwork, as can be seen in the following citation:

For me, this project was just as important as schoolwork and I included pro-
ject tasks on my to-do list alongside school tests. (…) First, I took care of the 
assignments crucial to the school finals, then I did project work, and only 
then did the assignments that I had little interest in. (Student 3)

Yet another significant dimension of learner autonomy is awareness of 
the learning process, which was reported 24 times. For example, Student 1 
described their process of breaking bigger tasks into smaller ones:

First, I made a general plan for the essay, a sort of a mind map, took 
notes. Then I started writing and the essay got progressively more complex 
the more that I wrote. I did the same when creating the poster. (Student 1)

Finally, the least frequent code indicated that students act according to 
the principle of the freedom of learning. Focusing on the assignments with-
in the scope of the students’ interests is exemplified by the following quote:

I had plenty of time to work how I liked, so simply I could plan how much 
work I was going to do, how much I had to read, or what I would like to pay 
attention to. My studying was not systematic but rather natural – I did many 
things in longer sittings, which I preferred. (Student 2)

The results indicate that independence was the most frequently re-
ported aspect of learner autonomy, with students emphasizing their ability 

4	 The original emphasis via capitalization was maintained.
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to organize their workload and make independent decisions. Self-regu-
lation followed closely, as students managed their time and adjusted 
their learning pace according to their needs. Skills such as motivation, time 
management, and studying awareness were also frequently mentioned, 
showcasing the students’ growing ability to handle complex tasks autono-
mously. Although freedom of learning appeared less frequently, it reflects 
students’ emerging ability to tailor their learning processes to their prefer-
ences and strengths.

These findings suggest that the mentoring and process writing ap-
proach significantly fostered various dimensions of learner autonomy. The 
high frequency of autonomy-related behaviors, particularly independence 
and self-regulation, indicates that students not only participated in guided 
learning but actively took ownership of their academic growth. This suggests 
a successful transition from teacher-dependent learning to self-directed ed-
ucation, a crucial competency for future academic and professional environ-
ments.

4.2. Challenges

Table 2 presents codes grouped in the section named “Challenges” that 
encompasses problems reported by students and recognized in the analy-
sis. The codes we have created are as follows: difficulties with writing, pro-
crastination, limited time, and poor planning.

Table 2. Frequency of reported quotes related to challenges

Code name Example quote Frequency
difficulties with 
writing

I didn’t know how exactly to write the second para-
graph. (Student 1)

32

procrastination I procrastinated a bit because I was tired and very busy 
with school this week. (Student 10)

19

limited time I don’t have so much time, cause I have a lot of tests 
during this week. (Student 3)

14

poor planning Even though I don’t have a habit of doing things reg-
ularly, I sometimes try to develop it, but usually I fail 
sooner or later.

9

Source: own study.

The most frequent obstacle was difficulties with the writing pro-
cess. Generally, the students had to adapt to formal English writing conven-
tions, which was new to them. For example, Student 7 said that “It turned 



134

Matczak Piotr, Błauciak Hanna, Stelmaszczyk Hanna

out writing in English is much different than in Polish.” Student 1 saw symp-
toms of writer’s block: “I hated starting a paragraph”.

The second most common challenge the students struggled with was 
procrastination. Most of the students procrastinated on project work due to 
other obligations, lack of motivation, stress, and fear of making mistakes, as 
can be seen in the following citations:

I think this fear of submitting a work that is bad is what is making me procras-
tinate the most, I’m just genuinely scared of writing it. (Student 8)

The third reported problem was related to time constraints. Many of 
the students were engaged not only in schoolwork and project work but also 
in other extra-curricular activities, which made time management and meet-
ing project deadlines difficult. This was articulated by Student 13:

I knew that I wouldn’t have enough time for everything later, so I had to do 
things for the project earlier. (Student 13)

Although generally, as has been demonstrated in section 5.1., the stu-
dents exhibited the good time management and organizational skills neces-
sary in autonomous learners, some struggled with poor planning, which was 
reported 9 times. This can be seen in the following comment:

The amount of time between meetings was too short and too long at the 
same time, I was either worried that I wouldn’t finish in time and this was 
motivating, but also I was thinking that a week is a lot of time, so I can do it 
later. (Student 7)

The primary challenges students encountered were difficulties with 
writing, procrastination, and time constraints. The data reveal that the stu-
dents struggled with adapting to formal English writing conventions, leading 
to feelings of frustration and anxiety. Procrastination was linked to external 
pressures such as school obligations and fear of failure, while time constraints 
often stemmed from competing responsibilities and inadequate planning.

These challenges highlight the complexity of fostering autonomy 
in high school students. However, the reflective nature of the process writing 
approach allowed students to identify and address these barriers, indicating 
a developing resilience. Overcoming procrastination and time management 
issues through self-regulation and planning showcases students’ growth 
in problem-solving skills. Despite the initial setbacks, these challenges acted 
as valuable learning experiences that strengthened their overall autonomy.
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4.3. Emotions

Tables 3 and 4 present codes grouped in the section named “Emotions” that 
encompasses both negative and positive feelings reported by students and 
identified in the analysis. The students expressed a range of feelings: neg-
ative feelings were tracked 44 times and positive feelings were reported 
110 times. The codes we have created are as follows: anxiety, fear, frustra-
tion, discouragement, and lack of energy as negative emotions, and enjoy-
ment, satisfaction, pride, curiosity, pleasure, and gratitude as positive emo-
tions.

Table 3. Frequency of reported quotes related to negative emotions

Code name Example quote Frequency
anxiety I felt very anxious that I won’t be able to complete the 

essay. (Student 8)
14

fear I was afraid that my introduction would be too elevat-
ed and boring. (Student 6)

11

frustration I find it frustrating that reading in English takes so 
long. (Student 11)

7

discouragement I was motivated by finishing the book quickly but I got 
a bit discouraged by the amount of work I had this 
week. (Student 11)

6

lack of energy It was kind of hard to start doing anything, again. (Stu-
dent 3)

6

Source: own study.

Even though positive feelings outweighed negative feelings, the stu-
dents experienced anxiety and fear, which they reported 14 and 11 times, 
respectively. As has been explained in section 4.1., the students displayed 
a fear of making mistakes and not meeting deadlines.

The third most frequent negative feeling was frustration, coded 
7 times. Tasks that exceeded the students’ current language levels and ac-
ademic skills, such as reading a foreign language literary text or conducting 
academic research, were described as “frustrating” or “annoying,” as ex-
pressed by Student 10:

The research process was very stressful and frustrating because (…) I had to 
dig into the cultural, historical, economic, and political research so that was 
annoying. I also had to reference academic articles in the essay, at least men-
tion them, and I couldn’t find anything that would be relevant to my top-
ic. (Student 10)
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Discouragement was also among the reported negative feelings. Six 
quotations were found to convey such a negative feeling, for example:

I have never found in my whole life a topic that interested me so much that 
I wanted to learn something more about it. (Student 2)

Finally, some students complained about a lack of energy. The prob-
lem was reported 6 times and was largely related to a decrease in motiva-
tion levels or limited time. This can be observed in a quote from Student 3, 
who wrote: “I procrastinated a bit because I was tired and very busy with 
school this week”.

Table 4. Frequency of reported quotes related to positive emotions

Code name Example quote Frequency
enjoyment I think I was content with what I was doing, because 

I felt like it was something enjoyable, but also it was 
improving and challenging me. (Student 8)

28

satisfaction On the positive side, I like how it turned out in the end. 
(Student 5)

22

pride Every time I was done with a paragraph I was proud of 
myself that I managed to get it done. (Student 8)

19

curiosity It’s far more interesting than my school homework. 
(Student 7)

19

pleasure Sometimes, writing the essay was more pleasant 
than studying for school tests so I started with writing. 
(Student 3)

15

gratitude The university student assigned to me was very nice. 
(Student 12)

7

Source: own study.

Despite some negative feelings and obstacles, the students expressed 
a wide range of positive emotions. Enjoyment was the most frequently re-
ported one, with 28 quotations containing expressions of joy and passion, 
for example:

Personally, I am more fond of STEM subjects and the humanities were more 
of a side interest for me, especially English and writing in English. I discovered 
that it really is a passion of mine and now it’s like escapism for me, I just sit 
down and start writing something in English. (Student 1)

The second and third most frequent positive feelings that prevailed 
among the students were satisfaction and pride derived from their hard 
work, as illustrated by the following quote:
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I was, I still am, so proud of myself, that I did such a great job, that this is my 
work and it is really good. (Student 11)

Despite some expressions of fear, the students also reported curiosity 
(19 times), which is crucial for autonomous learning. Curiosity was largely 
related to the students’ personal interest in the project, as is visible in the 
following citation:

I think what I loved the most is that I’ve done something new and I’ve stepped 
out a little bit from my comfort zone with the topic of the project. (Student 6)

The students found the project work not only enjoyable but also pleas-
urable. Pleasure was reported 19 times, mainly in relation to the writing pro-
cess, which many found surprisingly pleasant. For example, Student 5 said:

I thought that it would be more difficult, that I would have to spend a lot of 
time writing, but sometimes I felt so inspired that I just sat down and wrote 
entire paragraphs with no problems. So I was pleasantly surprised that it 
turned out to be quite easy. (Student 5)

Finally, gratitude was expressed 7 times. The students were grate-
ful for  an opportunity to work with university students and appreciated 
their patience and positive approach. Student 4 wrote that they were “grate-
ful for my mentor’s patience”, while Student 8 claimed that “the university 
student assigned to me was very nice.”

The emotional responses during the project varied, with positive emo-
tions outweighing negative ones. Enjoyment, satisfaction, and pride were 
among the most frequently reported positive feelings, often tied to the 
sense of accomplishment and personal growth from completing challeng-
ing tasks. Negative emotions such as anxiety, fear, and frustration were also 
prevalent, particularly in the initial stages of writing and research.

The dominance of positive emotions suggests that the mentoring 
and process writing approach was generally well-received and motivation-
al. However, the presence of negative emotions indicates the need for con-
tinuous support and encouragement. By overcoming their initial fears and 
frustrations, students not only improved their writing skills but also gained 
emotional resilience, which is critical for maintaining long-term motiva-
tion and academic perseverance. This emotional journey reflects the trans-
formative impact of the project on both their cognitive and affective devel-
opment.
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5. Discussion

Concerning research question 1, the research data indicate that mentor-
ing through process writing seems to be an efficient way of enhancing stu-
dent autonomy in high school learners who already display some features 
of autonomous learners. The results show that the students have report-
ed multiple instances of attention paid to self-regulation, motivation, and 
time management. The model of process writing that involved working 
on content-based material has allowed students to engage with the topic 
on a deeper level, making them motivated enough to complete both the 
academic essays and the posters in the allotted time. The mentors’ guidance 
has proved to be crucial for autonomy development, contributing an addi-
tional layer of independent, yet instructed, work for students.

The project has provided sufficient data to be able to indicate the key 
areas of autonomy development in high school students, which allows us to 
formulate the answer to research question 2. The process writing methodol-
ogy enabled students to engage thoroughly with their assignments, allowing 
them to organize and articulate complex ideas independently through a cy-
cle of drafting and revising. Mentoring was crucial, offering tailored guidance 
and emotional support, which assisted students in overcoming challenges 
such as adapting to formal English writing standards and juggling compet-
ing responsibilities. This combined strategy of mentoring and process writ-
ing significantly contributed to the development of meaningful autonomy, 
as demonstrated by students’ abilities to manage their obligations, establish 
goals, and evaluate their own progress.

In terms of research question 3, the study has also revealed the chal-
lenges related to developing student autonomy via mentoring and process 
writing. Among the most frequent ones are procrastination, difficulties with 
time management, poor planning, and lack of writing skills. All of them were 
listed by high school students at the beginning of the project, and their fre-
quency decreased with time. All of the students completed their assignments 
in the allotted time, which allows us to state that most of the challenges 
were overcome due to the mentors’ guidance and help.

The results of this research highlight the significant role of process 
writing and mentoring in promoting learner autonomy among high school 
students. Mentoring was identified as a vital factor in cultivating learner in-
dependence, providing tailored support and guidance in goal-setting that 
empowered students to confront challenges on their own (Kram, 1985, as 
cited in Holmes, 2023). The personalized aspect of the mentoring relation-
ship encouraged self-regulation, as students adapted their working pace and 
environment, evidenced by their capacity to establish their own deadlines 
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and work in a flexible manner (Eby et al., 2008; Allen et al., 2004). Further-
more, mentoring bolstered students’ confidence, allowing them to take con-
trol of their learning experiences, especially in the intricate tasks of writing 
in English and citing academic sources. This support system facilitated a tran-
sition from dependence on teachers to self-reliance, marking a significant 
shift towards self-directed learning. These developments can be viewed as 
components of lifelong learning capital essential for personal development 
(Council of Europe, 2018).

The project identified several key traits associated with autonomous 
learners, including independence, time management, and self-motivation. In-
dependence was the most commonly noted characteristic, as students as-
sumed responsibility for organizing their tasks and prioritizing their work. 
According to Little, Dam, and Legenhausen (2017), writing promotes auton-
omy by necessitating that learners structure information, formulate argu-
ments, and engage in reflective thinking. Time management and self-regula-
tion were recognized as crucial skills, with participants effectively balancing 
project work alongside their academic obligations. Motivation was a critical 
factor, with students acknowledging both internal and external influences 
that affected their commitment to completing tasks. Reflective practices, 
such as maintaining logs and participating in feedback sessions, improved 
their awareness of study habits, enabling them to become more strategic 
and self-aware learners (Matsuda, 2003).

Students experienced a range of challenges despite their progress, 
including difficulties with writing, procrastination, and time manage-
ment. Initially, writing in English presented obstacles due to unfamiliar for-
mal conventions (Hyland, 2000), which resulted in feelings of frustration and 
anxiety. Nevertheless, mentoring played a crucial role in alleviating these 
challenges by providing constructive feedback and emotional support, there-
by encouraging students to persevere. Procrastination was frequently asso-
ciated with a fear of failure; however, many students successfully addressed 
this issue by implementing personalized strategies, such as breaking tasks 
into smaller, more manageable components and modifying their schedules.

In the broader context of language education, this study underscores 
the effectiveness of integrating process writing with mentoring to fos-
ter learner-centered methodologies. It illustrates that the development of 
autonomy can transcend language learning to include essential skills for life-
long learning. For example, the ability to plan tasks, prioritize effectively, 
and navigate obstacles is critical not only for academic achievement but also 
for tackling complex, real-world challenges (Little, 1991; Benson, 2007).

Admittedly, the study had several limitations that need to be tak-
en into account, should such an endeavor be undertaken in the future. The 
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high school students who participated in this study displayed a pre-existing 
degree of autonomy prior to the start of the project, and therefore a precise 
increase in their autonomy levels was not possible to detect. Still, the results 
of the study indicated that their autonomy was nonetheless enhanced. Fur-
thermore, the success of the project was contingent on the students’ high 
level of English proficiency. It is not clear whether such a project would be 
equally successful among less autonomous and less proficient students. As 
acknowledged, the role of the mentors in this project was to foster and de-
velop the students’ already-existing learner autonomy and academic skills. If 
carrying out a similar study in the future, some form of coherent training 
for the mentors would be recommended to minimize the confounding vari-
able of the mentors’ personal mentoring style. However, the project did not 
account for the impact of the mentors’ personal mentoring styles, which is 
a possible limitation of this study.

The project appears to be both original and somewhat unique with-
in Poland and potentially across Europe. In our review of existing research, 
we did not find any other extensive studies on learner autonomy that em-
ployed a mentoring approach and involved as many as six researcher-men-
tors. While the theoretical aspects of learner autonomy have been exten-
sively documented, its practical application within school settings remains 
an underdeveloped area that presents challenges for educators (Jimenez Raya 
and Vieira, 2021). We acknowledge that replicating such a project would be 
nearly impossible without the backing of a university and the involvement of 
students or other volunteers willing to serve as mentors for high school stu-
dents. Nonetheless, we view this initiative as a significant opportunity to en-
hance collaboration between university departments and local high schools, 
a partnership that could yield substantial benefits for both parties.

6. Conclusion

This research investigated the impact of process writing and mentoring 
on promoting autonomy among high school L2 learners, with a particu-
lar emphasis on their decision-making and self-regulation abilities. Over the 
course of the project, students were found not only to improve their capacity 
to take control of their learning but also to cultivate essential academic skills 
and lifelong learning competencies, including time management, self-reflec-
tion, and resource evaluation.

In summary, this study highlights the importance of learner-centered 
methodologies in secondary education. By integrating process writing with 
mentoring, the initiative not only met immediate academic goals but also 
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equipped students with skills that are applicable beyond the classroom, 
thus preparing them for the challenges of higher education and future ca-
reers. These findings underscore the necessity for further incorporation of 
process writing and mentoring into teaching practices, advocating for inno-
vative, collaborative learning frameworks that promote sustained autonomy 
and personal development.
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Appendix 1: Pre-writing questionnaire
	– What is my main goal for the project? What do I want to achieve?
	– Do I rely on homework and teachers when it comes to studying? 

Or do I seek additional resources/tasks on my own when I find a top-
ic interesting (or challenging)? (e.g. self-testing before an exam, 
watching YouTube videos about a given topic)

	– Do I do regular study sessions and do assigned homework in ad-
vance? Do I think it is an effective learning strategy? Or do I find it 
unnecessary and typically manage to learn the material the day/
two days before the exam?

Appendix 2: The form of student logs
	– What did I do this week to get closer to my goal?
	– What did I find difficult/frustrating? Why? Which task was easy/

pleasant/took less time than expected?
	– Was there something that motivated me to get the homework 

done? Was there something that made me procrastinate?
	– What do I have to do before the next meeting?

Appendix 3: Post-writing questionnaire
	– Did I achieve my goal?
	– What obstacles did I encounter? How did I overcome the difficul-

ties?
	– What did I find easy? What did I do well?
	– Which task did I like the most? Which task did I hate the most?
	– Which feelings were the most prevalent (did I experience the 

most) while working on the project?

Appendix 4: Interview questions
	– What did your participation in the project give you?
	– How did the work on the project look like?
	– How did you organize your work (notes, calendar, to-do lists)?
	– What was difficult and stressful for you? What was enjoyable?
	– How was the work with the mentor? Was it helpful, and if so, 

in what ways? Was it challenging to work with a mentor?
	– What did you learn about yourself?
	– What is the most important thing you remembered about the book 

you chose?
	– Was there anything that surprised you during the work on your cho-

sen book?
	– Did you learn something that might be useful in the future?
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	– If you had to choose a university degree to pursue now, what 
would you go for?

	– Do you think you have control over your education? Why?
	– What qualities do you think a good teacher should have?

Appendix 5: The form of mentor logs
	– What progress did my student make this week?
	– What was difficult for my student? What did they do well?
	– What kind of tasks do they have to do before the next meeting? 

What do I have to prepare? How can I support my student?
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