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Abstract 

The present paper reports on some stages of an ongoing research project which investigates 
how Vietnamese non-English-major university students perceive learner autonomy (LA) and 
which factors, from their perspective, influence the promotion of LA. Data was collected 
using questionnaires administered to more than 1,500 university undergraduates from 
different higher education institutions in Hanoi, Vietnam, and 13 students participated in 
semi-structured interviews. The initial stage of the project, detailed here, was to validate the 
questionnaire on the basis of reliability and Messick’s (1995) framework of validity. The 
results revealed that reliability and most aspects of validity investigated in this research were 
adequately fulfilled, except for the relative goodness indices, which needed improvement. 
Currently, both quantitative data and qualitative data are being analyzed to reach conclusions. 
The research results are expected to help the research team to provide suggestions on how to 
foster LA in English tertiary education. Accordingly, those results will be of interest to 
language educators in Vietnam in particular, scholars who are researching LA, and those who 
are interested in the promotion of LA. 
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Problem Statement 

The 21st century has witnessed the globalization of English language, which is 

regarded as the tool for effective communication and mutual understanding among citizens of 

countries all over the world. Accordingly, learning English in order to become globalized is 

of great importance. There are a variety of ways to learn English that learners can employ. 

They can be formal schooling with teachers and peers, or education with the support of the 

Internet, and so forth. However, it is no one else but the learners who play the most vital role 

in any processes of language learning because these processes are largely dependent on the 

amount of effort given by the learners (Campbell & Snow, 2017).  

Learner autonomy (LA) has been a reply to the 21st-century education’s challenges in 

connection with theories, learning styles and strategies, and approaches which can fulfill the 

demands of the labor market (Blidi, 2017). It has been hotly discussed in English language 

teaching (ELT) and learning for about four decades, and it is thought to yield positive 

achievements in teaching and learning a language like English (L. T. C. Nguyen, 2009). The 

globalization in economy entails the fact that education needs to produce those who are able 
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to adapt their own training to meet all the requirements of the economy (Benson, 2000), and 

specifically in language teaching, supporting students to be autonomous learners is 

increasingly becoming one of the most important themes (Benson, 2013) and “one of the 

issues that needs to be addressed when the focus is on the learner in present day ELT” (Illés, 

2012, p. 506). As a result, LA is considered “a precondition for effective learning” (Benson, 

2013, p. 1), meaning that if a learner manages to foster his or her autonomy, not only will he 

or she learn languages better, but that person will also think more critically and take more 

responsibilities in the communities he or she gets involved in (Benson, 2013).  

Although LA has its roots in Europe, it can be a reference which is especially relevant 

to learners in the contexts of developing nations (Smith, Kuchah, & Lamb, 2018). Vietnam, 

in our opinion, is no exception. The Vietnamese government is making efforts to promote 

English-language education (Trines, 2017), and it has been suggested that English be 

recognized as the second official language of Vietnam (VnExpress, 2018). In point of fact, 

regarding the tertiary level of the Vietnamese education system, the majority of universities 

have recently employed credit systems whose purpose is to promote self-learning more. This 

means that students have more time for learning and teaching by themselves outside 

classrooms, and they can earn credits for that self-learning. Thus, the amount of time in class 

and the number of courses such as English ones are reduced, and the students need to learn 

autonomously in order to gain knowledge and get positive learning achievements. Moreover, 

in accordance with Vietnam’s National Foreign Language 2020 Project launched by the 

Ministry of Education and Training (2008), by 2020, most Vietnamese graduates from higher 

education institutions are expected to have the capability to use languages independently and 

confidently in communications; studying; and working in the integrative, multilingual and 

multicultural context of the world. The National Foreign Language 2020 Project aims at 

turning the acquisition of foreign languages into strengths of Vietnamese people for national 

industrialization and modernization. The governmental efforts and the reforms 

aforementioned entail the fact that the teacher-centeredness prevalent in traditional teaching 

methods needs to be changed into student-centeredness, which allows students to be 

responsible for learning and participate in the learning process actively (Lak & Soleimani, 

2017; L. Tran, N. Tran, Nguyen, & Ngo, 2019). Notably, the student-centeredness is intended 

to enhance LA (Dam, 1995), and it is appropriate for those who have more LA (Lak & 

Soleimani, 2017). The necessity for students’ LA, hence, is becoming higher and higher. 

According to Bui (2018), applying LA is “a prudent policy to high-quality education and 

English language teaching and learning” (p. 158), and LA “has been endorsed to be included 
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in English language education from the policy level” (p. 161). However, as Vietnamese 

culture is deeply influenced by Confucian heritage (Bui, 2018; Dang, 2012; Humphreys & 

Wyatt, 2014; T. T. Tran, 2013), it can be easily seen that Vietnamese students obey 

instructions from teachers and express shyness and unwillingness in response to teachers’ 

questions (Bui, 2018; T. T. Tran, 2013). They are passive in learning, have neither the deep 

learning nor ability to understand issues in depth (Director, Doughty, Gray, Hopcroft, & 

Silvera, 2006), and self-teach or self-study poorly at home or in libraries (Vietnamnet, 2014). 

Besides, according to Trinh and Mai (2018), the students, especially non-English majors, 

show their reluctance to ask questions or express ideas, and they are unfamiliar with engaging 

activities. Thus, those students are criticized for lacking the facilitative skills and strategies to 

learn English effectively (Trinh & Mai, 2018). Many scholars indicate the alarming issues the 

labor market faces nowadays, such as students’ lack of fundamental knowledge as well as 

skills and students’ difficulties in the decision-making process (N. T. Nguyen, 2014). These 

issues will lead to low quality in the labor force.  

We therefore wonder whether non-English-major students, who make up the majority 

of undergraduates in Vietnam, are aware of or possess any perceptions of LA and whether 

there are potential factors that impact on their autonomous learning. More importantly, LA 

has been hotly discussed among the scholars in the extensive literature. In Vietnam, however, 

it is seemingly a new and strange concept, and accordingly, the number of studies on this 

topic is still limited. Previous research has been done about teachers’ and English-major 

students’ beliefs about LA and their performances (Bui, 2016; Dang, 2012; Le, 2013; L. T. C. 

Nguyen, 2009; N. T. Nguyen, 2014; V. T. Nguyen, 2011) and strategies to foster autonomous 

learning (Cao, 2018; Hoang & Nguyen, 2010; Humphreys & Wyatt, 2014; N. T. Nguyen, 

2012; Phan, 2015; L. Q. Tran, 2005). The perceptions of LA from non-English-major 

students and the factors which influence LA in learning English have not been taken into 

great consideration. Therefore, this study was carried out to fill this gap. We decided to 

conduct a study on non-English-major students’ perceptions of LA and on the factors 

influencing LA in the context of Vietnam. 

 

Theoretical Background 

There is growing evidence that through the last few decades, the concept of LA in the 

fields of applied linguistics and language learning has been diffused and adapted all over the 

world depending on the perspectives underlying them. We will theorize and discuss the idea 

of LA from the Vietnamese perspective. Vietnam is a country in Southeast Asia which has 
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many points in common with some other nations in East Asia such as China, Japan, or Korea. 

In the past, it was dominated by Chinese emperors for approximately 1,000 years, and 

Confucianism was selected as the national religion in several dynasties. Its ideology, 

therefore, is deep-seated in the Vietnamese culture (Bui, 2018; Le, 2013). In addressing 

education, Confucianism postulates that people have to invariably learn, and only by learning 

do they arrive at an understanding of life, which emphasizes studying or knowledge—Trí— 

one of five virtues (ngũ thường) (Truong, 2013). As a result, one of the important traditional 

values in Vietnamese education is a liking for learning, and respect for learning becomes the 

abiding characteristic (Pham & Fry, 2004). Generally, Vietnamese people highly appreciate 

academic achievement and believe that it comes from hard work (Le, 2013). As the 

Vietnamese saying goes, “có công mài sắt, có ngày nên kim” (literally, if a person is hard 

working and persistent enough, he can make a needle out of a metal bar). This saying can be 

understood as “practice makes perfect.” There are several other equivalent proverbs, 

including “siêng làm thì có, siêng học thì hay,” which means “the more you work, the more 

you have; the more hardworking you are, the more knowledgeable you become,” or “cần cù 

bù thông minh,” which means “hard work compensates for lack of intelligence.”  

The values of diligence and academic achievement can be associated with the 

construct of LA, although it is believed to come from Western countries (Murase, 2012; 

Pokhrel, 2016; Surma, 2004). According to Usuki (2007), the literature predicates that LA 

requires students to actively participate in decision-making and knowledge-constructing. 

Furthermore, learners need to interact with the community or to work as hard as possible in 

real-world situations with materials such as newspapers and magazines. These attributes 

enable learners to be successful in language learning with their own hard work. We strongly 

believe that responsibility is a precursor of hard work and success. We are of the opinion that 

LA in language learning refers to taking responsibility of learning the language, or English in 

this case. By claiming this point, we share the same viewpoint with Oxford (2008) and Le 

(2013). Accordingly, responsibility entails students’ conscious awareness of their main role 

in language learning. The awareness is necessary for students to make continual progress 

towards language competence enhancement (Emerson, 2014). Such an awareness, or what is 

labeled by Emerson (2014) as “mindful” (p. 148), is linked to the meaning of an active 

learner construed by Asian culture vis-à-vis Western culture. That is to say, learners should 

make hidden mental efforts rather than overt mental behavioral attempts (Le, 2013; Usuki, 

2007). Hence, the ultimate goal of LA could be “from the viewpoint of internal mental 

involvement with the content rather than the point-of-view of students learning on their own” 
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(Usuki, 2007, p. 2). Notably, the sociocultural, political, and institutional milieus surrounding 

learners contribute to the development of LA, but their personal conscious awareness is of 

paramount importance. This underscores what Hsu (2005) portrays as willpower and what Le 

(2013) interprets as personal determination.  

To conceptualize LA, the theoretical background of this research adapted the Bergen 

definition, in which, as described by Dam (1995), LA “is characterized by a readiness to take 

charge of one’s own learning in the service of one’s needs and purposes. This entails a 

capacity and willingness to act independently and in cooperation with others, as a socially 

responsible person” (p. 1). Accordingly, LA requires both the willingness and capacity to 

take on the responsibility for learning. According to S. V. Nguyen and Habók’s (2019) 

argumentation, those two components are important to learn foreign languages effectively 

and satisfy language needs in the day-by-day changing world of the industrial revolution 4.0. 

Willingness includes motivation and beliefs about the teacher’s role. Capacity consists of 

ability, which refers to metacognitive knowledge and metacognitive skills, desire, and 

freedom. We would like to combine metacognitive knowledge and metacognitive skills into 

metacognition in language learning as one component of LA. This point is aligned with 

Dixon’s (2011) conceptualization of LA, which includes metacognition as a necessary 

component for LA. Therefore, the construct of LA is comprised of four components, which 

are beliefs about teacher’s role, motivation and desire, metacognition, and freedom, which 

formed a basis for establishing and developing the instruments in this study. The 

conceptualization of LA in this research project can be found in Figure 1 below.  

 
Figure 1. The conceptualization of LA in this study (S. V. Nguyen & Habók, 2019) 

 

 



127 
 

Aims and Objectives 

There are three main aims to be achieved.  

Firstly, the study is aimed at investigating how students who major in subjects other 

than English perceive LA. The literature was reviewed systematically so that an operational 

definition of LA could be provided and a framework from different perspectives for a 

questionnaire survey could be established. The survey, then, was tested and delivered in order 

to generate the dimensions of LA in students’ perceptions. The data for this aim was also 

gained by semi-structured interviews.  

Secondly, the research examined the factors around the learners which could 

potentially influence their autonomous learning, including internal factors and external 

factors. The former refers to the factors coming from the learners themselves, whereas the 

latter emphasizes the factors from the learning environment such as teachers, peers, and 

curricula. They may be either positive or negative. The data was collected through both 

surveys and interviews in order that the points could be categorized to reach reasonable 

conclusions.  

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

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

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

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

semester or the school year.    

In brief, the aims and objectives could be summarized into three main research 

questions as follows:  

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

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

3. What can be suggested to foster learner autonomy among students?  

 

Significance 

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

English-major students and which factors have an impact on their autonomous learning in the 

specific context of Vietnam. As a result, suggestions and implications are provided to foster 

LA—one of the essential qualities in learning and living. These will help to enhance the 

quality of language teaching for teachers and language learning for non-English-major 

students, who account for the majority of students and the so-called labor force in Vietnam in 
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the future. Hence, hopefully, this investigation will contribute to the improvement in quality 

of higher education in Vietnam in its process of globalization and internationalization. 

 

Methodology 

Mixed-methods design 

The study employs both quantitative and qualitative data. A mixed-methods design 

was adopted because it helps the researcher to enhance the study’s quality (Johnson & 

Christensen, 2012). It provides more insights into the problems, facilitates an expanded 

understanding of those problems (Creswell, 2014), and addresses many aspects of research 

questions in academic studies when used (Dahlberg & McCaig, 2010). 

 

Data collection instruments 

Two types of data have been collected: quantitative from survey questionnaires and 

qualitative from semi-structured interviews. The critical review of literature formed the basis 

of the questionnaire’s scales and the interview’s questions.  

The first instrument was meant to elucidate the questions related to students’ 

perceptions of LA and the factors which have an impact on their LA. The data was collected 

from the questionnaire using Likert-scale items, which provide “a quantitative or numeric 

description of trends, attitudes, or opinions of a population” (Creswell, 2014, p. 155). We 

carefully reviewed the literature and looked for well-established LA questionnaires. We 

borrowed and adapted items from previously validated questionnaires that were 

psychometrically sound. After the systematic literature review, we had a pool of 87 items 

(see Appendix A for sample items and scales). The questionnaire comprised 37 items adapted 

from Hsu (2005), 19 items from Dang (2012) which were previously adapted from Yang 

(2007), 18 from Chan, Spratt, and Humphreys (2002), eight from Le (2013), seven from 

Cotterall (1999), seven from Swatevacharkul (2009), three from Ming and Alias (2007), two 

from Dixon (2011), and two from Cotterall (1995). We ourselves created four items. Eight 

items were used by both Chan et al. and Le; seven items were shared by Hsu and 

Swatevacharkul; and five items were utilized by both Cotterall and Hsu. The questionnaire 

was designed with a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

agree). We arranged the items randomly to enhance objectivity.  

The second instrument used to answer the research questions using qualitative data 

was a series of semi-structured interviews. The interviews would “allow respondents to say 

what they think and to do so with greater richness and spontaneity” (Miller & Brewer, 2003, 



129 
 

p. 167). Additionally, the interviews gave us the flexibility to change the sequence of 

questions as well as get more information about both LA perceived by students and any 

influencing factors (Miller & Brewer, 2003). We conducted the face-to-face individual semi-

structured interviews. The questions were framed based on the previous studies and the scales 

of the questionnaires. During the interviews, many questions arose, subject to the conditions 

in each interview (see Appendix B for an extract from the interview questions).  

 

Participants  

A total of 1,565 university students from seven higher-education institutions in Hanoi, 

Vietnam voluntarily participated in the research. They comprised 62% second-year students 

(n = 971), 23.7% third-year students (n = 371), 11.9% fourth-year students (n =186), and 

2.4% fifth-year students (n = 37). Among the participants, 37.8% were female (n = 591), and 

62.2% were male (n = 974). They have learned English in higher education for at least one 

semester, so they may have been more familiar with and may have gained better experience 

in the English-learning environment at the tertiary level than their first-year peers.  

 

Data collection and analysis process  

After the questionnaire development, we discussed it with our research team. Next, it 

was translated into Vietnamese in order that all the students could understand the content of 

the questionnaire. We translated the Vietnamese version back into English with the support 

of our colleagues who have expertise in ELT and are experienced instructors of English: one 

Vietnamese-American based in the US, one PhD candidate based in Australia, one PhD 

candidate based in New Zealand, one ELT expert who got her PhD from an Australian 

university, and three language teachers with master’s degrees working in Vietnam. We 

changed some word choices on the basis of comparison and contrast among the English 

versions. At last, a Vietnamese version of the questionnaire was successfully generated. We 

sent it to some other ELT professionals for comments on face and content validity. It was 

also sent to four Vietnamese students, who were not recruited in the study. They spent around 

30 minutes reading and completing it. The piloting indicated that it was not difficult for them 

to understand the survey and that they thought that the survey had a user-friendly design. 

Hence, we made no changes to that Vietnamese version, and we officially employed it in this 

research (see Appendix C for an extract from the questionnaire).  

After getting ethical approval from the institutional review board at the University of 

Szeged and permission from the Vietnamese universities, one of us talked to the students in 
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each class about the study’s aims, significance, methods, and ethical issues. We informed the 

students that their responses would not negatively influence their grades and would be kept 

confidential and used only for research purposes. The paper-and-pencil questionnaires were 

delivered to 1,600 students, and any questions related to the study were satisfactorily 

answered. In all, 1,565 questionnaires were returned, whereas 35 were eliminated due to 

being incomplete or to the participants’ decision not to have their responses included. This 

represented an approximately 98% response rate. Then, we elicited 13 students, who were 

randomly selected from different universities, for the interviews. The interviews in 

Vietnamese were recorded with the students’ permission. One of us, a native Vietnamese 

speaker, conducted the interviews. Each interview lasted about 30 minutes.  

After the administration of the questionnaire, the data was entered into SPSS version 

24, SPSS AMOS, and SmartPLS 3 and analyzed in order to recognize missing values and 

assess the validity and reliability of the questionnaire. The data was calculated and then 

categorized in order to make generalizations and reach conclusions about the population 

(Creswell, 2014). We completed the validation of the questionnaire. The framework of 

validity proposed by Messick (1995) was employed in order to evaluate validity. It includes 

six aspects, which are content, substantive, structural, generalizability, external, and 

consequential, but this study only elaborated on five of them (excluding generalizability). 

The relliability was assessed on the basis of Cronbach’s alpha (α), composite reliability (CR), 

and rho_A reliability. 

As for the interviews, the recordings were then coded with the coding systems and 

transcribed. The transcriptions were double-checked to make sure that no information was 

missing before they were carefully translated. The data was translated from Vietnamese to 

English; afterwards, the translated version was reviewed by ELT experts. Next, with the help 

of ATLAS.ti software, it was classified into different themes to enable us to answer the 

research questions together with data from the questionnaire. 

 

Preliminary Results 

In this report, we present some validational findings of the questionnaire (for more 

details, see S. V. Nguyen & Habók, 2019).  

In terms of validity, three aspects of validity, including content, substantive, and 

consequential validity, were adequately explained and properly fulfilled. The external 

validity was assessed using convergent and discriminant evidence. The former was based on 
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factor loadings, average variance extracted (AVE), and CR, whereas the latter employed 

three different criteria including the Fornell–Larcker criterion, the cross-loadings, and the 

heterotrait–monotrait ratio of correlations (HTMT ratio). According to the statistical analysis, 

all the values of factor loadings, AVE, CR, and the three criteria above were satisfactory, 

which meant that external validity was established. The structural aspect of validity was 

shown by exploratory factor analysis (EFA) and confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). The 

former allowed us to exclude the items based on loadings, extraction, rotation, Kaiser–

Meyer–Olkin measure of sampling adequacy, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity and to come up 

with a proposed model. There were 40 out of 87 items left. Afterwards, CFA enabled us to 

investigate that 40-item five-factor model, and we used a set of goodness-of-fit indices 

including four absolute fit indices, which are Chi-square, SRMR (standardized root mean 

square residual), RMSEA (root mean square error of approximation), and RMS_theta (root 

mean square residual covariance), as well as three incremental indices, which are TLI 

(Tucker–Lewis index), NFI (normed fit index), and CFI (comparative fit index). The data 

analysis indicated an adequate level of all the absolute goodness-of-fit indices and a level of 

goodness of incremental indices which was slightly lower than the standard.  

Regarding reliability, we worked out three distinguishable values, including 

Cronbach’s alpha, CR, and rho_A. The whole questionnaire of 40 items and the scales 

revealed high or acceptable level of reliability.  

It is highly recommended that there should be more and more validational processes 

in different samples so that the literature can be enriched.  

 

Progress and Further Steps 

After the validation process, currently, we are making efforts to work on the statistical 

data and the thematic data. We are using SPSS version 24 to obtain both the descriptive 

statistics and the inferential statistics from the scales. We are employing ATLAS.ti software 

to manage the interview data after transcribing the recordings and translating the transcripts. 

At the same time, we are combining two types of data to reach proper conclusions. We hope 

to publish our further findings in journals and edited books as well as present our research at 

international conferences. 

In the near future, we will collect more qualitative data from the same pool of 

students because we see that the interview data that we have collected so far provides us with 

valuable insights into their perceptions of the issues related to LA which sometimes surprised 
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us. Besides, we will consult experts in statistics in order to develop the quantitative part of 

our analysis for more inferential statistics. 
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Appendices 
Appendix A 

 
Sample items and scales 

Scales Sample items Sources 
Beliefs about teacher’s role - The teachers should explain everything to 

us. 
- The teachers should correct all my 

mistakes. 
- The teachers should choose what 

materials to use to learn English in 
English class. 

Adapted from 
Chan et al. (2002), 
Le (2013), and 
Ming and Alias 
(2007) 
 

 
Motivation and desire 

 
- I learn English because it will help me to 

be successful in my studies. 
- I learn English because I find it very 

interesting. 
- If English were not taught at my 

university, I’d try to take English classes 
somewhere else. 

 
Adapted from Hsu 
(2005) and 
Swatevacharkul 
(2009) 
 

 
Metacognitive knowledge 

 
- I am responsible for the success of my 

learning English. 
- I need a lot of guidance in learning 

English. 
- To learn English well, it’s important to 

know one’s personality, motivation, 
personal needs, expectations, learning 
styles, my strengths, weaknesses, etc., in 
English. 

 
Adapted from 
Cotterall (1995, 
1999), Dixon 
(2011) and Hsu 
(2005) 
 
 
 
 

 
Metacognitive skills 

 
- I set my goals in learning English. 
- I carry out learning plans once they’ve 

been made. 
- I reflect on what I learn and look for 

something important. 

 
Adapted from 
Dang (2012) and 
Yang (2007) 

 
Freedom 

 
- I can go see my teachers about my 

English learning. 
- I have chances to ask the teachers 

questions when I don’t understand 
something. 

 
Adapted from 
Chan et al. (2002) 
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Appendix B 

 
Extract from the interview questions 

 
1. In your opinion, what is Learner Autonomy in English language learning? Who are 

autonomous learners? Is learner autonomy important or not? Why?  
2. Beliefs about teacher’s role: What are the roles of teachers in English classes? What are 

your roles in English classes? 
3. Motivation: How do you describe your motivation to learn English? What motivates you 

(not) to learn English?  
4.  Metacognitive knowledge: As a learner, do you know your own strengths and 

weaknesses in studying English? What are your strengths and weaknesses? 
5. Metacognitive skills: Do you often include goals in your learning plans? Why/Why not? 

Do you have any general or specific goal for your learning activities?  
6. Freedom: How much freedom do you feel you have to practice your own way of learning 

English? (objectives, materials, planning, monitoring, evaluating) Does he/she encourage 
you to plan your learning and set goals for your learning and choose the way you want to 
learn?  
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Appendix C 
 

Extract from the questionnaire 
The statements are aimed at investigating your perceptions of learner autonomy. To what 
extent do you agree or disagree with each of the statements below about your learning of 
English by circling the number which matches your opinion. Number 0 is an example for 
you.  
 

1= Strongly disagree; 2= Disagree; 3= Neutral; 4=Agree; 5= Strongly agree 
 

No. STATEMENTS 

Strongly disagree 

D
isagree 

 

N
eutral 

A
gree 

Strongly agree 

0 I like using Facebook to chat with my friends.  1 2 3 4  
1 The teachers should explain everything to us. 1 2 3 4 5 
2 The teachers should decide the objectives of my English 

courses. 
1 2 3 4 5 

3 I have chances to work with my classmates in activities in 
English classes. 

1 2 3 4 5 

4 I make good use of materials and resources when studying 
English. 

1 2 3 4 5 

5 To learn English well, it is important to know one’s 
personality, motivation, personal needs, expectations, learning 
styles, my strenghts, weaknesses, etc. in English. 

1 2 3 4 5 

 


