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Abstract
In 2023, Vietnam formally redesignated English as a Second Language, raising important questions about what drives Generation Z learners in this new context. This study examined the intrinsic motivation of 83 students at the College of Foreign Economic Relations (COFER), where many engaged extensively with English independently, yet hesitated to speak in class. This study applied thematic analysis of structured written interviews, based on established theories such as Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985), Dörnyei's L2 Motivational Self System (2009), Norton's Identity Investment Framework (2000), and the Willingness to Communicate model (MacIntyre, Clément, Dörnyei, & Noels, 1998). Using these frameworks, the analysis identified five connected themes. These are enjoyment-driven engagement, identity investment, digital media as an intrinsic motivational space, autonomous learning orientation, and the motivational-communicative gap. The findings indicate that students were considerably more intrinsically motivated than previously expected, with English closely linked to their ambitions, identities, and digital experiences. However, foreign language anxiety remained a significant barrier, and no direct link was found between high motivation and willingness to communicate face-to-face. The paper proposes implications for pedagogical practice, AI integration in learning environments, and student assessment within Vietnam's evolving ESL context.
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1. Introduction
Following a 2023 policy change in Vietnam, English has been formally redesignated as a Second Language (ESL), moving away from its prior classification as a Foreign Language (EFL). The significant impact of motivation on second language acquisition is widely recognized (Gardner, 1985; Dörnyei, 2009). Traditionally, pragmatic and extrinsic elements have been dominant influences in Vietnamese educational contexts (Nguyen, 2011; Pham, 2010).
However, this perspective is becoming less reflective of Generation Z learners, who were born between 1997 and 2012 (Seemiller & Grace, 2016). Gen Z learners frequently engage with English content on platforms such as TikTok and YouTube without institutional encouragement (Sockett, 2014). Despite a growing interest in Vietnamese language studies, the intrinsic motivation of this generation requires further investigation. Existing research has primarily concentrated on broader demographic groups, or professionals, and has adopted pragmatic frameworks (Dang, 2010; Nguyen & Khong, 2023). Therefore, the intrinsic motivations of 83 Gen Z students enrolled at the College of Foreign Economic Relations (COFER) were explored to address this gap. Thematic analysis was conducted with guidance from Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 1985), the L2 Motivational Self System (Dörnyei, 2009), Identity Investment (Norton, 2000), and Willingness to Communicate (MacIntyre, Clément, Dörnyei, & Noels, 1998). Building upon these theoretical frameworks, this study seeks to address the following research questions:
RQ1. What intrinsic motivational themes - including enjoyment, identity investment, and digital media engagement - characterize Gen Z students' English learning experiences at COFER?
RQ2. How do these students perceive Vietnam's shift in ESL policy, and how does it interact with their intrinsic motivation?
2. Literature Review
2.1. Intrinsic Motivation and Self-Determination Theory
This study adopts Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000) as its central theoretical framework. SDT proposes a motivational spectrum extending from amotivation through varied forms of extrinsic regulation to full intrinsic motivation. Internalization is understood as the procedure wherein externally controlled actions are progressively converted into self-governed behaviors (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Within existing scholarly works (Dang, 2010; Nguyen & Khong, 2023), Vietnamese learners are frequently depicted as pragmatically driven, with significant importance given to career aspirations. These inferences have generally been derived from quantitative measures. Nevertheless, the multifaceted motivational contexts of digitally active younger learners are often not comprehensively captured by such methodologies. Accordingly, this study adopts a qualitative methodology to illuminate dimensions that survey-based research has tended to overlook.
2.2. Dörnyei's L2 Motivational Self System
Dörnyei's (2009) L2 Motivational Self System (L2MSS) reconceptualizes language acquisition as an identity-driven process. The L2MSS consists of the Ideal L2 Self, the Ought-to L2 Self, and the L2 Learning Experience. The Ideal L2 Self holds particular motivational significance. Dörnyei (2016) demonstrated that a clear and emotionally resonant ideal self-image predicts learning effort more powerfully than conventional instrumental motivation. This result is supported by Dörnyei and Ushioda (2011). Digital environments are recognized to have a considerable effect on the evolution of this aspirational self-image for Gen Z learners. Within the Vietnamese setting, the key motivational effects of Ideal L2 Self orientations, which are associated with desired career goals and international interaction, were identified by Pham and Nguyen (2021), even amidst significant societal expectations. Despite this, identity-based motivation has not been sufficiently explored within Vietnamese EFL research, a gap that this study seeks to address.
2.3. Identity Investment in Digital Spaces
Norton's identity investment theory (2000; 2013) has prompted a reconceptualization of language learning as a socially constructed endeavor of self-formation. Within this framework, learner investments are understood to extend beyond linguistic codes to encompass their aspired future selves. Investments are made in the pursuit of an ideal social identity, integration into communities of practice, and projections into imagined futures.
Subsequently, this framework has been broadened into digital realms by Darvin and Norton (2015). Streaming services and social media platforms are now regarded as primary sites for identity investment among contemporary learners. For Vietnamese Gen Z students, English in these digital environments is not perceived as a mere school subject but as a vehicle for self-expression. Multifaceted identities are constructed online, particularly by individuals who may experience a lack of recognition within traditional classroom settings.
Nguyen's study (2017), conducted within a Vietnamese university context, lends support to this phenomenon. The likelihood of self-directed learning is observed to be highest among students whose ideal social identities are grounded in English proficiency. This convergence of identity and autonomy is directly witnessed in COFER's Gen Z learners.
2.4. Willingness to Communicate and Foreign Language Anxiety
The WTC model proposed by MacIntyre et al. (1998) views communication as an active, shifting process influenced by a mix of personal confidence, intrinsic motivation, and broader attitudes. Crucially, this framework points out that the link between wanting to learn and actually speaking is rarely perfect. A learner can be deeply motivated on an intrinsic level, yet still lack the readiness to initiate a conversation. Foreign language anxiety can suppress communication in ways that mirror the behavioral restrictions imposed by classroom-based anxiety (Peng, 2014). Cao and Philp (2006) similarly noted a decrease in WTC when students transitioned from informal to formal learning environments, a pattern directly relevant to the findings of this study.
2.5. Digital Informal Learning and Gen Z Learners
Digital environments host dynamic learning ecosystems that exist beyond institutional control. Sockett's 2014 work on Online Informal English Learning (OILE) conceptualized this, with streaming platforms and music communities being examples. The facilitation of intrinsic motivation among Asian English learners through voluntary digital immersion is presented in Lai's (2017) research, guiding them toward the identification and integration stages of SDT's motivational framework. Dressman and Sadler (2020) further emphasized that informal digital spaces especially promote self-governed participation, attributable primarily to the lack of institutional restrictions that often impede self-motivated learning.
This trend is particularly evident among Gen Z, for whom digital literacy is regarded as an inherent attribute rather than a learned skill (Seemiller & Grace, 2016). A propensity for investigative, self-directed learning, bypassing traditional pedagogical methods, has been observed (Moran, 2020). In Vietnam, these generational traits converge with a vibrant digital setting where English has become an integrated element of daily cultural exchange, rather than simply a separate academic subject.
3. Methodology
3.1. Research Design
Within Vietnam's developing ESL context, the inherent drive of Gen Z college students to learn English was examined through qualitative research. Due to difficulties in quantifying subjective interpretations and personal narratives, a qualitative method was deemed suitable for investigating motivational experiences during English language acquisition (Creswell & Poth, 2018). This study employs thematic analysis, conducted utilizing the six-phase framework of Braun and Clarke (2006). Meaning patterns within the qualitative data are systematically identified, analyzed, and interpreted through this framework. Therefore, a richer understanding of the motivational factors influencing Gen Z students was sought.
3.2. Research Context
The research was conducted at the College of Foreign Economic Relations (COFER) in Ho Chi Minh City. As a vocational institution, COFER offers expertise in economics, foreign languages, and international trade, drawing students from across Southern Vietnam, primarily from Ho Chi Minh City and adjacent provinces. This study chose COFER as its primary setting for two main reasons. First, the institution treats English not merely as a standard language requirement, but as a crucial condition for graduation and future career success. Second, its student body represents the typical urban Gen Z in Vietnam: they are tech-savvy, highly driven, and actively balancing local traditions with global trends.
3.3. Participants
Eighty-three Gen Z students from COFER, participating in the 2025–2026 academic year, were included in the sample. A variety of disciplines were represented, with Logistics (n=33) and E-commerce (n=26) being the most prevalent. Business Administration, Finance and Accounting, and Import/Export were represented by smaller numbers (n=11, n=11, and n=2, respectively). The second-year cohort constituted the largest group (n=60), followed by third-year (n=13) and first-year students (n=10). Limited English proficiency was commonly reported among participants. Fifty participants reported a basic proficiency level, 29 reported intermediate, and only four indicated upper-intermediate or higher. These results are considered representative of the language skills generally observed in Vietnamese university students outside specialized language programs.
3.4. Data Collection Instrument
Data were collected through a structured written interview comprising 16 open-ended questions administered in Vietnamese to maximize participants' expressive capacity and minimize linguistic barriers to self-disclosure. Questions were sequenced to elicit rich, reflective narrative responses across five motivational dimensions: enjoyment and intrinsic engagement, identity investment, digital media engagement, autonomous learning orientation, and perceptions of Vietnam's ESL policy shift. Representative questions included: "Tell me about a time you used or learned English simply because you enjoyed it, not because of any pressure. How did you feel?"; "If there were no grades or requirements, would you still learn English on your own? Why?"; and "Use ONE sentence to describe your relationship with English." The structured written interview was administered online via Google Forms in March 2026, and participation was entirely voluntary.
3.5. Data Analysis
The study adopted Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis. Working with 83 Vietnamese responses required a careful approach; therefore, the initial coding for both surface and latent meanings took place entirely in the original language. English translations were reserved solely for essential quotes during the final write-up.
The coding process yielded five distinct themes. On one hand, the data highlighted enjoyment-based engagement, identity investment, and the tendency to treat digital media as an intrinsic motivational environment. On the other hand, it revealed a stark disconnect between feeling motivated and actual communication, despite a strong orientation toward autonomous learning. To contextualize these specific behaviors, the results were mapped against Norton’s identity framework, SDT's motivational continuum, Dörnyei’s Ideal L2 Self, and the WTC model.
3.6. Positionality and Trustworthiness
The researcher's role as a lecturer at COFER, with direct pedagogical experience with the participant population, affords interpretive advantages; however, this positioning also raises potential concerns regarding reflexivity. To enhance the trustworthiness of the analysis, several measures were undertaken. Member checking was approximated through informal follow-up discussions with a subset of participants to verify the accuracy of theme interpretations. Thick description (Geertz, 1973) was employed throughout the Findings section to ensure that the analytical claims are grounded in participants' own words rather than imposed interpretive frameworks. Additionally, the researcher maintained a reflexive journal throughout the analysis process to monitor and document potential biases arising from her institutional positioning.
4. Results
Thematic analysis of structured written interviews from 83 Gen Z students at COFER revealed five intrinsic motivational themes. Although extrinsic pressures were present, intrinsic orientations emerged as the dominant motivational force. Presented below are the themes and example quotations from participants, translated from Vietnamese.
Theme 1: Enjoyment-Driven Engagement
Among the collected data, a prominent theme was the role of enjoyment as a key motivator in English language learning. Experiences with English were often driven by intrinsic engagement, detached from academic needs or external pressures. This aligns with Deci and Ryan's concept of pure intrinsic motivation, as evidenced by a significant number of participants.
Participants consistently described positive affective states, joy, excitement, pride, and comfort when recounting experiences of voluntary English use. One participant captured this quality of effortless engagement particularly vividly:
One participant observed that the exhilaration of gameplay overshadowed the acquisition of 40 vocabulary words in a single hour. This experience stood in stark contrast to conventional study methods. Joy was also expressed by individuals upon comprehending foreign film dialogue without subtitles, resulting in substantial pride and satisfaction. A powerful drive to continue learning was cultivated by such instances of sudden comprehension, where formerly difficult content became understandable independently. Significant advancements in understanding yielded gratification.
Notably, enjoyment in this theme was not passive but generative. Participants described a self-sustaining motivational cycle in which pleasurable experiences with English prompted further voluntary engagement. As one third-year student reflected:
"I realized that when I learn because I enjoy it, everything becomes lighter and more interesting. There's no sense of being forced  just excitement and motivation from within. That was the first time I truly felt the joy of learning for myself."
Theme 2: Identity Investment
The second theme emphasizes the considerable personal investment made by participants in English. It is viewed as essential for their desired professional and social identities. English was portrayed by many not as a neutral tool, but as integral to their envisioned selves. This aligns with Norton's identity investment concept (2000) and Dörnyei's Ideal L2 Self construct (2009), reflecting the deep motivational significance of identity-based frameworks in this context.
Participants frequently articulated aspirational self-images in which English proficiency was inseparable from their envisioned futures:
"English is not just communication for me  it is a bridge that connects me to international friends and opens up opportunities I couldn't access otherwise."
"I want to apply to foreign companies because I believe the environment shapes your character and working style. That's why I actively learn English  not just to get a job, but to become the kind of person I want to be."
	The investment in English was regarded by many participants as closely tied to aspirations of global inclusivity and cultural engagement, along with a desire to connect with communities beyond Vietnam. It was noted by one participant that, "While exploring TikTok and witnessing people from diverse countries communicating seamlessly in English, a longing to be part of that world arises within me. This drive significantly enhances my motivation for learning, surpassing any academic accomplishments."
Notably, identity investment in this theme did not yield uniformly positive outcomes. Several participants reported experiencing anxiety related to their identities due to perceived discrepancies between their current abilities and their envisioned Ideal L2 Self. One metaphor effectively illustrated this tension: "English and I are familiar, yet we have not developed a mutual affinity."
Theme 3: Digital Media as Intrinsic Motivational Space
Within the COFER framework, digital platforms like TikTok and YouTube are considered pivotal sites where intrinsically motivated English engagement is observed among Generation Z learners. It was reported by a significant number of participants that English-language digital content is voluntarily sought after outside of formal instruction. This behavior is motivated by curiosity, enjoyment, and a desire for communities and content inaccessible in Vietnamese.
	Digital platforms were characterized by participants not merely as educational tools, but rather as environments fostering genuine and enjoyable interactions where the acquisition of English emerged organically from these experiences. One individual remarked, “English content on TikTok and YouTube captivates me not for study purposes, but for enjoyment. Over time, I became aware of my natural progress in pronunciation and vocabulary.” Other participants noted, “Each instance of comprehending a joke in an English video without translation fills me with joy. This sense of achievement motivates my continued engagement with the content.”
Social media platforms were recognized as important motivational environments that facilitated the observation of genuine English usage by native speakers. One participant noted, "The sight of individuals my age, or even younger, speaking English fluently as if it were their native language inspires both admiration and a desire to achieve the same proficiency." This highlights the powerful influence of authentic interactions on language learning aspirations.
Within this theme, the importance of AI tools, particularly ChatGPT, was underscored. It was indicated by numerous participants that AI was being utilized as a conversational companion for voluntary English practice, instead of for academic purposes. Conversations with ChatGPT afforded participants the ability to make errors without embarrassment, resembling the support of a patient and non-judgmental practice partner.
Theme 4: Autonomous Learning Orientation
Participants demonstrated a robust inclination toward self-governed English acquisition, irrespective of imposed requirements or external encouragement. The vast majority of participants affirmed that they would continue learning English even without grades or formal requirements. Many articulated a nuanced understanding of English as a pursuit of personal significance, rather than merely a duty imposed by institutions.
Participants described a wide range of autonomous learning strategies  from passive exposure through music and film to active self-study through vocabulary apps, AI-assisted writing practice, and self-initiated speaking exercises:
"If there were no grades, I would still learn English. For me, it's not just a subject  it's a tool that helps me connect with the world and understand things I couldn't access otherwise."
"I roleplay in my head, imagining I'm traveling abroad and speaking English on my own. It's my way of practicing without anyone knowing."
Several participants demonstrated what SDT theorists would recognize as integrated regulation  the highest form of extrinsic motivation internalization, in which English learning has become so personally meaningful that it is experienced as an expression of the self rather than an external requirement:
"Learning English is part of who I am now. I don't think of it as studying anymore, it's just something I do because I want to grow."
Theme 5: The Motivational-Communicative Gap
The fifth and theoretically vital theme involved a paradox in participant motivation. High intrinsic motivation for English learning was identified. However, a significant reluctance to participate in genuine, face-to-face English communication was consistently indicated by participants. This motivational-communicative discrepancy, where learning motivation did not easily become a willingness to communicate, became one of the most widespread and emotionally significant trends throughout the data.
Participants described a range of anxiety-inducing situations in which their intrinsic motivation was effectively neutralized by fear of negative evaluation, embarrassment at pronunciation errors, and perceived inadequacy in real-time communication:
"I know English, and English knows me  but we don't get along."
"We are two parallel lines that can never meet."
"I have everything  but not English."
More concretely, participants described specific situations in which anxiety overrode motivation:
"When I'm with foreign customers at work, I suddenly can't remember anything. I know what I want to say in my head, but I can't get the words out. I feel so ashamed."
"In class, I prepared what I wanted to say  but when the teacher called on me, I froze. Everyone was looking at me and I just went blank."
Significantly, the motivational-communicative gap was not experienced as a motivational endpoint but as a source of productive tension for many participants. Several described shame and communicative failure as catalysts for renewed intrinsic engagement:
"After that embarrassing moment, I went home and practiced for hours  not because anyone told me to, but because I refused to feel that way again."
Looking at these results through MacIntyre et al.'s WTC framework reveals a complex emotional layer for Vietnamese Gen Z learners. For this demographic, the jump from feeling motivated to actually communicating is heavily influenced by their emotions. Interestingly, foreign language anxiety does not act strictly as a roadblock here. In certain situations, this anxiety actually drives them to work harder and sustains their intrinsic motivation to learn.
5. Discussion
The findings of this study reveal a motivational landscape among Gen Z students at COFER that is richer, more complex, and more intrinsically oriented than existing Vietnamese EFL research would suggest. This section discusses the five identified themes in relation to the theoretical frameworks outlined in the Literature Review, draws connections across themes, and addresses the study's two research questions.
5.1. Intrinsic Motivation as the Dominant Orientation
Within the motivational narratives of the participants, the consistent dominance of intrinsic motivation has been identified as the most theoretically significant finding. This finding directly challenges prevailing characterizations of Vietnamese learners. With the vast majority of participants indicating willingness to learn English independently of academic requirements, the data suggest that Gen Z students at COFER have already developed what SDT theorists would recognize as identified or integrated regulation forms of self-determined motivation in which English learning is experienced as personally meaningful and congruent with the self rather than externally imposed (Deci & Ryan, 2000).
Despite the impact of external elements, the original finding retains its significance. Extrinsic and intrinsic motivations are understood to function simultaneously across regulatory levels, as recognized by SDT's motivational continuum. For numerous individuals, external pressures were seen to serve as an interim mechanism of introjected regulation, offering temporary support. Intrinsic motivation was observed to coexist with, and at times enhance, deeper motivational internalization rather than being overshadowed by external pressures. This interplay is particularly highlighted in Theme 5, where efforts in self-directed learning were often revitalized by shame and communication breakdowns instead of being diminished.
5.2. Identity as a Motivational Engine
Identity investment's motivational role emerges through aspirational self-images, desires for global connection, and narratives of English as a vehicle for self-expression. The explanatory strength of Norton's identity investment framework and Dörnyei's Ideal L2 Self construct is thus validated within the Vietnamese Gen Z context. Participants did not merely want to learn English; they wanted to become the kind of person who speaks English fluently, confidently, and naturally, a vision of the self that is simultaneously aspirational and motivationally generative.
The vocational context of COFER adds a dimension that Pham and Nguyen's (2021) L2MSS research did not fully address: Ideal L2 Self orientations appear to operate motivationally not only among language majors but across disciplines such as logistics, e-commerce, and business administration. This suggests a broader relevance of identity-based motivation than previously documented in Vietnamese undergraduate settings. Darvin and Norton's (2015) claim that digital platforms have become primary sites for identity investment was borne out clearly in the data. Several participants described watching TikTok creators their own age speak English effortlessly and feeling simultaneously inspired and unsettled. That tension fed directly into their motivation to close the gap between who they are now and who they wish to become.
5.3. Digital Media as a Transformative Motivational Environment
A key finding is that a large majority of participants described English as feeling more accessible and motivating through social media and AI, identifying digital media as a significant source of intrinsic motivation. This finding supports and expands Sockett's (2014) Online Informal Learning of English framework. TikTok, YouTube, music streaming, online gaming, and AI conversational tools are demonstrated to function as motivational ecosystems where intrinsic engagement with English is sustained, rather than mere supplementary resources. 
Particularly noteworthy is the role of AI tools, especially ChatGPT, as low-anxiety communicative practice environments. Participants who described using AI as a conversational partner were effectively creating conditions that MacIntyre et al. (1998) identify as optimal for WTC development: low evaluative threat, high communicative control, and personally meaningful interaction. This suggests that AI-mediated English practice may serve as a critical bridge between participants' high intrinsic motivation and their low willingness to communicate in face-to-face contexts  a pedagogical implication with significant practical relevance.
5.4. The Motivational-Communicative Gap: A Critical Pedagogical Challenge
The principal innovative contribution of this research lies in the identification and characterization of a motivational-communicative disparity. A systematic disconnect between participants' inherent drive to interact with English and their limited readiness to communicate in genuine, interpersonal scenarios is highlighted. This disparity, vividly illustrated in participants' figurative self-portrayals, implies that inherent motivation, while essential, is insufficient to generate communicative behavior when foreign language anxiety serves as a conflicting emotional influence.
This finding corroborated and expands upon existing willingness-to-communicate research. Peng's (2014) demonstration that classroom anxiety supersedes motivational elements in interpersonal communicative situations is mirrored here. However, an important refinement is added by the current study: the motivational-communicative disparity is not perceived as an unyielding obstacle but as a dynamic, emotionally intricate arena. Within this space, shame, anxiety, and inherent motivation interact in manners that can, under propitious circumstances, yield renewed motivational involvement.
Several participants described how humiliating communicative setbacks had paradoxically revitalized their self-guided learning. This suggests that the disparity, while problematic, is not motivationally inactive. This dynamic is consistent with Cao & Philp’s (2006) finding that willingness to communicate fluctuates significantly across contexts. It is suggested that pedagogical interventions aimed at diminishing evaluative threat through collaborative, low-stakes speaking exercises, AI-mediated practice, and identity-affirming classroom environments may prove more efficacious in bridging the motivational-communicative disparity than conventional communicative language teaching methodologies that prioritize accuracy and formal evaluation.
5.5. Vietnam's ESL Policy Shift and Its Motivational Implications
Vietnamese students have shown significant interest in updated ESL instruction policies. Rather than being perceived as mere impositions, these policies are often viewed as affirmations of pre-existing intrinsic motivations. When asked directly about the impact of this redesignation on their daily learning at COFER, participants largely described the shift as aspirational rather than immediately tangible. Most noted that their classroom routines, assessment formats, and speaking opportunities had not visibly changed as a direct result of the policy. The ESL designation was thus experienced less as a structural transformation of their learning environment and more as a formal acknowledgment of what they had already internalized: that English is not simply a subject to pass, but a language to live in. This perspective suggests that the policy is regarded not as external pressure but as a formal acknowledgment of deeply held convictions. English is no longer viewed as just a subject studied for exams. Instead, it is seen as a powerful tool for achieving personal development and expertise.
This transformation underscores a crucial point: when significant reforms resonate with learners' inherent inclinations, they transcend their function as managerial tools. Instead, they evolve into profound, subconscious drivers intrinsically linked to the learner's self-concept. Ushioda (2011) cautions against superficial adherence to top-down policy directives. Fundamental pedagogical change may not be elicited solely through institutional acknowledgment. For optimal motivational impact, policy revisions must be implemented alongside modified assessment methods. Teacher training and classroom practices should also be adjusted accordingly.
For learners, a supportive educational setting is ultimately required, instead of merely imposed regulations. In this environment, autonomy should be cultivated, and communicative experimentation should be embraced. Individual expression must be validated. Otherwise, improvements, even those well-intended, risk being superficial. Their presence is only noted in formal documentation, and their fulfillment in real classroom settings is unmet.
Whether the 2023 redesignation ultimately reshapes classroom practice remains to be seen. What the data make clear, however, is that the motivational groundwork among Gen Z learners at COFER already exists. These students are not waiting to be motivated by policy; they arrived with it. The more pressing question for educators and institutions is not how to spark engagement, but whether the learning environment is structured in ways that allow that engagement to surface, grow, and translate into communicative confidence.
6. Conclusion
Vietnam’s 2023 shift toward an ESL framework prompted a closer look at what truly motivates the current generation of learners. By analyzing 83 COFER students, this research highlights five distinct areas: enjoyment-based engagement, identity investment, reliance on digital media, autonomous learning, and a visible gap between feeling motivated and speaking out. These results challenge the traditional view of Vietnamese students as purely instrumentally driven. Rather than focusing on grades or institutional policies, the participants showed a strong desire to learn based on their future self-image.
The study makes three principal contributions. Initially, the prevailing depiction of Vietnamese EFL learners as instrumentally driven is contested. The presence, and indeed dominance, of intrinsic orientations among Gen Z students at COFER is showcased, as understood through SDT's motivational spectrum. Second, it establishes digital media spaces as autonomous motivational ecosystems, not merely supplementary tools, extending OILE and identity investment frameworks into the Vietnamese Gen Z context. Subsequently, the motivational-communicative gap is pinpointed and theorized as a unique attribute of this learner group's motivational profile. Notable implications for research and pedagogy are suggested.
Several limitations of this study warrant acknowledgment. First, the sample was drawn exclusively from one institution, COFER, which serves a predominantly urban, career-oriented student population in Ho Chi Minh City. As such, the findings may not be fully transferable to learners in rural areas, different institutional contexts, or other Vietnamese universities with distinct pedagogical cultures. There are also methodological constraints to consider. The reliance on self-reported written interviews provided deep personal insights, but participants might still have tailored their answers, especially knowing the researcher is a faculty member at the same institution. Furthermore, this research represents a cross-sectional snapshot taken in March 2026. It cannot measure how student motivation might fluctuate across different academic years or adapt as the new ESL policy takes deeper effect. To build on this work, subsequent studies should consider longitudinal tracking, mixed methods, or expanding the sample to other universities. This would help confirm how widely these motivational trends apply across Vietnam's changing educational landscape.
From a pedagogical perspective, the incorporation of students' digital activities into curriculum design is necessitated by these findings. Furthermore, AI should be leveraged as a supportive space for communication. Assessment cultures that value experimentation and acknowledge learner identity, rather than strict evaluation, ought to be prioritized. Forthcoming research endeavors should implement longitudinal, multi-site, or mixed-methods approaches. Motivational development throughout university can then be observed. Furthermore, interventions for the motivational-communicative gap should be evaluated.
The intrinsic motivational resources that Gen Z brings to English learning already exist within them. The challenge for educators and policymakers is not to manufacture motivation from nothing, but to recognize, appreciate, and actively cultivate the intrinsic resources that these learners carry into every classroom, every digital screen, and every encounter with the English language.
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Bionote
Currently lecturing at the Faculty of Foreign Languages, College of Foreign Economic Relations (COFER) in Ho Chi Minh City, Vietnam, is an MSc. Le Nguyen Hoang Nam. Second language motivation is at the core of his research, coupled with Gen Z learner identity. Digital informal learning and the evolving ESL context within Vietnam are also explored. Qualitative and identity-based frameworks are employed in his work. The shaping of intrinsic motivation and autonomous learning within Vietnamese university students through digital environments is examined.
