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Abstract
In Vietnamese tertiary EFL education, students are expected to take responsibility for their own learning while maintaining strong academic outcomes, yet how motivation translates into performance through learner autonomy remains insufficiently examined in institutional settings such as HUFLIT. This mixed-methods study combined survey data from 145 English-major undergraduates with semi-structured interviews from 12 participants. Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling examined proposed relationships, while thematic analysis documented lived experiences. Findings revealed that learner autonomy partially mediated the relationships between both intrinsic and extrinsic motivation and academic performance. Intrinsic motivation had the strongest effect on learner autonomy (β = 0.618, t = 12.118, p < .001) and a significant direct effect on academic performance (β = 0.395, t = 5.809, p < .001). Learner autonomy was the strongest direct predictor of academic performance (β = 0.436, t = 6.141, p < .001). Extrinsic motivation showed significant but weaker effects on learner autonomy (β = 0.244, t = 3.342, p = .001) and academic performance (β = 0.123, t = 2.085, p = .040). Proportionally, learner autonomy accounted for 40.5% of intrinsic motivation's total effect and 46.3% of extrinsic motivation's total effect. Qualitative analysis identified four themes: (1) internalization of extrinsic motivation, (2) autonomy as a mechanism for addressing academic setbacks, (3) incorporation of informal digital immersion, and (4) resilience strategies for managing motivational setbacks. This study situates Self-Determination Theory and Self-Regulated Learning frameworks within Vietnamese higher education, providing practical insights for cultivating autonomous learning environments that improve English language education outcomes.
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1. Introduction
1.1. Background
In Vietnamese tertiary EFL education, students are increasingly expected to take greater responsibility for their own learning while maintaining satisfactory academic outcomes. This expectation is particularly relevant for English-major students, whose language development depends not only on classroom instruction but also on sustained independent practice, strategic resource use, and continuous self-monitoring beyond scheduled lessons. Within this context, motivation and learner autonomy have become central constructs in understanding how students manage their learning and achieve academic progress. Previous research has shown that motivated learners are more likely to persist through difficulty, use effective learning strategies, and engage more deeply with academic tasks (Pintrich & De Groot, 1990; Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 2014). From the perspective of Self-Determination Theory, intrinsic motivation reflects students’ genuine interest and enjoyment in learning, whereas extrinsic motivation refers to learning driven by external outcomes such as grades, career opportunities, or social expectations (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
In language learning, both forms of motivation may influence performance, but their effects depend on whether students can translate motivation into autonomous learning behaviours, such as setting goals, monitoring progress, seeking resources, and adjusting strategies. Learner autonomy is especially important in EFL contexts because language proficiency develops gradually and requires long-term engagement. Studies in Vietnam suggest that although university students often value independent learning, they may lack the metacognitive strategies needed to practise it effectively (Dang, 2010). Cultural factors such as family expectations, achievement pressure, and career-oriented learning may also shape how Vietnamese students internalize motivation and develop autonomy (Truong, 2025).  The relationship among motivation, learner autonomy, and academic performance requires further examination in specific institutional contexts such as HUFLIT, where English-major students are expected to develop both academic competence and independent learning capacity.
1.2. Problem Statement
1.2.1. Practical Problem
Third-year English-major students at HUFLIT confront graduation requirements that impose substantial independent learning demands. As an institution that combines foreign language training with information technology education, it imposes graduation requirements that are particularly demanding: English-major students must achieve Microsoft Office Specialist (MOS) certification and a minimum of IELTS 7.0 or TOEIC 780. Beyond these certification thresholds, the university explicitly expects considerable self-directed study outside scheduled contact hours. In this setting, independent learning functions as a structural precondition for academic progression. The institution, however, possesses no evidence base delineating which motivational conditions most effectively cultivate the autonomous behaviour that its requirements presuppose. Instructional decisions concerning how best to support self-directed learning are made on institutional intuition, not empirical evidence. The practical problem is twofold: HUFLIT enforces rigorous self-directed learning demands on its English majors yet lacks a corresponding framework for understanding the motivational antecedents of the autonomous conduct those demands necessitate.
1.2.2. Research Gap
The literature to date, while extensive, has not addressed these dynamics in the institutional and cultural context that HUFLIT represents. 
Western universities have supplied the samples for most published work on motivation and autonomy in language learning (Noels et al., 2000; Garcia & Pintrich, 1996). Assessment practices, pedagogical norms, and the cultural meanings attached to academic success in those contexts differ in ways that limit straightforward generalization to Vietnamese higher education. Whether findings obtained with Western undergraduates can illuminate the experiences of English majors at a Vietnamese institution remains an open empirical question.
Prior studies have treated motivation and autonomy as separate lines of inquiry which lead to a further gap in methodology approach. No investigation has positioned both of these factors simultaneously within a single structural model that estimates direct effects, indirect pathways, and mediated relationships in one analytic framework. The field has also relied predominantly on single-method survey designs, which capture statistical associations but shed little light on the subjective processes through which students navigate motivational change or develop autonomous habits (Chong & Reinders, 2025).
Vietnamese scholarship provides a foundation but not a precedent. Research within the country has confirmed the importance of self-learning in general higher education (Dang, 2010; Dao et al., 2025). None of this work, however, has examined third-year English majors at an institution where self-directed learning is structural requirement rather than a pedagogical preference. The present study was designed to address these three gaps.
1.3. Aim and Objectives
This study aims to investigate the relationships among intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, learner autonomy, and academic performance among third-year English-major students at HUFLIT. It also examines whether learner autonomy mediates the relationship between motivation and academic performance and explores how students’ motivational and autonomous learning experiences shape their academic development. The specific objectives are: 
To identify the reported levels of intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, learner autonomy, and academic performance among third-year English-major students at HUFLIT. 
To examine the effects of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation on learner autonomy. 
To examine the direct effects of intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and learner autonomy on academic performance. 
To test the mediating role of learner autonomy in the relationships between intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and academic performance. 
To explore students’ experiences of motivational change, autonomous learning practices, and responses to academic difficulties. 
1.4. Research Questions
Three research questions organized the investigation:
RQ1: What are the reported levels of intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, learner autonomy, and academic performance among HUFLIT English-major students?
RQ2: How do intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and learner autonomy relate to academic performance among HUFLIT English-major students?
RQ3: To what extent does learner autonomy mediate the relationship between motivation and academic performance?
1.5. Significance
Theoretically, the study contributes to the literature in two respects: it extends Self-Determination Theory and Self-Regulated Learning frameworks to a Vietnamese EFL context where they have been widely cited but rarely tested with simultaneous structural modeling and qualitative corroboration, and it responds to a documented methodological gap. 
The practical significance of the study is grounded in a specific institutional need. HUFLIT requires English majors to complete substantial self-directed learning beyond timetabled hours and to meet external certification benchmarks, including IELTS 7.0 or TOEIC 780, for graduation. Despite these structural expectations, the university has lacked an evidence base identifying which motivational conditions most effectively produce autonomous behaviour and improved academic outcomes.The findings supply this evidence by establishing that intrinsic motivation drives learner autonomy at more than twice the strength of extrinsic motivation and that autonomy is itself the strongest direct predictor of performance. These results carry actionable implications for HUFLIT: investment in autonomy-supportive teaching, curriculum structures that scaffold self-directed learning, and institutional acknowledgment of informal digital immersion are empirically warranted, not aspirational.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Theoretical Framework
How academic outcomes come to be shaped by motivation is a question that cannot be adequately addressed through a simple listing of variables; what is required instead is an account of the psychological mechanisms by which a learner's drive is converted into the kind of sustained effort that produces measurable achievement. This investigation has been structured around two principal theoretical traditions. Self-Determination Theory (SDT) has been drawn upon to explain where motivation originates and under what conditions it becomes internalized, while Self-Regulated Learning (SRL) theory has been employed to describe the behavioural processes through which motivation is translated into academic attainment. Where the specific circumstances of Vietnamese EFL education raise questions that are not fully addressed by these two frameworks alone, Expectancy-Value Theory and Goal Orientation Theory have been used to supplement the analysis.
Figure 1 
Cyclic Phase Model of SRL (Zimmerman, 2002) 

The self-regulatory process was characterized by Zimmerman (2002) as a cycle composed of three distinct phases, each of which feeds into the next and is characterized by its own set of cognitive activities. During the forethought phase, goals are established by learners and strategies are selected on the basis of what is judged to be most appropriate for the task at hand. In the performance phase, the execution of those strategies is monitored against the goals that were set, and cognitive and metacognitive techniques are deployed as circumstances require. The self-reflection phase is where outcomes are evaluated and inefficiencies are identified, after which the cycle is repeated. What is emphasized by this model, in contrast to more passive conceptions of learning, is the position of the learner as an active agent who continuously calibrates their effort in response to the feedback generated by their own monitoring activities. It has been confirmed by Sinkkonen and Tapani (2024) that this cyclical framework continues to occupy a central position in SRL research conducted within higher education settings. It was also noted by these authors that digital learning environments have introduced challenges for which the original model was not designed, including the need to manage online resources, navigate content that is shaped by algorithmic curation, and maintain concentration in contexts that have been engineered to compete for attention.
The relevance of self-regulation to language learning has been difficult to overstate in the literature, given the manner in which proficiency tends to accumulate. Because language development proceeds slowly and unevenly, and because the demands of different tasks can vary considerably, sustained engagement over extended periods is required of learners, along with a capacity to adjust their strategies as those demands shift (Wenden, 1998). Students who make habitual use of metacognitive strategies, maintain a robust sense of efficacy, and engage in the systematic tracking of their own progress have been found to outperform those who depend on surface-level study routines (Pintrich & De Groot, 1990; Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 2014). Within formal education, self-regulation has been conceptualized as something more than a study skill; it has been positioned as a foundational mechanism through which autonomous capacity is developed, by which learners are furnished with the metacognitive infrastructure needed to direct their own progress without ongoing teacher supervision (Nakata, 2014).
Figure 2 
Motivation types, regulatory styles, and perceived locus of causality 


A distinction that has become central to the study of academic motivation was drawn by Deci and Ryan (2000) between behaviour that is undertaken for the inherent satisfaction it provides, which was classified as intrinsically motivated, and behaviour that is driven by outcomes separable from the activity itself, such as grades, credentials, or social recognition, which was classified as extrinsically motivated. The value of SDT for the present investigation, however, lies less in this binary distinction than in how externally regulated behaviour has been mapped by the theory along a continuum of internalization. At one end of this continuum, external regulation refers to behaviour that is maintained through the administration of rewards or the avoidance of punishment. Further along, introjected regulation has been characterized as involving internal pressure that is rooted in guilt or self-esteem. Identified regulation is said to emerge when a person has come to consciously value an activity as personally important, and integrated regulation — positioned as the most autonomous form of extrinsic motivation — is understood to occur when externally originating values have been fully assimilated into the self, so that the behaviour in question is experienced as self-determined rather than externally imposed. The same activity, whether it involves preparing for an examination or completing a course assignment, can be powered by any of these regulatory processes, and the psychological outcomes associated with each have been shown to differ considerably.

The conditions under which internalization occurs have been specified by SDT with reference to three basic psychological needs such as autonomy, competence, and relatedness, which are understood to function as catalysts when they are satisfied (Deci & Ryan, 2000). The available evidence has been broadly consistent with this proposition. Among L2 learners, intrinsic motivation and identified regulation have been found to be predictive of effort, persistence, and actual achievement (Noels et al., 2000). Sustained gains in both engagement and academic performance have been observed when autonomy-supportive teaching practices are implemented (Reeve & Jang, 2006). Similar findings have been reported across a range of foreign language contexts (Dornyei & Csizer, 2012), and positive associations between perceived classroom autonomy and intrinsic goal orientation, task value, and self-efficacy have been identified among college students (Garcia & Pintrich, 1996).
Two additional theoretical perspectives have been used to connect these frameworks to the Vietnamese higher education context within which the present study was conducted. According to Expectancy-Value Theory (EVT), academic behaviour is shaped by students' expectations regarding their likelihood of success and the value that is attached by them to the task in question (Eccles & Wigfield, 2020). This has been considered particularly relevant in settings where English proficiency has come to function as a gateway to employment, family approval, and academic advancement (Truong, 2025). Goal Orientation Theory (GOT) has been used to distinguish between a mastery orientation, in which the development of competence is the primary objective, and a performance orientation, in which the demonstration of ability relative to others is prioritized (Pintrich & Schunk, 2002). Both perspectives have contributed to the interpretation of the data collected for this study, though neither has been assigned the central explanatory role that SDT and SRL occupy.
2.2. Prior Studies and Hypothesis Development
The theoretical traditions reviewed in Section 2.1 converge on a central proposition: motivated learners who take ownership of their learning tend to achieve more. Yet translating this general insight into a set of testable, directional predictions requires a closer look at what the empirical record actually says about each link in the chain. The evidence is not uniformly strong across all pathways, and some relationships rest on firmer ground than others. The pages that follow examine the seven relationships that together form the conceptual model tested in this study, moving from the most established connections to those for which the literature offers more qualified support.
2.2.1. Intrinsic Motivation and Academic Performance
Documentation of the positive effects of intrinsic motivation on educational outcomes existed across a wide range of settings and age groups. Students who engage with learning material (in the context of English material) out of genuine interest, curiosity, and enjoyment tend to grasp the concept at greater depth, show persistence when faced difficulty, and deploy more sophisticated cognitive and metacognitive strategies than those whose efforts are primarily for external goals (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Early research in the classroom environment by Pintrich and De Groot (1990) showed that intrinsic value was among the strongest motivational predictors of achievement, operating partly through its influence on self-regulated strategy use. A similar pattern has been reported in the domain of second language acquisition, where intrinsically motivated learners consistently demonstrate superior effort, persistence, and attainment. Noels et al. (2000) discovered that intrinsic motivation and more self-determined forms of regulation predicted both subjective engagement and objective language outcomes. More recently, Zhou and Ahmad (2025) confirmed that learning motivation exerted a positive and significant impact on academic outcomes. At the meta-analytic level, evidence across multiple studies was synthesised  by Alamer et al. (2025) and concluded that autonomous forms of motivation (intrinsic motivation and identified regulation) correlated consistently with L2 achievement, whereas controlled motivation did not. When these findings are considered alongside Zimmerman and Kitsantas's (2014) evidence that self-motivated students outperform peers who rely on external incentives, a clear empirical trend emerges: the more a student's engagement is sourced from pure interest in the subject, the stronger the academic results tend to be. Based on this evidence, the first hypothesis is proposed:
H1: Intrinsic motivation has a positive direct effect on academic performance.
2.2.2. Extrinsic Motivation and Academic Performance
Motivation that originates outside the learner’s interest demonstrates a more complicated mechanism. Extrinsically regulated behaviour is directed by outcomes that are separable from the activity itself such as grades, career credentials, social approval, or the avoidance of negative consequences. SDT does not dismiss extrinsic motivation as inherently detrimental; rather, it maps extrinsic regulation onto a continuum that ranges from fully controlled compliance to fully integrated self-endorsement (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Where a student falls on this continuum matters considerably for outcomes. At the controlled end, learning tends to be shallow and engagement fragile. Vallerand and Bissonnette (1992) demonstrated that less self-determined motivational styles predicted weaker persistence and lower academic performance in a prospective study of college students. 
Internalization, however, alters the dynamic considerably. When a student encounters a graduation requirement (a minimum of IELTS 7.0 or TOEIC 780 and MOS certificates) or perceives a career credential as personally meaningful, extrinsic motivation can support achievement in ways that resemble intrinsic motivation, albeit with smaller effect sizes. Nagle (2021), applying EVT to university-level Spanish learners, found that utility value, an inherently extrinsic orientation, significantly predicted both course persistence and final grades. Zhou and Ahmad (2025) reported a similar pattern: extrinsic motivation made a positive contribution to academic performance, despite having a substantially smaller coefficient than intrinsic motivation. The weight of evidence therefore suggests a direct pathway from extrinsic motivation to performance, but one that is narrower than the intrinsic route:
H2: Extrinsic motivation has a positive direct effect on academic performance.
2.2.3. Intrinsic Motivation and Learner Autonomy
Among the four constructs in the present model, the bond between intrinsic motivation and learner autonomy has attracted perhaps the most sustained theoretical attention. SDT conceptualizes autonomy as a fundamental psychological need. Activities pursued for their inherent satisfaction should, by the theory's own logic, orient learners toward greater self-direction (Deci & Ryan, 2000). In classroom settings, this bidirectional dynamic operates when students perceive genuine choice in their academic work, they report stronger intrinsic motivation, and students who are intrinsically motivated actively seek out opportunities for independent learning. Garcia and Pintrich (1996) provided early evidence for this reciprocal pattern among college students, showing positive associations between perceived classroom autonomy and intrinsic goal orientation, task value, and self-efficacy.
More recent work has sharpened the picture considerably. Ceylan (2021) reported a significant positive correlation between learner autonomy and motivation in a sample of Turkish EFL students, with the relationship holding across multiple dimensions of autonomous learning. The argument was taken a step further through experimental manipulation: when students were given the freedom to choose whether their attendance counted toward their grade, they attended more reliably and performed better than students for whom attendance had been mandated, showing that genuine choice operates as the mechanism driving autonomous engagement (Cullen & Oppenheimer, 2024). Wang et al. (2024) extended this reasoning by demonstrating that teacher autonomy support enhanced Chinese EFL undergraduates' speaking performance indirectly, operating through satisfaction of basic psychological needs and increased classroom engagement.
Evidence from prior studies in Vietnam points in the same direction. Dang (2010) observed that English-major students who valued the language for its intrinsic properties were far more likely to engage in self-directed study than those driven solely by examination pressures or family expectations. Thi et al. (2022) surveyed EFL students across Vietnam and reached a similar conclusion that the strongest predictor of autonomous learning was whether students studied by choice, not whether they were chasing a grade. In addition, collectivist values cut both ways when students have internalized them, autonomy grows and when students comply without personal endorsement, autonomy suffers (Linh & Loi, 2024). Taken together, these findings support a strong, positive pathway from intrinsic motivation to learner autonomy. Hence:
H3: Intrinsic motivation has a positive direct effect on learner autonomy.
2.2.4. Extrinsic Motivation and Learner Autonomy
At first glance, the notion that externally driven motivation might enhance autonomous learning seems less plausible than the intrinsic case. Nevertheless, it follows logically from the internalization continuum described in SDT. When students operate under external pressures such as demands of a competitive job market, certification threshold, or even strong family expectations, they are not simply passive. These conditions can elicit behaviours that autonomy scales measure: systematic goal-setting, strategic resource use, and persistent self-monitoring. Deci and Ryan (2000) argued that satisfaction of the needs for competence and relatedness, alongside autonomy, facilitates the gradual transformation of externally regulated behaviour into personally endorsed action. Empirical support for this proposition, though less voluminous than for the intrinsic pathway, has accumulated steadily. Tao and Jing (2023) found that autonomous motivation served as a significant mediator between self-discipline and reduced academic procrastination, suggesting that behaviours initially sustained by external discipline can, over time, become internalized and self-regulated. Danilenko et al. (2018) contended that the structural features of contemporary higher education, such as modular curricula, independent project work, and digital learning platforms, create conditions under which externally prompted study gradually evolves into autonomous practice. The Vietnamese data offer a parallel trajectory. Several studies have documented that although undergraduates initially study for instrumental reasons, many develop genuine autonomous learning routines as they progress through their degree programmes (Dang, 2010; Dao et al., 2025). None of this implies that the extrinsic pathway rivals the intrinsic one in magnitude; motivation that remains contingent on external rewards without adequate internalisation tends to yield compliance rather than authentic self-regulation. The fourth hypothesis therefore captures the more qualified prediction:
H4: Extrinsic motivation has a positive direct effect on learner autonomy.
2.2.5. Learner Autonomy and Academic Performance
The SRL framework describes the process of converting energy from motivation into measurable achievement through the mechanism provided by autonomy. In detail,  autonomous learners move through phases of forethought, performance, and self-reflection (Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 2014). Language learning follows a protracted and uneven developmental trajectory; it places particularly heavy demands on this cycle, making self-regulatory competence a near-necessity for sustained improvement. The empirical case for a direct autonomy-to-performance link has been built across multiple EFL contexts. Cao and Pho (2025) documented a significant positive relationship between learner autonomy and academic performance in a tertiary EFL sample, with autonomous learners registering notably higher grades than their less self-directed peers. Nakata (2014) argued that self-regulation constitutes a foundational mechanism for developing autonomous capacity in formal schooling, precisely because it equips learners with the metacognitive tools to manage their own progress independent of teacher direction. Intervention-based studies have strengthened this case further. Ismail et al. (2023) showed that embedding self-regulated learning practices into EFL assessment design boosted both learner autonomy and self-efficacy, with downstream gains in achievement. Hsieh and Hsieh (2019) observed a similar pattern at the behavioural level: students who independently curated resources and managed out-of-class study outperformed those who relied exclusively on instructor-provided materials. In a setting such as HUFLIT, where students are expected to complete substantial self-directed work outside timetabled hours and where graduation hinges on externally benchmarked proficiency thresholds, autonomy is unlikely to be merely helpful; it is plausibly the single most important behavioural determinant of academic outcomes. The following hypothesis captures this expectation:
H5: Learner autonomy has a positive direct effect on academic performance.
2.2.6. Learner Autonomy as a Mediator of Intrinsic Motivation
The five direct relationships reviewed above, taken together, point toward a more complex structure than a simple additive model would suggest. Intrinsic motivation does not appear to influence academic performance through a single, unbroken channel. Part of its effect travels through the autonomous behaviours that intrinsic interest tends to generate. A student who genuinely enjoys English does not merely pay closer attention in lectures; they also set personal learning goals, seek out supplementary materials, practice outside the classroom, and evaluate their own development, each of which independently strengthens academic outcomes. The logic is straightforward: intrinsic interest fuels self-directed action, and self-directed action produces achievement. 
Support for this mediated pathway comes from the pattern of evidence already assembled. Section 2.2.3 established that intrinsic motivation robustly predicts learner autonomy; Section 2.2.5 established that learner autonomy robustly predicts academic performance; and Section 2.2.1 confirmed that a direct route from intrinsic motivation to performance also exists. The mediation hypothesis simply formalises what these three findings jointly entail, namely, that autonomy carries a meaningful share of intrinsic motivation's total effect. Accordingly:
H6: Learner autonomy mediates the relationship between intrinsic motivation and academic performance.
2.2.7. Learner Autonomy as a Mediator of Extrinsic Motivation
A parallel mediating logic extends to extrinsic motivation, though the mechanism differs in a theoretically important manner. When a student's primary drive is instrumental, whether a required certification, a desired career path, or a family expectation, that drive alone cannot elevate academic performance unless it translates into concrete, self-regulated activity. A student who needs IELTS 7.0 to graduate does not achieve that score simply because the requirement exists; they achieve it because the requirement prompts them to build a study schedule, seek feedback on their writing, track their listening comprehension over time, and adjust their strategies when practice test results disappoint. If they fail to develop these autonomous behaviours, the external pressure remains inert. The empirical basis for this expectation follows the same logic that underpins H6. 
Extrinsic motivation positively predicts learner autonomy (Section 2.2.4), learner autonomy positively predicts academic performance (Section 2.2.5), and the direct, unmediated effect of extrinsic motivation on performance is comparatively weak (Section 2.2.2). Because externally sourced motivation relies more heavily on behavioural implementation than the intrinsic variety does, and no inherent enjoyment carries the learner through difficulty,  a larger share of its total effect should pass through the autonomy pathway. The final hypothesis is therefore:
H7: Learner autonomy mediates the relationship between extrinsic motivation and academic performance.
2.3. Hypotheses
Based on the theory and evidence reviewed in Sections 2.1 and 2.2, seven hypotheses were formulated. Figure 3 presents the conceptual framework with these hypothesized relationships:
H1: Intrinsic motivation has a positive direct effect on academic performance.
H2: Extrinsic motivation has a positive direct effect on academic performance.
H3: Intrinsic motivation has a positive direct effect on learner autonomy.
H4: Extrinsic motivation has a positive direct effect on learner autonomy.
H5: Learner autonomy has a positive direct effect on academic performance.
H6: Learner autonomy mediates the relationship between intrinsic motivation and academic performance.
H7: Learner autonomy mediates the relationship between extrinsic motivation and academic performance.
Figure 3 
Conceptual Framework of Motivation, Learner Autonomy, and Academic Performance


3. Methodology
[bookmark: research-design]3.1. Research Design
The study employed a mixed-methods explanatory sequential design (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Quantitative data were collected and analyzed first, followed by qualitative data to elaborate and contextualise the quantitative results. The rationale is twofold: quantitative methods identify patterns, test structural relationships, and estimate effect magnitudes, while qualitative methods reveal the subjective experiences and contextual nuances underlying statistical associations.
[bookmark: research-setting-and-participants]3.2. Research Setting and Participants
The study was conducted at HUFLIT during the second semester of the 2025 academic year. A convenience sampling method was used to recruit participants from the population of third-year students enrolled in English-major programmes within the Faculty of Foreign Languages. Third-year students were targeted because they had completed sufficient exposure to the university's English-language curriculum to have formed relatively stable motivational orientations and autonomous learning patterns, while still remaining actively engaged in major coursework. Within this target group, participants were recruited on a voluntary basis from accessible class sections.
As shown in Table 1, most participants were female (n = 95, 65.5%). English Language Teaching represented the largest major group (n = 60, 41.4%), followed by Business English (n = 40, 27.6%). Most students reported a GPA of 2.5 or above (n = 140, 96.6%), indicating that higher-performing students may have been more likely to participate in the survey.

Table 1 
Demographic Characteristics of Participants (N = 145) 
	Demographic
	Variable
	Frequency
	Percentage (%)

	Gender
	Male
	50
	34.5

	
	Female
	95
	65.5

	Major
	English Language Teaching
	60
	41.4

	
	Business English
	40
	27.6

	
	Translation & Interpretation
	15
	10.3

	
	English-Chinese Bilingual
	15
	10.3

	
	Office Administration
	10
	6.9

	
	Logistics
	5
	3.4

	GPA (Self-reported)
	
	5
	3.4

	
	2.5–3.0
	58
	40.0

	
	3.0–3.2
	42
	29.0

	
	3.2–4.0
	40
	27.6



The qualitative sample consisted of twelve participants selected through purposive maximum-variation sampling to ensure representation across the range of motivational profiles (high intrinsic, high extrinsic, mixed, low-moderate, and transition from extrinsic to intrinsic) and GPA levels (2.5–3.0, 3.0–3.5, and 3.5–4.0). Pseudonyms were assigned to protect participant confidentiality.
Table 2 
Interview Participant Characteristics 
	Pseudonym
	Major
	GPA Range
	Motivation Profile

	January
	Business English
	3.5–4.0
	High Intrinsic

	February
	English Language Teaching
	3.5–4.0
	High Intrinsic

	March
	Translation & Interpretation
	3.0–3.5
	Mixed (Internalizing)

	April
	English-Chinese Bilingual
	3.0–3.5
	High Extrinsic

	May
	Business English
	2.5–3.0
	Low-Moderate

	June
	English Language Teaching
	3.5–4.0
	High Intrinsic

	July
	Office Administration
	3.0–3.5
	Moderate Extrinsic

	August
	Business English
	3.5–4.0
	High Intrinsic

	September
	Translation & Interpretation
	3.0–3.5
	Mixed

	October
	English Language Teaching
	3.5–4.0
	Transition (ExtrinsicIntrinsic)

	November
	Business English
	3.0–3.5
	High Intrinsic

	December
	English-Chinese Bilingual
	3.5–4.0
	High Intrinsic


Note. Pseudonyms are used to protect participant confidentiality.


[bookmark: research-instruments]3.3. Research Instruments
A structured questionnaire comprising 24 items was developed to measure Intrinsic Motivation, Extrinsic Motivation, Learner Autonomy, and Academic Performance, with six items for each construct. The motivation items were adapted from Self-Determination Theory and L2 motivation research (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Noels et al., 2000; Vallerand & Bissonnette, 1992; Afzal et al., 2010). Learner autonomy items were informed by learner autonomy and self-regulated learning studies (Dang, 2010; Gardner, 2007; Nakata, 2014; Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 2014), while academic performance items were adapted from studies on motivation, self-regulation, and achievement (Pintrich & De Groot, 1990; Alhadabi & Karpinski, 2020; Cao & Pho, 2025). All items were contextualized for Vietnamese tertiary EFL students and rated on a 5-point Likert scale. The questionnaire was piloted with 10 HUFLIT English-major students excluded from the primary sample. Cronbach’s alpha values from the pilot confirmed satisfactory internal consistency for all four scales. Experts in Applied Linguistics and TESOL reviewed the items for content validity, and their feedback informed refinements to item wording for the target population.
Semi-structured interviews lasting 8 to 15 minutes were conducted with the twelve qualitative participants, either in person or via digital conferencing platforms, and were audio-recorded with participants’ consent. The semi-structured interview protocol was developed based on the study’s conceptual framework and prior research (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Noels et al., 2000; Dang, 2010; Gardner, 2007; Zimmerman, 2002). It focused on four areas: students’ initial motivation for choosing English, factors sustaining or weakening motivation, autonomous learning behaviours, and strategies for overcoming motivational difficulties. Credibility was supported through member-checking, in which three participants reviewed summaries of their interview responses and confirmed the accuracy of the researchers’ interpretations.
[bookmark: data-collection-procedures]3.4. Data Collection Procedures
Data collection proceeded in three phases: distributing the Google Forms survey to eligible third-year English majors via Zalo groups and QR codes (open for two weeks with one reminder); inviting survey respondents to volunteer for interviews; and selecting twelve participants via maximum-variation sampling for individual interviews. All responses were anonymized.
3.5. Data Analysis
Quantitative data were analyzed in two stages. Descriptive statistics, including means, standard deviations, and frequency distributions, were computed using SPSS to characterize the sample’s motivational and autonomy profiles. Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling was then conducted using SmartPLS 4.0. PLS-SEM was selected over covariance-based SEM because of its suitability for predictive and exploratory research, its robustness with smaller samples, and its capacity to accommodate non-normal data distributions (Hair et al., 2019).
The PLS-SEM analysis followed the two-stage procedure recommended by Hair et al. (2019). In the first stage, the measurement model was evaluated through indicator reliability (outer loadings ), internal consistency reliability (Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability ), convergent validity (AVE ), and discriminant validity (HTMT ). In the second stage, the structural model was assessed through collinearity diagnostics (VIF ), path coefficients and significance testing (bootstrapping with 5,000 subsamples), explanatory power (), effect sizes (), and mediation analysis using the bootstrapped indirect effects procedure.
Qualitative data were analyzed following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis procedures. Interview recordings were transcribed and read repeatedly to ensure familiarization with the data. Initial codes were generated inductively from participants’ responses, then grouped into candidate themes that reflected recurring patterns in students’ motivational changes, autonomous learning behaviours, and coping strategies. These themes were reviewed, refined, and confirmed through member-checking to enhance credibility.
3.6. Reliability and Validity 
Reliability and validity were addressed through multiple procedures. The questionnaire items were adapted from established studies on motivation, learner autonomy, self-regulated learning, and academic performance, then contextualized for Vietnamese tertiary EFL students. Content validity was strengthened through expert review in Applied Linguistics and TESOL, and wording was refined after a pilot test with 10 students. Internal consistency was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, and rho_A, while convergent validity was examined through outer loadings and Average Variance Extracted (AVE). Discriminant validity was evaluated using the HTMT criterion. For the qualitative phase, credibility was enhanced through repeated reading, thematic refinement, and member-checking.

 4. Results
[bookmark: quantitative-findings]4.1. Quantitative Findings
4.1.1. Descriptive Statistics
All four variables demonstrated high mean scores, indicating that HUFLIT English-major students generally reported positive levels of motivation, learner autonomy, and perceived academic performance. Table 3  presents the descriptive statistics for all constructs.
Table 3 
Descriptive Statistics for All Variables (N = 145) 
	Variables
	M
	SD

	Intrinsic Motivation
	3.95
	0.83

	Extrinsic Motivation
	3.85
	0.79

	Learner Autonomy
	3.97
	0.76

	Academic Performance
	3.95
	0.77


Note. M = Mean; SD = Standard Deviation

As shown in Table 3, Learner Autonomy had the highest mean score (M = 3.97, SD = 0.76), followed closely by Intrinsic Motivation and Academic Performance, both at M = 3.95. Extrinsic Motivation was slightly lower but still above the midpoint of the 5-point scale (M = 3.85, SD = 0.79). At the item level, several responses help clarify these construct-level patterns. For intrinsic motivation, the strongest item was IM4: “I genuinely love learning the English language” (M = 4.16, SD = 0.856), indicating strong personal interest in English. For extrinsic motivation, EM2: “I learn English because it will help me get a better job in the future” received the highest rating (M = 4.14, SD = 0.933), showing that career value was the most salient external driver. Within learner autonomy, LA5: “I take responsibility for my English learning because it matters to me” had the highest score (M = 4.09, SD = 0.83), suggesting that students generally perceived themselves as responsible for their own learning. For academic performance, AP1: “My English course grades reflect my learning progress” was the highest-rated item (M = 3.99, SD = 0.901). Overall, the descriptive findings indicate that students showed strong intrinsic interest, clear career-oriented motivation, a high sense of learning responsibility, and generally positive perceptions of their academic progress. 
[bookmark: measurement-model-assessment]4.1.2. Measurement Model Assessment
Prior to testing the structural hypotheses, the measurement model was evaluated against four criteria established by Hair et al. (2019): indicator reliability, internal consistency reliability, convergent validity, and discriminant validity.
Overall, the measurement model demonstrated satisfactory reliability and validity. All indicators loaded strongly on their intended constructs, internal consistency was confirmed through Cronbach’s alpha, rho_A, and composite reliability, and convergent validity was supported by AVE values above the recommended threshold. Discriminant validity was also established, as all HTMT values remained below 0.90. These results indicate that the four constructs: Intrinsic Motivation, Extrinsic Motivation, Learner Autonomy, and Academic Performance were measured reliably and distinctly, providing a sound basis for testing the structural model.
Indicator reliability. All 24 indicators produced outer loadings exceeding the 0.7 threshold.  Loadings ranged from 0.731 for EM6 to 0.907 for IM2. Table 4 displays the complete loading matrix.
Table 4
Outer Loadings for All Indicators 
	
	AP
	EM
	IM
	LA

	AP1
	0.767
	
	
	

	AP2
	0.802
	
	
	

	AP3
	0.877
	
	
	

	AP4
	0.894
	
	
	

	AP5
	0.872
	
	
	

	AP6
	0.848
	
	
	

	EM1
	
	0.733
	
	

	EM2
	
	0.775
	
	

	EM3
	
	0.823
	
	

	EM4
	
	0.752
	
	

	EM5
	
	0.805
	
	

	EM6
	
	0.731
	
	

	IM1
	
	
	0.890
	

	IM2
	
	
	0.907
	

	IM3
	
	
	0.834
	

	IM4
	
	
	0.873
	

	IM5
	
	
	0.878
	

	IM6
	
	
	0.824
	

	LA1
	
	
	
	0.853

	LA2
	
	
	
	0.871

	LA3
	
	
	
	0.849

	LA4
	
	
	
	0.812

	LA5
	
	
	
	0.803

	LA6
	
	
	
	0.810


Note. All outer loadings exceed the recommended threshold of 0.7 Hair et al. (2019).

The consistently high loadings confirm that each observed variable adequately represents its respective latent construct.
Internal consistency and convergent validity. Table 5 presents Cronbach’s alpha (), composite reliability (rho_a and rho_c), and Average Variance Extracted (AVE) for all four constructs.
Table 5 
Measurement Model Summary 
	Construct
	
	rho_a
	rho_c
	AVE

	Intrinsic Motivation
	0.933
	0.935
	0.948
	0.754

	Extrinsic Motivation
	0.865
	0.871
	0.897
	0.594

	Learner Autonomy
	0.912
	0.916
	0.932
	0.695

	Academic Performance
	0.919
	0.922
	0.937
	0.713


Note.  = Cronbach’s alpha; rho_c = composite reliability; AVE = average variance extracted.

Cronbach’s alpha values ranged from 0.865 (Extrinsic Motivation) to 0.933 (Intrinsic Motivation), all substantially exceeding the 0.7 threshold. Composite reliability (rho_c) values ranged from 0.897 to 0.948. Three of the four constructs cleared the 0.9 threshold commonly associated with excellent reliability; Extrinsic Motivation landed in the good range, which is not surprising given its broader conceptual umbrella. All AVE values exceeded the 0.5 benchmark established by Fornell and Larcker (1981). Intrinsic Motivation had the highest AVE (0.754), indicating that this latent construct explains 75.4% of the variance in its six indicators. The comparatively lower AVE for Extrinsic Motivation (0.594) is theoretically consistent with the broader conceptual scope of this construct, which spans diverse external influences including grades, career prospects, parental expectations, graduation requirements, social recognition, and family obligation.
Discriminant validity. The Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT) ratio of correlations, presented in Table 6, confirmed discriminant validity for all construct pairs, with all values falling below the 0.9 threshold recommended by Henseler et al. (2015).
Table 6 
HTMT Ratio Matrix for Discriminant Validity 
	Construct
	AP
	EM
	IM
	LA

	Academic Performance (AP)
	–
	
	
	

	Extrinsic Motivation (EM)
	0.612
	–
	
	

	Intrinsic Motivation (IM)
	0.847
	0.598
	–
	

	Learner Autonomy (LA)
	0.875
	0.601
	0.823
	–


Note. All HTMT values  Henseler et al. (2015).

The highest HTMT was between Academic Performance and Learner Autonomy (0.875), expected given their structural relationship, and the lowest between Extrinsic and Intrinsic Motivation (0.598), confirming their empirical distinction.
[bookmark: structural-model-assessment]4.1.3. Structural Model Assessment
Collinearity among predictor constructs was evaluated; all inner VIF values fell well below the threshold of 3, confirming that multicollinearity does not bias the regression estimates (Table 7).
Table 7 
Inner VIF Values for Predictor Constructs 
	Endogenous Construct
	Predictor
	VIF
	Status

	Learner Autonomy
	Intrinsic Motivation
	1.456
	No collinearity

	Learner Autonomy
	Extrinsic Motivation
	1.456
	No collinearity

	Academic Performance
	Intrinsic Motivation
	1.523
	No collinearity

	Academic Performance
	Extrinsic Motivation
	1.489
	No collinearity

	Academic Performance
	Learner Autonomy
	1.612
	No collinearity


Note. VIF  indicates no problematic multicollinearity Hair et al. (2019).

The structural model was tested using bootstrapping with 5,000 subsamples. Table 8 presents the standardised path coefficients, standard errors, t-values, p-values, and 95% confidence intervals for all five direct-effect hypotheses.
Table 8 
Structural Model Path Coefficients and Hypothesis Testing 
	H
	Path
	
	SE
	t
	p
	95% CI
	Status

	H1
	IM  AP
	0.395
	0.068
	5.809
	
	[0.262, 0.528]
	Supported

	H2
	EM  AP
	0.123
	0.059
	2.085
	.040
	[0.007, 0.239]
	Supported

	H3
	IM  LA
	0.618
	0.051
	12.118
	
	[0.518, 0.718]
	Supported

	H4
	EM  LA
	0.244
	0.073
	3.342
	.001
	[0.101, 0.387]
	Supported

	H5
	LA  AP
	0.436
	0.071
	6.141
	
	[0.297, 0.575]
	Supported


Note. IM = Intrinsic Motivation; EM = Extrinsic Motivation; LA = Learner Autonomy; AP = Academic Performance; Bootstrapping = 5,000 subsamples.

All five direct-effect hypotheses were supported (Table 8). The IM  LA path was the largest coefficient in the model (), approximately 2.5 times the size of EM  LA (). Learner Autonomy was the strongest direct predictor of performance (), exceeding the direct effect of Intrinsic Motivation (). Extrinsic Motivation’s direct contribution was modest ().
Figure 4 
Structural Model Path Coefficients 


	Figure 4 shows the standardized path coefficients and R² values for the endogenous constructs. The model explained 73.4% of the variance in Academic Performance (R² = 0.734; adjusted R² = 0.728) and 60.5% of the variance in Learner Autonomy (R² = 0.605; adjusted R² = 0.600).




Table 9 
Effect Sizes (f2 ) for Path Relationships 
	Path
	
	Effect Size
	Interpretation

	IM  LA
	0.684
	Large
	Substantial impact

	LA  AP
	0.282
	Medium
	Meaningful impact

	IM  AP
	0.245
	Medium
	Meaningful impact

	EM  LA
	0.106
	Small
	Limited impact

	EM  AP
	0.036
	Small
	Limited impact


Note.  = Effect Size; thresholds: 0.02 = small, 0.15 = medium, 0.35 = large Cohen (1988).

The effect size for IM → LA (f² = 0.684) considerably exceeded Cohen's (1988) threshold for a large effect, and this effect size was approximately 6.5 times larger than that of EM → LA (f² = 0.106).
Table 10 
R2 Values for Endogenous Constructs 
	Construct
	
	Adj. 
	Predictors
	Interpretation

	Academic Performance
	0.734
	0.728
	LA, IM, EM
	Substantial

	Learner Autonomy
	0.605
	0.600
	IM, EM
	Moderate to Substantial


Note.  values indicate proportion of variance explained; adjusted  accounts for model complexity.

The combined predictors explained 72.8% of the variance in Academic Performance (adjusted ) and 60.0% of the variance in Learner Autonomy (adjusted ). Both values exceed benchmarks for substantial explanatory power in social science research Hair et al. (2019).
Table 11
Indirect Effects and Mediation Analysis 
	H
	Mediation Path
	Indirect 
	SE
	t
	p
	95% CI
	VAF
	Status

	H6
	IM  LA  AP
	0.270
	0.054
	4.981
	
	[0.163, 0.375]
	40.5%
	Supported

	H7
	EM  LA  AP
	0.106
	0.038
	2.789
	.006
	[0.032, 0.188]
	46.3%
	Supported


Note. N = 145; bootstrapping = 5,000 subsamples; Mediation proportion = Indirect Effect / (Direct Effect + Indirect Effect).

Both mediation hypotheses were supported, indicating partial mediation. Learner Autonomy accounted for 40.5% of intrinsic motivation's total effect on performance (β_indirect = 0.270, p < .001) and 46.3% of extrinsic motivation's total effect (β_indirect = 0.106, p = .006). The higher proportion for extrinsic motivation indicates that external drivers depend more heavily on self-regulated learning behaviours to translate into academic outcomes.
Figure 5 
Specific Indirect Effects through Learner Autonomy 


Both indirect paths in Figure 5 were significant: intrinsic motivation through learner autonomy (β = 0.269, t = 4.981, p < .001) and extrinsic motivation through learner autonomy (β = 0.106, t = 2.789, p = .006). Although intrinsic motivation produced the larger absolute indirect effect, the mediated proportion was higher for extrinsic motivation (46.3% vs. 40.5%), indicating that external drivers depend more heavily on autonomous learning behaviours to affect performance.
4.2. Qualitative Findings
Thematic analysis of the twelve semi-structured interviews yielded four overarching themes, summarised in Table 12.
Table 12 
Qualitative Themes and Key Findings 
	Theme
	Core Finding
	Supporting Hypotheses

	Motivational Transition
	Students evolve from external to internal motivation through internalization
	H2, H4, H6, H7

	Autonomy as Self-Regulation
	Autonomy involves strategic help-seeking, metacognitive strategies, and resource curation
	H3, H4, H5

	Informal Immersion
	Daily English media consumption bridges classroom and real-world proficiency
	H1, H3, H6

	Resilience Strategies
	Students employ diverse coping mechanisms to recover from motivation fluctuations
	H1, H2, H7



Theme 1: Motivational Transition.
The first theme concerns students' gradual movement from externally driven motivation to more internalized forms of engagement. Many participants reported that their initial reasons for learning English were strongly shaped by grades, family expectations, career plans, or the desire to meet academic requirements. However, by the third year, these external reasons had often become more personally meaningful. Rather than studying English only to satisfy external demands, students increasingly described learning as part of their own academic growth and future identity.
October clearly illustrated this shift: "In my first year, I mostly studied English because I cared about my GPA and did not want to fall behind. Later, I began to feel that improving my English was something I wanted for myself, not only something I had to do for school." Similarly, March explained, "Grades and teacher feedback still motivate me, but they are no longer the only reasons. I want to improve my English because I can see how it helps me become more confident and prepared for my future work." These accounts suggest that external motivators did not disappear; rather, they were gradually internalized and connected to students' personal goals.
Several participants also described motivation as a combination of internal interest and external discipline. For example, August stated, "My interest in English keeps me engaged, but external expectations also remind me to stay disciplined when I feel tired or distracted." This pattern is consistent with Self-Determination Theory, which argues that extrinsic motivation can support learning when external goals become personally valued. Overall, the theme shows that HUFLIT English-major students' motivation is not fixed but develops over time through the interaction between academic pressure, personal interest, and future-oriented goals.
Theme 2: Autonomy as Self-Regulation
The second theme reveals that learner autonomy among HUFLIT English majors was not a solitary or passive trait but an active repertoire of coordinated self-regulatory strategies. Students consistently described a structured approach to independent learning: they would first exhaust their own resources before seeking external help, and they deployed a range of metacognitive tools to monitor and direct their own progress.
Technology played a central role in this self-regulatory system. February, for instance, was deliberate in choosing which tools to engage: "I use lots of AI tools, but I don't use tools like ELSA, I use ChatGPT because it gives me lots of nuances in the words, in the word choice, word use, the meaning of the word, and also it diversified my structures." His use of artificial intelligence was not indiscriminate but tightly targeted at refining lexical precision and syntactic variety, a pattern that reflects the selective resource deployment characteristic of self-regulated learners. A different kind of resourcefulness emerged in November's strategy, which he called stage-skipping: "During that intermediate phase where I didn't know what to study, I deliberately sought out more advanced materials. By doing so, I could identify exactly what foundational knowledge I was lacking before tackling those advanced concepts. From there, I formulated a tailored roadmap to patch up those knowledge gaps." Rather than following a linear progression, he repurposed advanced content as a diagnostic instrument to locate his own weaknesses.
The sequential logic of independent work followed by strategic help-seeking appeared consistently across interviews. October captured the principle succinctly: "When encountering difficult vocabulary or confusing grammar structures, my first reflex is to play 'detective'. I look it up in dictionaries like Oxford or Cambridge, Google it, or search on language forums to solve the problem independently. If it takes too much time and I am still stuck, I will then ask my top-performing classmates or message the lecturer directly for help." This two-stage approach, in which learners maximized their own effort before turning to external sources, aligns closely with the forethought, performance, and self-reflection phases described in Zimmerman's (2002) cyclic model of self-regulated learning. The consistent pattern across participants indicates that autonomous learning, as practised by these students, was a deliberate and systematic process rather than an unstructured pursuit of independent study.
Theme 3: Informal Digital Immersion
The third theme captures how English had become embedded in students' daily lives through self-initiated exposure to digital media, functioning as a deliberate supplement to formal instruction. Participants described a range of informal immersion practices that they pursued independently of coursework, and they articulated clear reasons for separating these activities from academic obligations.
For some, informal media consumption doubled as both a learning objective and a motivational anchor. June explained, "One more thing that made me excited is that learning English will help me to understand movies, songs, and videos without subtitles." The prospect of unaided comprehension served as a tangible benchmark of progress, pulling her engagement forward. Others embedded English so thoroughly into daily routines that it ceased to feel like study at all. "I always search in English," January reported. "Try to expose yourself to English by searching in English. Try to do everything in English so you get used to it. You don't feel strange when you encounter new words or like you are in a scenery where you can only speak English." In her account, English had become a default operating medium rather than a subject to be mastered.
October went further, arguing that the motivational power of informal immersion depends on keeping it separate from academic demands: "I would advise you to spend 15-20 minutes every day consuming English content that you genuinely love -- whether that's watching vlogs, reading comics, or listening to podcasts. Just make sure it has absolutely nothing to do with your school textbooks. It will nurture your learning inspiration in the long run." This deliberate partitioning preserved the intrinsic enjoyment of the language and insulated it from the performance pressures of formal coursework. Across all accounts, informal immersion was consistently framed as a conscious pedagogical choice rather than passive entertainment. Students selected content, monitored their comprehension, and adjusted their practices over time, positioning these activities as an extension of, rather than a departure from, their formal language education.
Theme 4: Resilience Strategies
The fourth theme documents the diverse coping strategies that students employed to recover from periods of diminished motivation. Every participant reported experiencing motivational lapses, with common triggers including disappointing test results, heavy academic workloads, stalled progress, and competing personal demands. The strategies they described fell into four broad clusters: turning toward the language for relief, reaching forward through goal recall, responding structurally through planning, and turning outward toward social support.
The most vividly articulated strategy involved converting motivational setbacks into a matter of personal identity. July internalized this outlook into a phrase she repeated to herself: "I have a slogan to my mind at that time that you must learn, you must learn for yourself. If you don't eat, you cannot die. But if you don't study, you will die. So it becomes my go-to slogan." Framing learning as existential rather than optional transformed it from a task into a self-defining commitment. Others favoured a more pragmatic reset. May explained, "To overcome this, I usually take a short break then I make a simple study plan and start again." Her approach combined regulated rest with small, achievable targets that restored a perceived sense of agency over her circumstances.
Temporary disengagement from formal study was another recurring pattern, though its logic was counterintuitive: recovery came not from working harder but from stepping away. October recalled, "I put the theoretical textbooks aside for a few days. I found my inspiration again by watching English YouTube channels and podcasts about topics I actually enjoy, like psychology or movie reviews. It reminded me of my original reason for loving English, which gave me the momentum to get back on track with my university studies." By reconnecting with the intrinsic pleasure of the language through self-selected content, she replenished the motivational energy that academic routines had depleted. Across the sample, resilience did not appear to be a fixed trait but a set of strategies that students refined through repeated experience. Several participants noted that recovery from motivational lows became easier over time, suggesting that the capacity to bounce back from difficulty may consolidate into a durable disposition across successive cycles of challenge and recovery. The presence of multiple strategy types within individual participants further indicates that resilient students did not rely on a single coping mechanism but drew flexibly from a personal repertoire depending on the nature and severity of the motivational setback.

5. Discussion 
The structural model accounted for 73.4% of the variance in academic performance (R² = 0.734; adjusted R² = 0.728) and 60.5% of the variance in learner autonomy (R² = 0.605; adjusted R² = 0.600), indicating that the motivation-autonomy-performance framework explains a substantial proportion of student outcomes in this context. This section synthesizes the quantitative and qualitative findings along three thematic lines, closing with an integrated assessment.
[bookmark: X2798e9a7dcfdc6fc7b1351f79d230a1a50bf020]5.1. Intrinsic Motivation as the Primary Driver
As the results have shown, intrinsic motivation dominated the model by a considerable margin. Its effect on learner autonomy (β = 0.618, t = 12.118, p < .001, f² = 0.684) was more than two and a half times that of extrinsic motivation (β = 0.244, t = 3.342, p = .001, f² = 0.106). The direct path from intrinsic motivation to performance (β = 0.395, t = 5.809, p < .001, f² = 0.245) reached roughly three times the corresponding extrinsic route. This indicates that genuine interest in English functions as the primary driver of academic outcomes in this sample.
Interview data provide insight into the mechanisms underlying these coefficients. August stated that genuine interest in English eliminated the need for external prompting: “When you really like something, you don’t need anyone to tell you to do it. I automatically search for materials, watch videos, and practice without being assigned." This self-initiating quality is consistent with SDT’s claim that intrinsically motivated behaviour arises from its own satisfaction (Deci & Ryan, 2000). January described a similar mechanism in which long-standing exposure to English-language media established a perception of the language as accessible, generating a positive feedback loop between competence and continued engagement. October described a different trajectory, in which intrinsic motivation emerged not as an initial disposition but as an acquired orientation through the reorganization of her learning around authentic materials.
The disparity between the two coefficients (ratio exceeding 2.5 to 1) carries a practical implication. If the objective is to develop autonomous learners, instructional effort concentrated on cultivating genuine interest is likely to yield greater returns than effort directed at strengthening external incentives. The qualitative data suggest that interest cultivation is an environmental condition rather than a single intervention: participants who reported strong intrinsic motivation described exposure to authentic materials, instructors who modelled enthusiasm, and the gradual recognition that English could serve personal interests beyond the prescribed curriculum.
5.2. The Conditional Value of Extrinsic Motivation
Extrinsic motivation produced significant but substantively weaker effects. The EM → AP direct path reached significance (β = 0.123, t = 2.085, p = .040, f² = 0.036), as did the EM → LA path (β = 0.244, t = 3.342, p = .001, f² = 0.106); both were classified as small effects. The mediation results qualify this interpretation. Learner autonomy accounted for 46.3% of extrinsic motivation's total effect on academic performance, a higher proportion than the 40.5% observed for intrinsic motivation. The observation of  higher proportion for extrinsic motivation reflects its smaller total effect, which translates to externally driven factors depend more heavily on the self-regulatory behaviours to produce measurable outcomes. When career requirements or institutional deadlines push students to set goals, monitor progress, and self-evaluate, those self-regulatory routines become the operative mechanism through which performance improves. The small direct effect of EM on AP further supports this interpretation; absent the behavioural mediation of autonomy, extrinsic motivation carries limited independent force.
The qualitative evidence also points to variability in how external motivators function depending on their level of internalization. March offered a measured characterization by acknowledging that "grades and feedback are encouraging" yet emphasized that his primary drive was "to improve my English for myself, not just for school." This duality reflects SDT's internalization continuum in Figure 2. Students who remained nearer the controlled end of this continuum derived less benefit, while those who had achieved identified or integrated regulation, who could describe a career ambition as personally meaningful, were more likely to activate the autonomy pathway. This model aligns with Permzadian and Shen (2024), who found that expectancy-value constructs predicted outcomes largely through self-regulatory behaviour. In Vietnam, utility value served as the strongest motivational predictor because career-oriented goals, once internalized, drive sustained autonomous effort (Truong, 2025). A practical implication follows: where career pragmatism constitutes a central value, the evidence supports helping students connect external requirements to goals they personally value.
[bookmark: learner-autonomy-as-the-key-mechanism]5.3. Learner Autonomy as the Key Mechanism
Among the three dependent variables, learner autonomy was the strongest direct predictor of academic performance (, t = 6.141, p , ), surpassing the direct influence of intrinsic motivation. Autonomy functioned as the mechanism through which both forms of motivation channelled approximately 40 to 46 percent of their total effect, confirming the partial mediation hypothesized in H6 and H7.
Qualitative data clarify the behaviours through which this mediation operates. October’s systematic process of consulting dictionaries and online searches before approaching classmates or lecturers, February’s use of ChatGPT to refine “nuances in word choice," and November’s “stage-skipping" technique, which used advanced materials diagnostically, all exemplify the self-regulatory behaviours that Zimmerman’s cyclic SRL model describes. These findings confirm that the forethought, performance, and self-reflection phases theorized as universal are observable among Vietnamese English majors. The data also reveal culturally inflected patterns: students frequently positioned autonomous behaviour as a compensatory response to instructional limitations, and informal immersion functioned as an extension of formal learning. This suggests that SRL in this context operates partly as a culturally adaptive mechanism enabling learners to bridge gaps between institutional resources and personal learning needs.
A tension in the autonomy data merits acknowledgement. The quantitative findings returned an LA mean of 3.97, the highest among all four constructs, yet several interview participants described significant discrepancies between their intentions and day-to-day execution (April’s gaming distractions, September’s lapses in focus, October’s periods of feeling “overwhelmed, demotivated, and honestly, quite lazy"). These admissions do not invalidate the LA scores, as self-report instruments measure perceived autonomy rather than objectively observed behaviour. They do suggest that future research employing behavioural measures would strengthen claims about autonomous learning behaviour in this population.
[bookmark: integrated-assessment]5.4. Integrated Assessment
The structural model’s explanatory power provides empirical support for the theoretical integration of SDT and SRL as a framework for understanding academic outcomes among Vietnamese English majors. One contribution of the present study is the magnitude of the observed effects relative to benchmarks from Western EFL research. The large effect size for the IM → LA path (f² = 0.684) indicates that intrinsic motivation makes a particularly strong contribution to autonomy in this sample. This pattern is consistent with prior research linking self-determined motivation, self-regulation, and achievement (Noels et al., 2000; Zimmerman & Kitsantas, 2014). In a Vietnamese setting where teacher-centred instruction has historically constrained self-direction, strong intrinsic interest may function as a disproportionately powerful catalyst. SDT predicts that autonomy-supportive conditions amplify intrinsic engagement, and the present data are consistent with this prediction.
A further contribution concerns the mediation analysis. The finding that EM depends more heavily on the autonomy pathway (46.3%) than IM does (40.5%) refines SDT’s internalization continuum by quantifying the differential dependence. Investing in intrinsic interest development strengthens performance through dual channels, direct cognitive engagement and indirect autonomy-driven learning. Relying predominantly on external incentives places heavier demand on the simultaneous cultivation of self-regulatory skills.
The qualitative data supply a developmental dimension that the structural coefficients alone cannot convey. The four interview themes outline a trajectory in which external pressures are progressively internalized, autonomous behaviours undergo iterative refinement, English becomes woven into daily life through self-selected media, and the capacity to recover from motivational setbacks consolidates into a durable disposition. This trajectory is not self-executing. The interviews indicate that it depends on exposure to effective teachers, access to authentic materials, opportunities to experience competence, and an institutional culture in which independent learning is treated as a baseline expectation. Where those enabling conditions are present, the statistical chain from motivation through autonomy to performance takes concrete form as a developmental pathway.

6. Conclusion
6.1. Summary of Findings
This study examined the interplay of motivation, learner autonomy, and academic performance among third-year English-major students at HUFLIT. Across the sample, students reported moderately high intrinsic motivation, a well-developed sense of ownership over their English learning, and broadly favourable perceptions of their academic progress. The structural model confirmed that the three predictors together captured the core motivational architecture of achievement in this population, yet beneath the uniformly positive self-reports a clear hierarchy of influence emerged.
Learner autonomy stood at the centre of the system. It was the strongest direct predictor of academic performance and served as the primary conduit through which both forms of motivation flowed toward achievement. Intrinsic motivation proved the more powerful of the two motivational sources, driving autonomy at more than double the strength of extrinsic motivation and exerting a meaningful direct effect on performance in its own right. Extrinsic motivation, while significant, depended proportionally more heavily on the autonomy pathway: although its absolute indirect effect was smaller than that of intrinsic motivation, a larger share of its total effect on performance was mediated through learner autonomy. In practical terms, this means that career ambitions and certification pressures at HUFLIT, where graduation requires IELTS 7.0 or TOEIC 780 alongside the Microsoft Office Specialist credential, translate into better grades only when students convert those external demands into concrete, self-regulated action.
The qualitative evidence showed that students did not simply study more; many had constructed systematic repertoires of autonomous practice that included setting specific learning goals, monitoring their own progress, selecting materials matched to their needs, integrating English-language media into daily routines, and deploying adaptive strategies to recover from motivational lulls. A recurrent gap between students' perceived autonomy and their day-to-day discipline suggested that HUFLIT English majors may overestimate their self-directed capacity, while individual lecturers surfaced repeatedly in interviews as pivotal figures whose influence on both motivation and autonomy fell outside the quantitative model. Taken together, the findings indicate that academic success for HUFLIT English majors depends not on being motivated or autonomous in isolation, but on building a self-reinforcing cycle in which genuine interest in the language fuels self-directed behaviour, and self-directed behaviour, in turn, deepens both competence and motivation over time.
6.2. Limitations
Several limitations constrain interpretation. The cross-sectional design prevents causal inference; data collected at a single time point cannot establish whether intrinsic motivation precedes autonomy development or whether the relationship is reciprocal. The reliance on self-report instruments introduces potential common-method bias, reflected in uniformly high means and the possibility of ceiling effects. 
Academic performance was operationalised through self-reported perceived GPA and self-assessed proficiency rather than objective institutional records, a choice that reflects the theoretical commitments of the study. Within both SDT and SRL, self-evaluation and perceived competence function as motivational constructs in their own right rather than mere proxies for objective outcomes. An institutional GPA captures only final results, whereas perceived performance additionally encompasses the learner's sense of progress, self-appraisal, and academic self-concept, dimensions that are central to the frameworks guiding this research. The resulting limitation is therefore specific: our findings cannot speak to how motivation and autonomy relate to institutionally recorded grades. Future studies should address this by triangulating self-report measures with objective GPA data and standardized proficiency indicators.
6.3. Future Directions
Longitudinal designs tracking students across multiple semesters would permit examination of causal direction and developmental change. Incorporating objective performance measures (official GPA records, standardised test scores) and behavioural indicators would strengthen the evidentiary basis for claims about the autonomy-performance relationship. The qualitative findings regarding teacher influence suggest that future quantitative models should include instructor-related variables as potential moderators. The discipline gap between self-reported autonomy and acknowledged inconsistency warrants investigation through methods pairing self-report scales with time-use diaries or experience sampling. Comparative studies across multiple Vietnamese institutions and across Southeast Asian contexts would help clarify which patterns are institution-specific and which reflect more general features of motivation and autonomy development in collectivist educational cultures.
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