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PROBLEM STATEMENT, OBJECTIVES, & RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Learner autonomy (LA) has been hotly discussed among the scholars (e.g., Benson, 2013; 

Cooker, 2012; Cotterall, 1995a; Dickinson, 1987; Dixon, 2011; Holec, 1981; Little, 1991; 

Littlewood, 1996a; Murray, 2014a; Teng, 2019). In Vietnam, however, LA is seemingly a new 

and strange concept and accordingly, the number of studies on this topic is still limited. The 

research work done before is about teachers’ and English-major students’ beliefs about LA and 

their performances (e.g., N. Bui, 2016; T. Dang, 2012; Q. Le, 2013; A. Le, 2018; L. Nguyen, 

2009; V. T. Nguyen, 2011; N. T. Nguyen, 2014; V. Q. Nguyen 2019), strategies to foster 

autonomous learning (e.g., Cao, 2018; H. T. Nguyen & L. Hoang, 2010; Humphreys & Watt, 

2014; N.T. Nguyen, 2012; T. Phan, 2015; L. Trinh, 2005), and relationships between LA and 

assessment (e.g., H. Tran, 2019). LA among non-English-major students has been obviously 

under-researched. Particularly, the perceptions of LA from non-major students and which 

factors influence LA in learning English have not been taken into great consideration. 

Therefore, this study is carried out to fill this gap. 

There are three main aims to be achieved. Firstly, the study is aimed at investigating how 

students who major in subjects other than English perceive LA. The literature is reviewed 

systematically so that an operational definition of LA could be provided and a framework from 

different perspectives for a questionnaire survey could be established. The survey, then, was 

tested and delivered in order to generate the dimensions of LA in students’ perceptions. The 

data for this aim was also gained by semi-structured interviews. Also, The study aims to 

examine any differences in the aspects of LA defined in this study between different groups of 

students regarding genders, years of study, and grades in the previous English course.    

Secondly, the research examines the factors around the learners which could potentially 

influence their autonomous learning, including internal factors and external factors. The former 

refers to the factors coming from the learners themselves, whereas the latter emphasizes the 

factors from the learning environment such as teachers, peers, and curricula. They may be 

either positive or negative. The data was collected through both surveys and interviews in order 

that the points could be categorized to reach reasonable conclusions.  

Lastly, induced from their perceptions and the factors above, suggestions are given to 

enhance LA for students. These suggestions will be hopefully given in the forms of class 

activities, discussions, training workshops, seminars, and other extracurricular activities which 

may involve both students and teachers. The activities might be undertaken at the beginning of 

the semester or the school year.  
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In brief, the aims and objectives could be summarized into two main research questions 

as follows:  

1. What are the non-English major students’ perceptions of learner autonomy? 

1.1. Is the questionnaire used to investigate LA as perceived by students, 

psychometrically sound? 

1.2. Do genders affect the perceptions of LA in terms of its components?  

1.3. Do years of study affect the perceptions of LA in terms of its components? 

1.4. Do marks in the previous English course affect the perceptions of LA in terms of 

its components? 

2. What are the factors that influence students’ learner autonomy? 

SIGNIFICANCE 

The research is hoped to offer more insights into how LA is perceived by non-English-major 

students and which factors have an impact on their autonomous learning in the specific context 

of Vietnam. As a result, suggestions and implications are provided to foster LA—one of the 

essential qualities in learning and living. These will help to enhance the quality of language 

teaching for teachers and language learning for non-English-major students, who account for 

the majority of students and the so-called labour force in Vietnam in the future. Hence, 

hopefully, this investigation will contribute to the improvement in quality of higher education 

in Vietnam in its process of globalization and internationalization. 

STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS 

The main content of the thesis includes eight chapters.  

The first chapter provides the overview of the research including the research background, 

problem statement, research objectives, research questions, significance of the study, and 

structure of the thesis.  

Chapter Two outlines the context of the research in Vietnam. It briefs the historical, 

geographical, and cultural descriptions of Vietnam with regard to HE. Then, some information 

about HE and English tertiary education is provided. Finally, the chapter describes the research 

sites with regard to English language teaching and learning. 

Chapter Three discusses the underpinning theoretical background of the research. The 

chapter presents some basic conceptualizations related to LA including its definitions, 

importance, and differentiation which shows differences between LA and other concepts. Then, 

the chapter provides some critical understandings about LA in language learning regarding 

roles of LA in language education, variations of LA definitions, operational definition of LA, 

misconceptions of LA, roles of teachers in promoting LA, and degrees of LA. Chapter Three 
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also delineates which factors internally and externally influence the development of LA and 

how LA is perceived by students all around the world on the basis of the systematic review of 

studies in the extensive literature. At an end, it comes up with a conceptualization of LA in this 

study.      

Chapter Four justifies the research methodology which employs a mixed-method study 

approach, the participants including selection and their characteristics, and the data collection 

methods which involve survey questionnaires and semi-structured individual interviews. Also, 

this chapter presents data collection, data analysis procedures, and ethical considerations in this 

research.  

Chapter Five reports the findings from the questionnaire surveys about different aspects of 

LA among 1,565 non-English-major students. The chapter starts with validity and reliability 

evidences to make sure that the questionnaire used in this study has sound psychometric 

properties. More notably, students’ self-reported data on several components of LA including 

beliefs about teacher’s roles, motivation, desire, metacognition, and freedom are presented to 

offer insights into their perceptions of LA and on factors perceived that influence LA.  

Chapter Six specifies the findings from the semi-structured interviews, of which open-ended 

questions are developed on the basis of the conceptualization of LA. Those interviews give 

students’ detailed answers in terms of LA’s components conceptualized in this study to reveal 

more about what the perceptions of LA are and what factors impact LA.  

Chapter Seven presents the combination of results in two previous parts based on convergent 

parallel analysis design to answer the research questions. It also initiates discussions of the 

results in chapters Five and Six in connection with research questions, objectives, theoretical 

background, and literature review in the previous chapters. More importantly, as a result of 

such discussions, responsible implications are offered so that relevant stakeholders can foster 

LA among non-English-major students in Vietnam and the countries with the similar contexts. 

Chapter Eight ends the research by summarizing main points, revealing limitations, discussing 

contributions, and suggesting further studies. 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND  

To conceptualize LA, the theoretical underpinning of this study has its roots in the Bergen 

definition as follows: LA “is characterized by a readiness to take charge of one’s own learning 

in the service of one’s needs and purposes. This entails a capacity and willingness to act 

independently and in-cooperation with others, as a socially responsible person” (Dam, 1995, 

p. 1). There are three main reasons to choose this definition.  
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Firstly, it is in line with Holec’s (1981) and Benson’s (2011) seminal definitions. They 

described LA as a construct of capacity, which refers to the psychological perspective of LA. 

This capacity is typified by an ability to make decisions about learning, requiring three 

principles: (a) a certain amount of metacognitive knowledge about the learners themselves, the 

context, the subject, and the learning process; (b) conscious awareness of this knowledge; and 

(c) conscious reflection on learning. It also requires the usage of metacognitive strategies such 

as planning, goal setting, monitoring, self-assessment, evaluation, and using learning resources 

(Sinclair, 2009). Secondly, it values the significance of willingness or readiness as regards LA 

Indeed LA “is a construct of capacity which is operationalized when willingness is present” 

(Sinclair, 2009, p. 185). That readiness facilitates successful implementation of LA-based 

programs by guiding curriculum development and classroom practice (Chan et al., 2002; Lin 

& Reinders, 2019). Also, investigating willingness for LA enables researchers to leave from 

the culturist view of LA (Yıldırım, 2012). Thirdly, this definition is suited to the context of 

Vietnam. Specifically, it does not mention the power in the political perspective of LA which 

highlights learners’ power and freedom to make informed choices in their learning process (N. 

Bui, 2018; Oxford, 2003; Pennycook, 2013). It is a fact that both teachers and students in 

Vietnam cannot choose or take control of their learning content which is one of three 

dimensions of control over learning (Huang & Benson, 2013) because they must follow and 

implement the learning content predetermined by institutional and national curricula.  

The present study stands on the pole of the quintessential strategy which focuses on 

analyzing components of a construct (see more at Benson, 2009). Hence, the study will 

conceptualize its view of LA on the basis of its two most essential components: willingness 

and capacity (Hsu, 2005; Littlewood, 1996a, 1999; Sinclair, 2000a, 2000b). Students need 

willingness as well as capacity so that they can take on responsibility for their language 

learning, and enhance LA. The explanation about these components will be as follows. 

1. Willingness  

As the time went by, the researchers thickened and deepened the literature on LA 

conceptualization by taking more components into account. To be more specific, during the 

period of advent in the 1980s, responsibility and decision-making became the most popular 

(Hsu, 2005). In the next decade of the 1990s, several individual attributes were added such as 

attitudes, willingness, and confidence, which are named “affective factors” by L. Trinh (2005). 

Willingness is emphasized to be one of the most significant components of LA (Hsu, 2005). 

Affective factors like willingness play an important role in the development of LA (Cotterall, 
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1995b; Hsu, 2005; Q. Le, 2013; Lin & Reinders, 2019; Ming & Alias, 2007; Sinclair, 2000a, 

2000b; Wenden, 1991). As regardless of their capacity, students will not enhance their LA if 

they are not willing to take charge of their learning (Sinclair, 2000b). Willingness to engage in 

autonomous learning consists of two components, namely beliefs about teacher’s role and 

motivation (Chan et al., 2002; Dixon, 2011; Hsu, 2005) which will be explained below. 

1.1. Beliefs about teacher’s roles  

Learners are expected to be aware of the roles of teachers and their own roles because their 

beliefs as regards their role may strongly influence their exercise of responsibility in or out of 

class and their readiness to learn English autonomously. This point is strongly supported by 

the scholars such as Chan et al. (2002), Cotterall (1995b, 1999), Dişlen (2011), Hozayen 

(2011), Q. Le (2013), Mousavi Arfae (2017), Swatevacharkul (2009), and Tomita and Sano 

(2016). It can be argued that students’ beliefs about language learning are underpinned by the 

behaviors of teachers. Those who believe that teachers are facilitators of learning are ready for 

autonomous learning; by contrast, learners who think that teachers should tell them what to do, 

offer help, and explain everything are not yet ready for LA (Rungwaraphong, 2012). Hence, 

students’ expectations of teacher authority can impede teachers from transfering responsibility 

to them (Cotterall, 1995b). There is a strong conviction that learners’ beliefs about their own 

roles and their teacher’s roles will make a great contribution to their willingness to embrace 

LA. 

1.2. Motivation  

There exists an argument among the researchers toward the question “Which one comes first 

and which one depends on which one, motivation or autonomy?”. M. Lamb (2011) 

convincingly elucidates the question above (Ushioda, 2011b, 2014). Specifically, he starts with 

a metaphor of “which came first, the worm or the cocoon?”, and then distinguishes two senses 

of autonomy, one of which refers to taking responsibility for manipulating one’s own learning. 

This notion of autonomy is learner autonomy or language learner autonomy in the words of 

Little (2007) (Ushioda, 2011a, 2014). It entails a willingness for responsibility and a capacity 

for “detachment, critical reflection, decision-making, and independent action” (Little, 1991, p. 

4). Accordingly, an autonomous language learner can employ metacognitive skills and 

strategic thinking processes to overcome challenges in language learning. However, to exercise 

such metacognitive skills and ability, willingness or motivation is a prerequisite, so this sense 

of autonomy depends on motivation. That is, if learners have motivation or willingness, they 

will exercise their autonomy to learn the language beyond the basic requirements (M. Lamb, 
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2011; Ushioda, 2011a, 2011b). As a result, learners are expected to be motivated to develop 

LA.  

Autonomous learners are motivated and reflective learners, which results in efficient and 

effective learning (Little, 1991). Further, the development of motivation is the locomotive of 

LA, conducive to the development of LA (Hsu, 2005). Indeed, motivation is essential in 

promoting autonomous learning (Benson, 2007; H. Liu, 2015). It has been seen as one of the 

components of LA (Chan et al., 2002; Dixon, 2011; Henri, Morrell, & Scott, 2017; Hsu, 2005; 

Q. Le, 2013; Littlewood, 1996a; Macaskill & Taylor, 2010; L. Nguyen, 2008, 2009; 

Swatevacharkul, 2009; Tassinari, 2012; Ushioda, 1996; Zarei & Elakaei, 2012). I believe that 

motivation is one of the tools with which learners equip themselves to enter the learning 

situation and enhance LA. I agree with Littlewood (1996a), Hsu (2005), and Swatevacharkul 

(2009) that motivation is best conceptualized when it is subsumed under the notion of 

willingness.  

2. Capacity  

As for the concept of capacity, I will adopt the conceptual framework developed by Huang and 

Benson (2013). Accordingly, capacity consists of ability, desire, and freedom (see Figure 6). 

These are discussed in the following sections.  
Figure 1:  

Venn diagram on What is capacity of LA? (Adapted from Huang & Benson, 2013) 

 

 

2.1. Ability  

Ability represents knowledge and skills related to studying and language (Benson, 2012; 

Huang & Benson, 2013). This study is not aimed at measuring linguistic knowledge or skills, 

or knowledge of English, nor is it designed to examine English language skills, such as reading 

or writing, so knowledge of English components (i.e., pronunciation, grammar, and 

vocabulary) and English skills are not taken into consideration.  

Ability

FreedomDesire
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Knowledge of studying is nothing but metacognitive knowledge. Generally, like declarative 

knowledge, it differentiates between knowledge about person, task, and strategy (Flavell, 1979; 

Veenman, 2011). Knowledge of task includes characteristics of task and when to use a strategy, 

whereas knowledge of strategy refers to how to use a strategy and why. In language learning, 

metacognitive knowledge is specified to comprise knowledge of self as a language learner; 

knowledge of the socio-cultural, political, and physical learning context; knowledge of the 

subject matters; and knowledge of language learning processes (Sinclair, 2000a). The three 

aspects of metacognitive knowledge are “(a) awareness of their strengths and weaknesses in 

relation to the tasks; (b) an understanding of the tasks they are engaged in; and (c) knowledge 

of strategies which can help them undertake such tasks” (Cotterall, 2009, p. 88). Drawing on 

insights from these views, this study argues that the classifications developed by Sinclair 

(2000a) and Cotterall (2009) are consistent with the influential definition of metacognitive 

knowledge offered by Flavell (1979). This consistency is illustrated in Table 3.  
Table 1:  

Metacognitive knowledge in language learning 

Flavell (1979) Sinclair (2000a) Cotterall (2009) 

Knowledge of person  Knowledge of self as a language 

learner 

Awareness of their strengths and 

weaknesses in relation to tasks 

Knowledge of task  Knowledge of socio-cultural, political, 

and physical learning context; 

Knowledge of subject matter 

Understanding of tasks they are 

engaged in 

Knowledge of strategy  Knowledge of language learning 

processes 

Knowledge of strategies which can 

help them undertake such tasks 

 

Study skills refer to planning, monitoring, and evaluating (Huang & Benson, 2013), which 

can be technically summarized as metacognitive skills (L. Nguyen, 2009). It is consitent with 

Little’s (1991, 2020) and Murray’s (2014b) arguments that those skills are included in the 

capacity of autonomy. They are closely related to the improvement of LA (García Magaldi, 

2010; L. Nguyen & Gu, 2013; Wenden, 1991) and even central to autonomous ability (Hsu, 

2005). Without them, students basically do not have directions and ability to monitor their 

progress, attainment, and future paths (O’Malley, Chamot, Stewner-Manzanares, Kupper, & 

Russo, 1985). Hence, with regard to LA in language learning, ability is characterized by 

metacognitive knowledge and metacognitive skills. 
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2.2. Desire 

Informed by specific purposes, desire is how intensely learners intend to learn English, and 

complete a learning task (Benson, 2012; Huang & Benson, 2013). Those purposes, as I argue, 

should be culturally suitable in the context of Vietnam where English language learning 

happens, and students’ desire should be expressed by specific thoughts and actions. To 

exemplify, if English courses were not conducted at university, students would attend English 

lessons somewhere else. The university represents the context in this case. The specific purpose 

may be interest in English language, university’s requirements, or future job prospects. Those 

students show their desire by obtaining lessons in other places. Generally speaking, that action 

can be seen as the embodiment of LA. 

2.3. Freedom  

Freedom is denoted as “the degree to which learners are “permitted” to control their learning, 

either by specific agents in the learning process, or more generally by the learning situations in 

which they find themselves” (Huang & Benson, 2013, p. 9).  The researchers (e.g., T. Lamb, 

2009) believed that freedom can be demonstrated through a variety of observable activities 

which learners are allowed to do and which they do in reality to take charge of their own 

learning. For example, students have chances to ask their English teachers when they do not 

understand something or make suggestions to English teachers. The real autonomous activities 

they do can be writing emails or Facebook statuses, or listening to English frequently (Chan et 

al., 2002). However, it is noteworthy that in Vietnam, due to the prescribed syllabus and 

program, it is impossible for students to choose learning materials, and learning activities. They 

are not allowed to decide on what they would like to learn. In other words, control over learning 

content is not accessible to EFL learners.   

In conclusion, willingness and capacity are important components for students to take over 

responsibility for learning English. Willingness includes two factors, namely beliefs about 

teacher’s role and motivation. Capacity comprises ability, which encompasses metacognitive 

knowledge as well as metacognitive skills, desire, and freedom. To conceive LA, 

metacognitive knowledge and metacognitive skills are termed into metacognition as a 

component of LA. This is consistent with Dixon (2011), Haque (2018), and Reinders (2011) 

which indicate that metacognition is a crucial part of LA. As a result, LA in my study is 

characterized by four components: beliefs about teacher’s role, motivation, desire, 

metacognition, and freedom. This understanding is illustrated in Figure 7. In this study, I 

conceptualize LA as students’ willingness and capacity to take control of their foreign language 
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learning. The former manifests itself in learners’ beliefs about teacher’s role and motivation to 

learn languages. Importantly, I believe learners must possess metacognitive knowledge and 

metacognitive skills to effectively acquire English language and fulfill their language needs in 

the world of the fourth industrial revolution which is changing rapidly. To that end, I argue 

they must also possess desire as well as a certain freedom to involve themselves in the language 

teaching and learning process. The classsification of components of LA in this study is 

basically aligned with that in previous studies such as Cooker (2012), Dixon (2011), and 

Tassinari (2012). The aspects as well as dimensions of LA are action-oriented (e.g., freedom 

and metacognitive skills), cognitive (e.g., beliefs), metacognitive (e.g., metacognitive 

knowledge), affective and motivational (e.g., motivation and desire). Theoretically, they 

positively interact to each other and show a balance themselves in different contexts, which 

typifies a characteristic of LA in a dynamic model (see more at Tassinari, 2012; Tassinari, 

2015; Tassinari, 2018). This provides theoretical fundamentals for discriminant and convergent 

validity later discussed in this study.   
 Figure 2:  

Conceptualization of Learner Autonomy in this study 

    

                         
 
 

METHODOLOGY  

A sample of 1,565 university students in total were voluntarily recruited from seven public 

universities in Hanoi, Vietnam. They completed and returned the questionnaires to me. Those 

Learner 
Autonomy 

Beliefs about 
Teacher's role 

Desire

Motivation Freedom

Metacognition 
in language 

learning 
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students whose mother tongue was Vietnamese were from 19 to 22 years old. The foreign 

language they knew was only English and their English proficiency varied from elementary to 

intermediate. They have studied English at universities for at least one semester in order to 

make sure that they were more familiar with and experienced in the tertiary language education 

environment than their peers in their first year. Based on convenience sampling and due to the 

low response rate of the interview invitations , 13 out of 1,565 participants agreed to participate 

in the interview phase. 

Mixed-methods research was employed in this study from the perspective of pragmatism. 

Two types of data have been collected: quantitative from survey questionnaires (see more at S. 

Nguyen & Habók, 2021) and qualitative from semi-structured interviews. The critical review 

of literature formed the basis of the questionnaire’s scales and the interview’s questions.  

I entered the quantitative data into SPSS version 24. The softwares of SPSS AMOS and 

SmartPLS3 utilized the SPSS input data. The first step was that I analyzed the data in order to 

recognize missing values and assess the validity and reliability of the questionnaire. In the 

second step, data was calculated and then categorized in order to make generalizations and 

reach conclusions about the population. The final English version of the transcript from the 

interviews was entered into the ATLAS.ti software for recurrent themes. Owing to the nature 

of convergent parallel design, after the two strands of data were analysed separately, except for 

the validational study of the questionnaire, they would be combined, compared, and contrasted 

on the basis of themes concerning research questions and components of LA in this study to 

examine consistencies as well as discrepancies in two datasets and to reach proper conclusions 

regarding the research questions. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

The combination of quantitative and qualitative data indicated a high level of consistency. 

Besides, the quantitative strand provided evidence of reliability and validity of the survey 

questionnaire and differences in the perceptions of LA among groups, whereas the qualitative 

strand pointed out the descriptions of LA in terms of its definition, its significane, and 

automomous learners. The chapter also brought about quite a few implications for the 

stakeholders at the micro-, meso-, and macro-levels to enhance the students’ LA on the basis 

of its components.   

Exploring the reliability and validity of the LAPQ was accomomodated by CR, rho_A 

reliability index, Cronbach’s a, inter-item correlation, and the Messick’s (1995) framework of 
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validity. The questionnaire, after the validational process, has reliable 40 items and valid data 

to elucidate the research questions quantitatively.   

LA, in the participants’ viewpoints, was a construct associated with the self factors (e.g., 

self-discipline and self-regulation), motivation, desire, and metacognition. Their 

understandings of LA and autonomous learners conformed to the psychological perspective of 

LA indicated by Benson (1997) and Oxford (2003) and the proactive sense of LA outlined by 

Littlewood (1999).  Those understandings are aligned with the conceptualization of LA in this 

study which emphasized LA’s components. The teacher’s role was to support and guide their 

learning in class.  

Concerning the students’ beliefs about teacher’s roles, although many of the students in the 

sample were aware of their responsibility for the success of language learning process, they 

tended to be into “assigning” the responsibilities in some stages of the learning process to their 

teacher to help and provide guidance. In general, the students did not appear to be too passive 

learners as assumed previously but they still considered their teacher indispensable roles.  

Regarding motivation and desire to learn English, the students was motivated both internally 

and externally to learn English. Their motivation can be observed by the desire or motivational 

intensity and internal motivation likely leads to stronger desire. Arguably, the demonstration 

of that motivation and desire reflects the increasing popularity of English as well as the current 

demand for high-quality labour force with language proficiency for international cooperation.  

In terms of metacognition,  two types of MK about the self and the learning context appeared 

to be considerable enough among the participants. However, the students appeared to lack MK 

about language matters and learning process and MS planning, monitoring, and evaluating. 

Such a deficiency may be the result of inadequate training and information. This requires 

attention from the educational stakeholders.  

The students agreed that they enjoyed freedom to work and use English with classmates 

outside classrooms and in teamwork sessions; however, they seemed to prefer more usage of 

English in class because they did not have many opportunities to communicate in English 

outside class and the main out-of-class activities were inclined to be receptive. Meeting and 

sharing with the teachers were not favourite activities; as a result, both the teachers and the 

students needed to understand and change the roles to student-centeredness. 

It is worth attention that the students indicated motivation, desire, metacognitive dimensions 

as the most influencing internal factors although as an internal factor, language proficiency 

affected LA but not that much. Teachers’ work, curriculum, socio-cultural environment, and 

peeers served as the most influential external elements. 
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The quantitative findings indicated that the perceptions of LA regarding its aspects 

determined in this study differed significantly in genders, years of study, and previous marks 

in the English course. However, no differences were found in MK and freedom according the 

marks.     

All the findings above provided a comprehensive overview of the students’ perceptions of 

LA revealing that the students raised awareness of and had positive views towards LA. They 

had the sense of responsibility in their learning process, but prefered responsibilities from their 

teacher. They showed internal and external motivations as well as motivational intensity or 

desire to learn English. Also, they were probably proficient in MK about the self and the 

learning context. Besides, the students carried out some autonomous learning activies outside 

classrooms. The points aforementioned were positive signs of the students’ LA that needed 

more encouragement and enhancement. However, the students still regarded their teacher as a 

essential part in the learning stages. They lacked MS and MK about the language matters and 

the learning process. Approaching their teacher for learning matters and offering suggestions 

to their teacher were not familiar to them. All the negative elements mentioned might stem 

from the deeply-rooted learning route that the students have been familiar with so far and from 

the fact that they did not accumulate, were not informed of, and got enough training in 

knowledge and skills to be confidently take charge of their learning. Therefore, those points 

required much more attention and actions from the stakeholders. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The study made some contributions theoretically and methodologically.  

Theoretically, the study conceptualized LA that was relevant to the Vietnamese sample from a 

definition adapted from another context. The definition was analyzed on the basis of the 

literature so that the components of LA were understood. Finally, LA in this study was 

structured by some parts namely beliefs about teacher’s role, motivation and desire, 

metacognition, and freedom. These concepts are not uncommon in the field of language 

education, but to the best of my knowledge, this study is the first one to clarify the components 

which LA manifests itself in and to test them empirically. Then each component was 

investigated separately so that the overview could get more details. Therefore, the 

conceptualization of LA in this project would be useful for references to gain better 

understandings of a multifaceted construct and nurture it better among language learners.   

The research findings revealed differences in the components of LA among different groups 

of participants (i.e., genders, years of study, and mark in the previous English course). Those 
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points provided an insert to the literature on exploring the relationship between LA and some 

demographic variables.      

The research project also contributed to the literature on potentially mediating factors and 

barriers that might influence the performance of LA from the perspective of learners. The 

students’ viewpoints towards those factors would allow the stakeholders at micro-, meso-, and 

macro-levels to better understand how LA works and is exercised in the specific context of 

higher education in Vietnam.  

The study is one of few studies that focus on non-English-major students who account for a 

large proportion in the population of undergraduates in Vietnam. Those students will become 

a major part in the labour market in the future so their voices should be listened to. Therefore, 

understanding their perceptions of LA in its aspectcs and the influencing factors would help 

inform the society, the universities, and the families of the directions for better development of 

LA as an essential to succeed in language learning. It is also a way to enhance the quality of 

the future labour force. 

In terms of methodology, the number of studies on LA is still limited in Vietnam. The 

questionnaire adapted, constructed, and developed in this study hopefully becomes a useful 

source of reference for other research on the same topic in the Vietnamese context. The 

questionnaire used in this study along with that in T. Dang (2012) may be compared, 

contrasted, and further employed in the studies which share the research contexts with similar 

socio-economic and socio-cultural features. Having the same idea with T. Dang (2012), I argue 

that the items can be applied in other disciplines other than English language education such 

as Mathematics and Psychology so that autonomous learning behaviors can be explored in the 

same approach.  

The second contribution in terms of methodology pertains to the application of mixed-

methods approach to acquire a deeper understanding of the research problem (J. Creswell & 

Guetterman, 2018). As presented in the theoretical part (Chapter 3), LA represents itself in 

levels, constructs, and perspectives and it is understood differently by different people in 

different contexts (T. Dang, 2012). Therefore, to enhance the quality of the data and improve 

the validity of the findings, I collected both quantitative and qualitative data simultaneously 

and analyzed them separately before making any interpretations. Two types of data 

demonstrated remarkable consistency, which enabled me to answer the research questions. 

Some emerging themes in the interviews provided me with insights into the students’ 

understandings of LA in some components and the affecting elements on their LA. Therefore, 
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the mixed-methods approach with convergent parallel design and questionnaires and 

interviews as instruments can become a good reference for other studies. 

Due to the importance of LA especially in the current situation of COVID 19 pandemic 

which prevents teachers and students from going to schools and having offline lessons, there 

is a need for more studies in the context of Vietnam. The future studies can focus on the 

following directions. Firstly, this study aimed to investigate the students’ perceptions of LA 

only, so future research can explore the ways LA is performed and the relationship between 

the perceptions and the performances of LA. The LA performance can be investigated used 

observations and interviews, as suggested by H. Tran (2019). Secondly, because this study’s 

participants were merely non-English-majors, further investigations should consider the 

perceptions of LA among English-major students and compare and contrast with those among 

non-English-major students to reflect on the differences and suggest ways to foster LA for both 

groups that teachers can use. Thirdly, the future studies need to investigate the relationships 

between LA and other factors that are believed to affect LA in the international literature such 

as academic achievement (e.g., Ozer & Yukselir, 2021), anxiety (e.g., H. Liu, 2012), and self-

efficacy (e.g., H. Chen, 2015). The more relationships found, the more factors influencing LA, 

and the easier to foster LA based on those factors. Fourthly, more studies are needed to examine 

how technology can support or constrain LA in the situation of COVID 19 pandemic which 

boosts the use of technology for online learning all over the world. 

This research project investigated the perceptions of LA in the context of EFL tertiary 

education in Vietnam as well as the factors that may facilitate or hinder the development of LA 

among non-English-major students. The conceptualization of LA is consistently both 

theoretically from the literature and empirically. LA defined in this study consisted of four 

related facets including beliefs about teacher’s role, motivation and desire to learn English, 

metacognition in language learning, and freedom. In general, the participating students 

described proactive autonmoy and showed the positivity to LA; however, as they perceived, 

they appeared to lack LA in several ways. The students demonstrated high levels of motivation 

and desire to learn English and sound metacognitive knowledge about the self and the learning 

context. Still, they believed that the teachers were really of importance to their learning process 

and they held high expectations for their teachers. Besides, there was a lack of metacognitive 

skills (i.e., planning, monitoring, and evaluating) and metacognive knowledge about language 

matters and learning process. Moreover, communicating with the teachers with regard to 

learning issuse was not undertaken as it should be. The out-of-class activities were not 

frequently engaged in, except for two entertaining activities. Their exercise of LA, from their 



 16 

persepctive, was affected by two types of factors, namely internal (e.g., desire, motivation, 

metacognition, and language proficiency) and external (e.g., teacher’s activities, social 

environment, curriculum, and peers). The former was believed to exert a greater influence on 

LA than the latter. On the basis of the students’ understandings of LA and the LA-influencing 

factors, the study offered fundamental implications about how to cultivate the students’ LA, 

which is considered an important capacity to promote in tertiary education, both inside and 

outside classrooms, as one way to nurture lifelong learning (Dam, 2012; Yurdakul, 2017). 

Therefore, the involvement of many different stakeholders in the educational system is really 

necessary.  
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