TYPE Review
PUBLISHED 07 October 2025
pol 10.3389/feduc.2025.1622527

:' frontiers Frontiers in Education

@ Check for updates

OPEN ACCESS

EDITED BY
Reza Kafipour,
Shiraz University of Medical Sciences, Iran

REVIEWED BY
Sara Kashefian-Naeeini,

Shiraz University of Medical Sciences, Iran
Zahra Shahsavar,

Shiraz University of Medical Sciences, Iran

*CORRESPONDENCE
Sultan Almelhes
s.almelhes@iu.edu.sa

RECEIVED 04 May 2025
ACCEPTED 15 September 2025
PUBLISHED 07 October 2025

CITATION

Almelhes S (2025) Reframing learner
autonomy in Arabic language education for
non-native speakers: a theoretical framework
of power, control, and motivation.

Front. Educ. 10:1622527.

doi: 10.3389/feduc.2025.1622527

COPYRIGHT

© 2025 Almelhes. This is an open-access
article distributed under the terms of the
Creative Commons Attribution License

(CC BY). The use, distribution or reproduction
in other forums is permitted, provided the
original author(s) and the copyright owner(s)
are credited and that the original publication
in this journal is cited, in accordance with
accepted academic practice. No use,
distribution or reproduction is permitted
which does not comply with these terms.

Frontiers in Education

Reframing learner autonomy in
Arabic language education for
non-native speakers: a theoretical
framework of power, control, and
motivation

Sultan Almelhes*

Arabic Language Institute to Non-native Speakers, Teachers Preparing and Training Department,
Islamic University of Madinah, Medina, Saudi Arabia

Second language acquisition (SLA) has gradually shifted toward an emphasis on
learner autonomy. If learners take responsibility for their own learning processes,
they can achieve success. Thus, this article discusses how learner autonomy plays
a role in SLA of Arabic to non-native speakers in the light of Foucault's Discourse
and Institutional Power, Bernstein's Classification and Framing Theory, and Self-
Determination Theory (SDT). The focus is on how activities during structured
educational systems affect the nature of student engagement and motivation
in connection with control over learning. The presentation of the discussion is
based on empirical and theoretical studies that demonstrate that autonomy can
shift teachers’ and students’ dynamics and also contribute to boosting learner
motivation and language proficiency. Arabic language education as an area of
focus is dedicated to sociocultural and religious dimensions as they connect
with institutional structures. Based on the findings, the argument for adaptive
teaching models, which allow for learner agency, sociocultural considerations,
and interdisciplinary curriculum design, is presented.
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1 Introduction

In today’s interconnected world, the command of several languages has become highly
valuable, with Arabic standing out as a language in high demand (Alsaawi, 2022). Therefore,
second language acquisition has given significant importance to the idea of learner autonomy
(Yildiz and Yucedal, 2020). At present, learner autonomy has gained importance in second
language acquisition (SLA). Autonomy is defined as a learner’s ability to take ownership of
their educational process, choose how to achieve their educational goals, monitor their
progress, and check their results (Bajrami, 2015). This view echoes contemporary educational
communities’ emphasis on active, student-led learning rather than traditional, instructor-
driven models (Little, 2007). Studies have found that key attributes for success in language
mastery, such as motivation, critical thinking, and self-regulation, are nurtured by learner
autonomy (Al-Khasawneh et al, 2024). By giving autonomy, you can greatly increase
proficiency for people learning another language, since you give them the opportunity to
discover tasks and persevere in their own way of speaking.

To coincide with these findings, it supports learners to reach a broad range of resources
from digital platforms to multimedia materials to interactive tools that research has proved
are more dynamic than traditional means (Chapelle, 2001). For adults, this flexibility is
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especially advantageous as they generally bear other commitments
and need to be able to schedule their learning, a finding borne out by
the studies on lifelong learning (Knowles et al., 2015). The teacher’s
role also shifts from that of a dominating authority to a supporting
guide, rather than a directional one in the learning process. This
transformation, furthermore, not only promotes sustained learning
habits but also develops the most crucial of such vital skills that enable
people to become flexible and problem solvers (Benson, 2011). While
autonomy requires self-discipline, resilience, and effective study habits
to yield its benefits, Zimmerman (2002) shows that self-directed
learning must be cultivated, offering valuable insights for improving
second language learning success.

There is a noticeable gap in research regarding the implementation
of autonomy in Arabic language education, particularly in higher
education settings. Although autonomy has been explored broadly in
language learning, few studies have investigated how educational
institutions and pedagogical models influence its development in the
context of Arabic language instruction. This study aims to fill these
gaps by applying Foucauldian, Bernsteinian, and SDT frameworks to
examine how power dynamics, curriculum structures, and
motivational theories intersect in promoting autonomy.

This research is important because it integrates education theories
from sociology with practical approaches to language teaching. It
provides comprehensive insights into the mechanisms of control and
knowledge sharing that affect learner autonomy. By applying
Foucauldian and Bernsteinian models alongside SDT, this study has
addressed significant gaps in understanding the impact of curriculum
and authority systems on student autonomy in Arabic language
education. Moreover, the research has offered valuable
recommendations for educational organizations to update their
curriculum design methods and teaching practices to align with
current views on learner autonomy and engagement.

2 Literature review
2.1 Foucault's theory of power

2.1.1 Foucault: concepts of power and control in
education

This section discusses Foucault’s theory of power, specifically its
pervasiveness in educational institutions and how it is exercised
within them. The field of educational management has widely
acknowledged Foucault’s ideas, and, unlike other more contentious
theories, they have mainly remained the same over time (Pitsoe and
Letseka, 2013). Although some debate exists regarding their accuracy
or relevance (Butin, 2006; Pitsoe and Letseka, 2013; Wang, 2011), his
theories help clarify power and discourse, which significantly
influence social and cultural interactions. Foucault’s theory emphasizes
the relationship between power and discourse, its effects, and its role
in domination within social contexts. Rather than focusing on
sovereignty, Foucault argues that power is inherently related to basic
institutional structures.

Dreyfus and Rabinow (1983) elaborate further on this, extending
it to show how the power dynamics shaped within institutions or
discourse become facilitated by forms of knowledge and meaning.
‘Discourse’ has several conceptual dimensions. Generally, it is used in
linguistic studies to mean the patterns of speech, language usage, and

Frontiers in Education

10.3389/feduc.2025.1622527

communication theorizing among certain groups (Pitsoe and Letseka,
2013). Discourse is not limited to written and verbal communication;
it includes anything humans say or write. According to Foucault
(1978), power and knowledge are never separated from discourse,
which is made up of various elements that do not always have a
logical structure.

2.1.2 Foucault’'s concept of discourse and
education

Foucault’s concepts of discourse, knowledge, and power are
socially constructed and interdependent. Such implications are
important for education, especially for teachers and students. Besley
(2005) states that his philosophical framework has an ethical model
for understanding classroom management and institutional structures.
Therefore, power is not fixed but shifts in hierarchical settings,
allowing educational practice to redistribute authority through
autonomy, raising traditional teaching methods.

In terms of current Arabic language learning and instruction,
teachers have primary control, and as such, a portion of this authority
is expected to be transferred to students with advancements in
autonomy. Research has indicated that autonomous learning redefines
traditional teacher roles, making students responsible for more of
their learning (Cullen and Oppenheimer, 2024; Daflizar et al., 2022).
Motivation studies also show that autonomous learning helps achieve
deeper engagement (Reinders and Benson, 2017). Autonomy
approaches offer more interactive learning, as opposed to traditional
models where students receive knowledge passively from teachers.

2.1.3 The role of power in educational discourse

In discourse, as a social construct, the power to control
communication and discourse topics resides in those in power. In his
own words, Foucault (1977) stresses that discourse also dictates who
can say what and when, with what kind of authority. For example, in
educational institutions, teachers may not be allowed to be flexible
with curricula when rigid curricula are imposed on them by senior
administrators. According to Graves (2008), practices of curriculum
implementation take place in the classroom milieu, influenced by
relationships between teachers, students, and subject matter. Foucault
(1972) claimed that discourse not only describes objects but also
constructs and defines them. Additionally, he points out that power
should be studied as an effect of institutions, examined in terms of
how power circulates and operates through networks (Foucault, 1977,
1972, 1987).

2.1.4 Pedagogy and power in education

In education, pedagogy is connected to assumptions about the
nature of knowledge, what constitutes the legitimacy of knowledge,
and how this can be achieved (Foucault, 1987; Deacon, 2006). For
Foucault, schools are not just places of control and surveillance but
rather sites for reciprocal power: teachers are subject to the
examination of students and school administrators. Woolner et al.
(2018) agree with this view that discourse is inherent in everyday
social practices and has even been visible in the physical structure of
schools. Leaders in power determine what should or should not
be discussed and define what acceptable discourse is. These boundaries
limit the extent to which power can be challenged. What constitutes
acceptable discourse expands and contracts over time, and its scope is
subject to change. According to Foucault’s principle of discontinuity,
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knowledge does not develop in a strict, linear fashion but may evolve
through interruptions and shifts.

2.1.5 Discourse and the limits of power

Although some scholars agree with Foucault that knowledge is
power; others argue that discourse could also be used as a weapon of
resistance (Pitsoe and Letseka, 2013). Knowledge and power are not
preconditions; rather, discourse is a form of control through which
they are linked and regulated. For post-structuralists, power is a way
of hegemony, in which the oppressed are unaware of cooperating in
their submission. Public awareness plays an important role in
recognizing true freedom (Pitsoe and Letseka, 2013) because this
happens through ingrained social practices where neither the
oppressors nor the oppressed fully recognize it. Restricted access to
knowledge is not enough to oppress education; societal pressure to
conform to dominant norms also breaks the streak of education.
Knowledge is considered important, but educators decide what is
relevant. Education can either maintain the status quo or be used as a
means of social change (Foucault, 1972). Since discourse is a
mechanism of domination, it shapes the components of social reality
(Pitsoe and Letseka, 2013).

2.1.6 Foucault's notion of power

In their reading of Foucault’s notion of power, Moss (2002) sees it
as a bilateral network in which institutional structures influence each
individual’s choices. On the one hand, education is hierarchical, which
may be good or bad; structured learning may help a student, while
rote memorization may hinder language acquisition. However, some
scholars argue that Foucault’s ideas about power and discourse are too
narrow and superficial and do not properly apply to education. Butin
(2006) compares their interpretations to extremes: either liberating
individuals from oppression or trapping them within rigid systems.
Foucault’s ideas have also been aligned with types of education (Ball,
2006; Olssen, 2006), but this sometimes fails to capture his views on
the dynamism of power and knowledge (Wang, 2011). The application
of Foucault’s theories in education changes the power dynamics in
classrooms and may affect learning outcomes. Nevertheless, scholars
have adapted his ideas to suit their interpretations of power in
educational management, sometimes alienating his original point
concerning power in educational management. For this study,
classroom management is viewed as a complex framework combining
theoretical concepts, teaching strategies, and institutional structures
for legitimization or institutional equilibrium (Pitsoe and
Letseka, 2013).

2.2 Bernstein’s theory: classification and
framing

2.2.1 Theoretical foundations of Bernstein's
classification and framing

Bernstein’s theory of knowledge structuring—specifically the
power of classification and framing—is fundamental to
understanding its impact on learning autonomy. Bernstein,
identified by Singh (2002) as a leading theorist in the sociology of
knowledge, has made a significant contribution to educational
discourse. However, many of his theories have been controversial,

as some embraced them while others found his ideas complex and
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difficult to apply practically within education. Nevertheless,
Bernstein placed considerable importance on the environmental
forces that shape students’ ability to learn. One of his key
contributions to pedagogy is the assertion that less rigid
categorization of knowledge and a less structured pedagogical
framework enhance learning. Classification refers to how
knowledge is organized into curriculum subjects, while framing
addresses how knowledge is conveyed to students through
pedagogical methods.

2.2.2 Framing and classification in pedagogy

The term “framing,” as defined by Bernstein (2003), refers to the
degree of control over the selection, arrangement, pacing, and timing
of knowledge for sharing and learning between the teacher and
student. This insight suggests that weakened framing, which offers
students more control over their learning, contrasts with strong
framing in traditional teaching, where students have less control. This
shift toward greater student agency is a core element of autonomy in
the learning process.

In the same vein, Bernstein refers to classification as the
maintenance of boundaries between content. This concept is further
expanded by Cause (2010), who argues that classification includes not
only subject boundaries but also the environments of education and
pedagogy. According to Bernstein (1971), learning is more efficient
when it occurs without restrictive subject classes or rigid pedagogical
structures. Bernstein (2003) also argues that strong framing
diminishes students’ control over their learning while increasing the
teacher’s authority. Consequently, a successful learning environment
should aim to reduce teacher dominance, allowing students greater
agency in the educational process. Research by McLean and Abbas
(2009) found that strong framing was particularly common in high-
ranking UK universities, while weaker framing was more prevalent in
universities with lower rankings, leading to closer teacher-student
relationships in the latter context.

2.2.3 Curriculum design and power structures

Bernstein, as cited by Sadovnik (1991), distinguishes between two
curriculum codes: collection and integration. Integrated codes are
more fluid with respect to subject boundaries compared to collection
codes. For example, Yalcinkay et al. (2009) assert that the development
of writing skills is interconnected with auditory comprehension,
meaning that skills are better learned when they are cross-disciplinarily
integrated, aligning with Bernstein’s (1971) preference for less
circumscribed knowledge classification. The importance of active
curriculum design is central to this perspective, highlighting the role
of internal curriculum design in shaping students’ learning
experiences. Bernstein (1971) also linked knowledge construction in
curricula to prevailing power structures in educational settings.
He advocated for integrating curricula and emphasized the
interconnection of subjects rather than their separation. He also
distinguished between horizontal knowledge, transmitted informally
in everyday affairs, and vertical knowledge, organized into academic
disciplines. According to Bernstein (Cullen et al., 2012), students must
have some autonomy in choosing, ordering, and engaging with
knowledge. Bernstein (2000) references Young (2008) and envisions
an ideal curriculum as one that extends beyond the school and
workplace into “future engagement” with past knowledge applied in
future contexts.

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1622527
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org

Almelhes

2.2.4 Symbolism of classification and framing

For Bernstein, classification and framing are symbolic tools that
define how students, teachers, and the overall environment of the
classroom interact. Knowledge is structured and transmitted within
the school based on power relations, meaning that certain groups
dominate. Singh (1997) highlights Bernsteins advocacy for
considering parents and employers as stakeholders in curriculum and
policy development to improve educational outcomes. Bishr and
Alzahrani (2004) discuss the role of curriculum integration in
preparing education for real-life applications in Saudi Arabia. Their
recommendations are:

« To include curriculum components that align with practical life.

o To establish a continuum between grade levels.

» To ensure compatibility between theoretical knowledge and
technical or applied skills.

Thus, when all relevant parties are involved, this results in the
development of a pedagogy with weak boundaries between
curriculum subjects, a shift in power from teachers to students, and
an organic move toward collaborative learning (Drake and Reid, 2018).

2.2.5 Bernstein's relevance to modern pedagogy

Bernstein’s theories are especially relevant for assessing current
pedagogical methods and the transition toward autonomous learning.
The student-centered approach naturally grants students greater
independence, allowing for more autonomy in the learning process
with less interference from the teacher (Kerimbayev et al., 2023).
There is, therefore, a need for a theoretical framework that
accommodates this shift—Bernstein’s framework fits this need.
According to Bernstein’s classification framework, the curriculum’s
content and instruction are so structured that subject boundaries are
strongly reinforced. Foucault (1977) argues that it is within the
educator’s control where power is predominantly felt. However, to
implement this within a given timeframe, coordination among
departments may be necessary to create an integrated curriculum that
improves advanced language proficiency. By matching teaching
methods with students’ cognitive development and assessment
strategies, this approach may help students learn more.

Using Foucault and Bernstein as theoretical frameworks can help
us understand how teachers and students might approach education
differently in different teaching situations, and what this means for
curriculum design and the power dynamics in education.

2.3 Self-determination theory in language
acquisition

2.3.1 Overview of self-determination theory (SDT)

Edward Deci and Richard Ryan came up with the Self-
Determination Theory (SDT), which is now one of the most important
ways to understand how people learn a language (Ryan, 2017). SDT
basically says that human motivation exists on a spectrum from
amotivation to intrinsic motivation. The quality of motivation is
greatly affected by the satisfaction of three basic psychological needs:
autonomy (the need to feel like you have control over your actions),
competence (the need to feel like you are effective in your
environment), and relatedness (the need to feel connected to others).
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Deci and Ryan (2000) claim that the main difference between
autonomous and controlled types of motivation is important for
understanding learning outcomes. Intrinsic motivation (doing
something because it makes you feel good) and identified regulation
(doing something because you value it) are both types of autonomous
motivation. On the other hand, external regulation (doing something
to get rewards or avoid punishment) and introjected regulation (doing
something because you feel guilty or pressured) are both types of
controlled motivation. In language learning, students typically start
with restricted motives like meeting parental expectations or passing
tests. However, in an ideal learning environment, they can work
toward more self-endorsed motivations.

2.3.2 SDT and language learning

These needs for language learning have different parts and
dimensions that often overlap and happen at the same time, which has
a big effect on how well people learn. Studies show that language
learners who have teachers who give them autonomy support, positive
feedback that helps them build their skills, and a social environment
where they can connect with others tend to stick with it longer, think
more deeply, and have much better emotional outcomes (Herrera
etal, 2025; Tuan, 2021; Deci, 2012). The strength of this theory is that
it focuses on social and environmental factors that may enhance or
hinder natural growth processes. Reeve (2009) lists a number of
teaching behaviors that encourage independence, such as listening to
students’ points of view, giving relevant reasons for assignments, and
giving students options without making them feel pressured. Language
teachers who do these things on a regular basis assist in meeting
students’ psychological requirements. This leads to more involvement
in the classroom, lower dropout rates, and increased motivation to
learn a language. Furthermore, when students’ environments are
conducive to meeting these requirements, they are more inclined to
investigate the target language outside of the formal classroom setting.
It is possible to ensure that learners feel both capable and connected
by providing them with satisfaction of competence through
appropriate scaffolding and of relatedness through pleasant classroom
dynamics. This has the effect of improving the overall learning
experience for learners.

2.3.3 Motivational strategies in language teaching

SDT’s use in language learning settings has led to many important
discoveries about the best places to learn. The teaching method that
gives students choices, does not use controlling language, and values
each student’s point of view fosters greater intrinsic motivation and
better self-directed learning (Yuksel, 2010). Competence support,
which entails the integration of informational feedback with optimally
challenging tasks, is a method by which learners sustain their
motivation during the challenging phases of language learning
(Srinivasa, 2022). Lamb (2017) posits that language learning is
facilitated by positive interactions between learners, instructors, and
fellow students, which in turn helps students feel more at ease taking
risks with the language. Teachers are very important in helping
students move from external to more internalized states of motivation.
In classrooms that foster autonomy, students can communicate with
one another in a democratic way, and they feel confident speaking the
target language without worrying about being corrected or made fun
of. Competence is developed not only via praise but also through
constructive criticism, activities that are well-structured, and
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encouragement to create personal goals. Additionally, Reeve (2009)
highlights the fact that learners can acquire confidence through
frequent monitoring that does not include any pressure. Boosting
students’ self-efficacy and encouraging them to reflect on their own
progress can be accomplished through activities such as self-
assessment exercises and open-ended diary reflections, for instance.

2.3.4 Intrinsic vs. extrinsic motivation in language
learning

Self-Determination Theory posits that intrinsic motivational
factors are more influential than extrinsic motivators, such as grades
and rewards, as they promote deeper cognitive processing and
enhance retention. Self-Determination Theory provides a robust
framework for analyzing motivation patterns in various educational
settings and cultural contexts within language instruction (Noels et al.,
2003). With their fundamental study, Noels et al. (2003) proved that
students who learnt a second language out of personal interest or
affiliation with the language community reported higher levels of
intrinsic motivation and lower levels of anxiety. This was a significant
finding. Students whose learning was motivated by fear of failure or
other outside forces reported lower levels of satisfaction and often
stopped studying sooner. This fits with the assumption that intrinsic
drive makes people more likely to remember a language, be creative,
and want to communicate honestly. Moreover, students with
integrated motivation who completely understand the value of
learning a language are more likely to be successful in the long run and
often want to be multilingual for the rest of their lives.

2.3.5 SDT in Arabic language learning

SDT reveals motivational processes in the acquisition of the
Arabic language, particularly in the context of Modern Standard
Arabic (MSA), due to its distinctive features. Arabic is a triglossic
language, which poses obstacles to the development of learner
autonomy. Based on their objectives, learners are required to select
from a variety of Arabic dialects: Quranic Arabic for religious
education, business Arabic for professional purposes, or regional
dialects for cultural heritage (Albirini, 2014). The structured variety
choice model is supported by research, as it results in increased learner
motivation and program retention, which is consistent with the
principles of SDT regarding autonomy satisfaction (Wahba et al.,
2022). Muslim learners are motivated by the religious significance of
Arabic, which is achieved through self-determined regulation (Bakar,
2010). The importance of autonomy in goal setting is reflected in the
fact that the student has the freedom to select the type of Arabic
vocabulary that they prefer to concentrate on, such as Modern
Standard Arabic, Classical Arabic, or Egyptian Arabic. Students are
more motivated when they can choose dialects that match their
personal, spiritual, or professional interests. This also helps learners
build their skills since they can better understand the context in which
they are using language. Using dialectal comparisons, real audio
samples, or culturally relevant themes in the classroom makes students
feel more connected, especially heritage learners or those learning
Arabic to strengthen their religious identity.

2.3.6 Cultural and religious contexts in Arabic
learning

It is very hard to learn Arabic because of its complicated writing
system and morphological structure. Grammar-translation methods
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that emphasize correctness over communicative skills reduce student
competency (Bakar, 2010). SDT-based techniques that use structured
exercises and embrace a variety of performance requirements, such as
faith-based comprehension and conversational skills, result in greater
motivated outcomes (Roark, 2009). The concept of competence is
perceived differently by academic students and heritage students.
Heritage students prioritize family communication over Modern
Standard Arabic proficiency. Consequently, it is imperative to provide
adaptive competence support in order to inspire these pupils
(Wahidah, 2025). Reeve’s (2009) ideas about competency are very
useful in this situation. Competence should not just mean being able
to speak and write correctly or pronounce words correctly. It should
also entail being able to communicate meaningfully in your social and
religious settings. For instance, a heritage student who can talk to their
grandparents in a particular dialect should be seen as competent in
that area. Students are more motivated and achieve better results when
their teachers validate a variety of expressions of proficiency, which
fosters a sense of competence and respect. Moreover, making
classroom activities that include Islamic literature or cultural
storytelling helps students learn the material and the beliefs behind it,
which builds both competence and independence.

2.3.7 Cultural sensitivity and SDT in Arabic
education

In the Arabic context, SDT constructs are expressed differently,
emphasizing the manner in which these fundamental concepts adapt
to native cultural and linguistic contexts to establish unique
motivational characteristics for language learners. Learning Arabic is
quite hard because of strict educational standards that do not take into
account the cultural and religious needs of students. Al-Batal (2007)
says that not including religious value in Arabic lessons makes
students less motivated to learn. Adding religious and cultural themes
to school materials makes students more interested and helps them
remember what they learned for a longer time. Khatib et al. (2011)
claim that teaching that includes literature and is culturally relevant
can help students become more motivated and improve their language
skills. When students read Arabic poetry, religious writings, or
proverbs that relate to their lives, they become more emotionally
connected to the language. This shows the SDT principle of
relatedness: language is no longer merely a subject, but an important
element of the learner’s life. Moreover, teachers who accept different
religious views and let students talk about their values and beliefs
make classrooms where students are naturally motivated. This kind of
culturally sensitive teaching is extremely important in Arabic
education because language, faith, and tradition are all interrelated.

Learner autonomy is widely recognized as a key factor in language
learning. However, the research specifically focusing on its
implementation in Arabic language education remains limited
(Hussein and Haron, 2012). The prior studies have not adequately
addressed how institutional structures and pedagogical frameworks
intersect to influence the development of autonomy in the context of
Arabic language instruction. Furthermore, Arabic language teaching
presents unique challenges due to its triglossic nature (Chaleila and
Garra-Alloush, 2019), which is not always adequately addressed in
current autonomy research. This gap highlights the need for a more
tailored approach that integrates Foucauldian, Bernsteinian, and SDT
frameworks to explore how power, knowledge, and motivation
interact in this specific educational setting. As noted by Benson
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(2011), research on autonomy has largely focused on Western
language contexts, with limited attention to non-Western
educational settings.

The primary objective of this study is to explore how Foucauldian
power relations, Bernstein’s concepts of classification and framing, and
SDT can inform and enhance the development of learner autonomy
in Arabic language education. The study will aim to offer a deeper
understanding of how power dynamics, curriculum design, and
motivational theories impact the learning experience of Arabic
students. This study has addressed the following research questions:

1. How do Bernstein’s concepts of classification and framing affect
the delivery of the curriculum and student agency in Arabic
language education?

2. In what ways is Foucault’s theory of power relevant to the
development of learner autonomy in language education?

3. How does Self-Determination Theory (SDT) explain the
relationship between learner autonomy and motivation in
language acquisition?

4. How can the integration of Foucault, Bernstein, and SDT
inform pedagogical practices that support learner autonomy in
Arabic language education?

3 Methodology
3.1 Research design

This study uses a qualitative research approach to investigate how
learner autonomy is used in Arabic language classes. A literature
synthesis method is utilized to narrate the viewpoint of the studies on
the experiences and points of view of Arabic language teachers and
students. Particularly, the focus of the research was to sort the
literature on theories of Foucault, Bernstein, and SDT.

3.2 Data collection procedures

The data were gathered from the prior studies focusing on the
related theories considered for the research. First, the search strings
were developed, and then the data were searched for Google, WOS,
Scopus, and other databases. Second, a list of articles based on the
theories was developed. Third, the screening was done to consider
only the related articles that focused on Foucault, Bernstein, and SDT
theories in the context of our research. The process of selection and
screening took 15 days without any assistance.

3.3 Analytical techniques

The data gathered for this literature synthesis were manually
added to an MS Excel file. In the second step, each article was read
thoroughly, and the important points were highlighted. In the third
step, the highlighted information on Foucault’s theory of power,
Bernstein’s ideas about classification and framing, and SDT
was compiled.

The process of reviewing articles started with setting the inclusion
and exclusion criteria. The articles published within the last 10 years
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were considered for review. The inclusion and exclusion criteria were
developed by two academic experts, with the assistance of one expert
librarian. The committee of experts also provided ethical approval.
Table 1 shows the criteria.

A search strategy was developed based on the criteria. According
to that strategy, a list of reputed publishers was developed, and each
database was searched for the relevant studies. The whole process
took 10 days from 2 June 2025 to 12 June 2025. The initial
investigation presented 78 studies, and among them, 24 were
removed before screening. Among the remaining 54 records, 11
were excluded, and the remaining 43 were further screened.
Twenty-two records were excluded again as their text was not
available. From the remaining 21, 7 articles were removed as their
themes were different, and the final 14 studies were considered for
the review as presented in Figure 1.

4 Findings

Language learning is especially constrained by the presence of
power and control over the linguistic situation. The theoretical
framework for these processes is provided by the concepts of
pedagogic discourse, classification, and framing as articulated by
Bernstein (1990). Decisions about which forms and competencies will
be emphasized, and who will have access to language resources, trigger
the manifestation of power in terms of which knowledge is distributed
among learners. Bernstein describes strong classification, where
language components are clearly separated (e.g., grammar, vocabulary,
speaking, and writing), and boundaries are established along
conventional ways of segmenting language teaching (grammar,
vocabulary, speaking, writing, etc.). Research supports this, suggesting
that such rigid separation enhances mastery of discrete skills but
inhibits the holistic use of language (Richards and Rodgers, 2014).
More specifically, the opposite occurs with weak classification, which
blurs these distinctions and promotes the integrated approach seen in
communicative language teaching. This approach has been shown to
facilitate the development of contextual understanding and fluency
(Ellis, 2003).

In Bernstein’s terms, framing controls the dynamics of teacher-
student interactions (Bernstein, 1990). Centralizing authority with the
instructor becomes strong framing, which emphasizes grammar over
other learning content, teaching strategies, and space for evaluation.
This approach guarantees consistency and depth in rule-based
learning (Larsen-Freeman, 2011). However, weak framing allows

TABLE 1 Inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria for systematic review

Inclusion Exclusion

Studies published within the last Studies published before 2015

10 years

Studies published in English Studies published in any language other

than English

Qualitative, Quantitative, Mixed Gray literature, editorial, commentary,

Method, and Systematic Reviews or book reviews

Published in reliable journals Published in unreliable journals
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FIGURE 1
Study division.

more control to be passed to the learners, as seen in student-centered
models such as task-based learning and immersion courses. Here,
students ‘drive’ and define challenges for themselves, suggesting topics,
participating in authentic exchanges, and choosing topics in line with
their interests (Dornyei, 2001).

Given these dynamics, educators can create language learning
environments that offer both structure and flexibility in response to
different learner needs. These environments depend on more flexible
classification and framing, which Bernstein associates with autonomy.
Interdisciplinary connections are facilitated through weak
classification, allowing learners to connect knowledge across domains.
At the same time, weak framing gives learners the agency to control
the pacing and engagement in learning, enabling them to view the
world through their learning experiences (Bernstein, 1971).
Practically, this aligns with student-centered approaches (e.g.,
communicative and task-based learning), where learners use language
in real-life situations, make choices, and cultivate their skills through
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self-directed learning. Studies have shown that such autonomy fosters
independence and long-term mastery (Benson, 2011).

Power and control are interlocking elements that define dynamic
educational interaction within close teaching environments. Bernstein
(2003) defines classification as how educational subjects should
be kept distinct from one another, while framing refers to how
organized communication takes place in the learning environment.
Through Foucault’s theory of power, people and their actions are
scrutinized, and subtle methods of enforcing discipline and
standardization are employed (Foucault, 1984). Together, these two
theories provide a comprehensive understanding of the mechanisms
governing educational environments.

The process of classification within the pedagogical moment
determines what counts as legitimate knowledge. Imagine a teacher
giving a lesson as it was prescribed, with no deviation or tangential
discussion. This represents a strong classification. In this interaction,
the teacher holds the power to define what is or is not acceptable
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discourse, fixing the boundaries of learning within the lesson’s
parameters (Bernstein, 2003). This control is tangible, exercised
during the act of knowledge transmission. Similarly, the term framing
implies control over the transmission of knowledge, exercised through
the teaching process. In this scenario, the lecturer dictates the pace,
order, and way knowledge is delivered, without consulting how
students will engage or participate. The teacher essentially defines how
students interact with the learning content and governs their
involvement. The power remains with the teacher to structure the flow
of information (Wang and Ryan, 2020; Malen, 1994). Thus, Bernstein’s
analysis illustrates how the structure of pedagogical exchanges,
through classification and framing, not only supports but also creates
power dynamics that directly affect the teaching context (Walton,
2025). Foucault encourages us to study how power operates by
analyzing specific practices within instructional environments (Ball,
2019). His framework shows that power is not concentrated in one
central place but operates as a continuous force through small
controlling methods. These disciplinary mechanisms shape behaviors
and control relationships while maintaining institutional norms, even
without explicit force. Practices like surveillance, normalization
mechanisms, and hierarchical observation naturally direct individuals’
thinking and behavior patterns. Through his research, Foucault
dismantles traditional perspectives on authority, demonstrating how
power circulates through social systems within education
(Foucault, 1984).

Disciplinary power is active when a teacher’s subtle techniques—
such as observation, correction, and assessment—are employed in the
teaching context. This exercise of control is due to the teacher’s
strategic gaze, or the way they use their voice or specific questions to
guide student responses (Shor, 1996). For example, imagine a teacher
monitoring student engagement and subtly correcting behaviors
during assessments to rank and categorize student performance (Ross,
1987). This is an example of disciplinary power in action, shaping
student behavior in accordance with the teacher’s expectations. This
power dynamic also manifests in micro-level practices, such as how a
teacher positions themselves in the classroom or uses specific language
to assert authority (Heizmann, 2015). A teacher might strategically
arrange students’ seating or use language to assert authority—these
micro-practices subtle but

impact student experiences in

powerful ways.

5 Discussion

Foucault’s theory shows that during each teaching interaction,
pedagogical control is exerted continuously, defining student
behavior and shaping their subjectivity during learning moments
(Foucault, 1977). The teacher becomes the instrument through
which students’ behaviors and learning experiences are shaped at
that precise moment. The organizational power dynamics of
teaching knowledge align with Bernstein’s theory, while Foucault’s
analysis explains how micro-level disciplinary activities affect
students’ behaviors in the learning environment. When these
theories are studied in relation to pedagogical acts, it becomes
evident how power and control dynamics define teacher-student
relationships during learning.

A strategy that empowers students is collaborative learning, where
less rigid structures are placed in the classroom, and students share the
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responsibility for their learning goals through social interaction.
Collaborative learning encourages students to engage more actively and
reduces barriers like shyness. As Le and Nguyen (2024) and Santos and
Castro (2020) point out, autonomy in learning is crucial in constructivist
approaches, promoting meaningful collaboration. Group work, for
instance, allows students to exercise greater freedom in constructing
knowledge. Many students favor learning Arabic in groups because of
mutual support and the reduction of challenges such as shyness.

Bernstein (1971) highlights that loosening the strict scheduling of
subject boundaries in the curriculum reduces framing. Consequently,
when students collaborate, they reach desired educational goals and
create knowledge through activities and social engagement (Tobias
and Dufty, 2009). The teacher’s evolving role as a facilitator, supporting
student interactions rather than lecturing, coincides with student-
centered approaches that give students more autonomy. This approach
contrasts with teacher-centered models, where the teacher is the main
source of knowledge. Autonomy is fostered when authority is
delegated to students, providing a less rigid learning environment
(Bernstein, 1971). The autonomy granted to students is evident when
they independently explore topics beyond the formal curriculum, as
framing and classification weaken.

Fairclough (1989) asserts that participation in a learning
environment on a voluntary basis internalizes educational
ideologies and power structures, granting students agency. As a
result, classroom power structures shift toward autonomy and
alternative teaching models, demonstrating how traditional
teacher domination is replaced by a more flexible role. According
to Wang and Ryan (2020), this shift is characterized by diminished
teacher authority, with students having more control over what
and how they learn. Students are granted more freedom due to this
weakened instructional framing, and the teacher’s role transforms
from being instructional to structuring and facilitating learning
opportunities (Plomp et al., 2007). The student-centered approach
ultimately fosters an environment where students actively
construct their learning, reinforcing the transformative potential
of constructivist education (Kerimbayev et al., 2023).

SDT contends that individuals’ high motivation and self-
regulated behaviors are based on three psychological needs, namely,
autonomy, relatedness, and competence. Therefore, the support of
these three needs leads to intrinsic motivation and enhances
learning (Ryan and Deci, 2000). In SLA, learners’ autonomy means
the willingness and capacity of learners toward learning a second
language by evaluating their own goals (Hu and Zhang, 2017).
Therefore, besides encouraging planning, it helps learners to
monitor themselves and develop appropriate strategies. In the
context of Arabic learning, autonomy can enable learners to practice
root-and-pattern morphology of the Arabic language and keenly
listen to dialect and modern standard Arabic (Calafato, 2020). Thus,
Self-Determination Theory is most adequate in theoretically
highlighting the importance and significance of learners’ autonomy
in the context of learning Arabic as a second language. Furthermore,
it postulates that ASL learners’ autonomy leads to motivation and
self-regulation that are important for practicing Arabic words. In
addition, the growing research on Arabic learning highlighted that
learners’ language proficiency is associated with their autonomy and
self-regulation. Therefore, program designers of the Arabic language
or Arabic language teachers must focus on the autonomy of learners
(see Figure 2).
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FIGURE 2
Implications drawn from theories.

6 Conclusion

In this study, the theories of Foucault, Bernstein, and SDT were
used to investigate language education through the lens of learner
autonomy. By examining these three frameworks, researchers gain an
in-depth understanding of how power works alongside control factors
and motivations to influence educational practices. Foucault’s notion
of discourse illustrates how communication and behavior are
controlled in confined but powerful ways by institutional norms. SDT
emphasizes the psychological foundations of learner motivation, while
Bernstein’s theories on classification and framing offer a structural
explanation of how knowledge is transmitted in educational settings.
These theories work together to provide us with a more complete view
of how people learn languages. Foucault’s theory helps us understand
how institutional discourse might make it harder or easier for students
to act in the classroom. On the other hand, SDT stresses the need for
psychological freedom and intrinsic drive for long-lasting, profound
learning. Bernstein’s emphasis on the structures of information
transmission, which include classification (the degree of distinction of
subjects or abilities) and framing (the degree of control over learning
methods), exposes how traditional systems that are centered on the
teacher limit the autonomy of students. These ideas work together to
advocate for a change in the way language is taught. The new way
should be flexible, focused on the student, and culturally relevant in
the way the curriculum is designed and taught. The findings point
toward pedagogical approaches that reduce rigid classification and cut
down on framing based on teacher-centered methods, moving toward
learner autonomy. The adoption of integrated curricula and
autonomy-supporting strategies is particularly beneficial for teaching
Arabic language instruction, especially when traditional methods
dominate. Educational professionals need to act as supportive figures,
developing teaching methods that allow students to take control of
their educational development. This includes providing choices,
scaffolding learning to build competence, and fostering relationships
in the classroom.

7 Implications

Teachers need to give up control and change their roles to those of
facilitators, helping pupils learn on their own. This means that teachers
need to know more about the social and cultural backgrounds of their
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students. For example, teaching Arabic, including local dialects,
religious texts, and cultural backgrounds in the curriculum, gives
students a sense of relevance and connection to what they are studying,
which makes them more motivated and involved. When you use
culturally sensitive teaching methods along with practices that support
student independence, you give students the power to establish
meaningful connections to their education, which leads to both intrinsic
motivation and academic achievement. Furthermore, policymakers and
curriculum designers should recognize the importance of institutional
reforms that promote pedagogical flexibility and incorporate culturally
relevant content, which will support a flexible pedagogical structure.

Policymakers need to look at more than just test scores and rote
learning to see how well students are doing. They need to take a more
holistic approach that values critical thinking, problem-solving, and
creative expression. This can be done by promoting the creation of
curriculum frameworks that include student choice, personalized
learning paths, and the use of technology to facilitate different ways of
learning. Teachers also need to keep learning new things so they can
adapt to this student-centered strategy. As schools become more
multicultural and multilingual, the requirement for culturally
appropriate content grows even stronger. This means that every
student should be able to see their own experiences and identity
represented in the curriculum.

8 Limitations and recommendations

Future research should explore how these theoretical insights can
be applied in practice across various educational contexts, including
multilingual and multicultural classrooms. This effort will allow
scholars and practitioners to continue developing models of language
education that prioritize academic rigor while centering learners’
needs, ultimately helping to create more equitable and empowering
learning experiences. Future research should look at how Foucault,
Bernstein, and SDT can be used in other educational settings, but it
should also look at the real-world problems and benefits of using these
frameworks in a variety of cultural and language contexts. Researchers
could investigate how different types of schools, such as bilingual
classrooms, community-based language programs, and online
language learning, can use tactics that foster autonomy. Moreover,
cross-cultural research that looks at how these ideas fit with local
educational philosophies and practices could help us make language
teaching models that work in all situations but are still based on real-
life situations. Future research can help push for bigger changes in
education by focusing on empirical studies that look at how these
frameworks perform in the real world.
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