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  ABSTRACT 

Keywords:  
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This study aims to seek recent research trends in the applicability of 
Self-Determination Theory (SDT) to English language teaching 
(ELT) by reviewing the literature on this new approach to studying 
learner motivation, which plays a crucial role in language 
acquisition. The subject of the study is a series of related articles 
collected between 2020 and 2024, and the data is gathered from fifty 
selected articles during this period. The method employed for data 
analysis is content analysis approach, which helps identify themes 
and common trends throughout the articles’ contents. The findings 
reveal various trends in applying SDT to foster learner motivation 
in ELT, including trends in research topics, methods, and 
noteworthy new themes in the applicability of SDT and its six sub-
theories to ELT. These provide insights into the great potential of 
SDT in ELT research. The paper also has implications for new 
research ideas of learner motivation with STD. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Introduction 
In language learning, motivation is a complex phenomenon with many different aspects 
influencing the process of language acquisition. Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is a 
comprehensive framework for understanding this complexity. SDT proposes a broad 
framework for studies on human motivation in health care, education, work, and sport and 
focuses on three basic psychological needs: autonomy, competence, and relatedness, all critical 
for enhancing motivation. Autonomy in education refers to students’ self-directed actions that 
boost their engagement when supported (Reeve, 2009). While competence involves 
achievement and performance, positively impacting learner outcomes when fostered 
(Malmberg et al., 2015), relatedness emphasizes the significance of social connections, which 
enhance learner motivation and satisfaction through positive relationships with peers and 
teachers (Jang et al., 2010). 
Developed by Deci and Ryan in 1985, Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is considered a 
comprehensive psychological framework for exploring individuals’ motivation in their work, 
study, life, etc. SDT comprises three core concepts of basic psychological needs (BPNs): 
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autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 1985). If these three elements are 
satisfied, individuals will feel more autonomous, competent, and connected in their community; 
in a word, they will become more self-determined in what they are doing, leading to their well-
being (Deci & Ryan, 2012). This theory has been applied in various fields, such as health care, 
sports, work, and education, as well (Deci & Ryan, 2012). 
In the context of education, which, in the scope of this study, refers to teaching and learning 
school subjects at different levels, from primary schools to high schools to colleges or 
universities, the BPNs in SDT play a critical role in fostering learner motivation and enhancing 
their learning outcomes. First of all, SDT asserts that when learner autonomy is supported, it 
promotes engagement and persistence in students’ learning process (Reeve, 2009). Autonomy 
implies that in their studying, students’ autonomous actions happen because they are willing 
but not being forced to do so (Noels et al., 2019). Second, competence, defined as achievement 
and performance, brings students a sense of capability, leading to improved learning outcomes 
(Malmberg et al., 2015); e.g., if teacher feedback makes students feel that they are competent, 
they will sustain a high level of learner motivation (Vansteenkiste et al., 2006). Finally, 
relatedness emphasizes the importance of social connections, where positive relationships with 
classmates and teachers may strengthen students' motivation. In other words, when students 
feel autonomous, competent, and socially connected in their learning environment, they will be 
satisfied with their academic life, leading to better learning outcomes (Jang et al., 2010). 
Acquiring a new language is not a piece of cake except for gifted learners; accordingly, learning 
a foreign language, especially an international one, requires a certain degree of motivation 
(Tran, 2024; Le, 2023), especially intrinsic motivation - the strongest level of motivation 
continuum. Learning a new language is often challenging as learners tend to face obstacles like 
complex grammar rules, unfamiliar vocabulary, pronunciation, and so forth. Intrinsic 
motivation, driven by personal interest and enjoyment, is essential for overcoming these 
challenges (Gilakjani et al., 2012). Therefore, it is vital for teachers to have a nuanced 
understanding of learner motivation for effectively supporting their students through developed 
curricula and innovative teaching practices, with the purpose of contributing to more effective 
and meaningful language learning experiences (Vansteenkiste et al., 2023; Jang et al., 2010; 
Reeve, 2006). 
As aforementioned, SDT is a macro-theory for profoundly understanding learner motivation in 
education, specifically in ELT. Consequently, when it comes to learner motivation, it is 
inevitable to discuss the framework of SDT and how it has been applied in different studies. As 
the title of this paper says, the applicability of SDT was explored to find out its trends in 
research on ELT.  
This study is a part of the author’s PhD project, which explores EFL learner motivation under 
SDT. The aim of this review is to seek current trends in research on language learners’ 
motivation with the application of SDT. Hence, this systematic review synthesizes empirical 
studies and theoretical discussions in fifty related articles on the application of SDT in ELT, 
published between 2020 and 2024 to ensure the update of research works here and there in the 
academic world about the field. 

Literature review 
Overview of Self-Determination Theory (SDT) 
SDT focuses on enhancing individuals’ intrinsic motivation by meeting the needs for autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness. Once these BPNs have been satisfied, individuals will be 
intrinsically motivated,  feel well-being, and gain positive outcomes (Deci & Ryan, 2000). 
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Conversely, thwarted BPNs can lead to decreased motivation and negative outcomes (Leeming 
& Harris, 2022b).  
According to Ryan & Deci (2017), the authors of SDT, numerous studies in Asia, especially 
from Japan and China, have applied SDT to a wide range of areas, “from language learning to 
Internet use” (p.vii). A few many of those studies on motivation in language learning include 
Tanaka (2017), Noels et al. (2019), Oga-Baldwin & Fryer (2020), Oga-Baldwin & Nakata 
(2020), Alghazo (2021), Al-Hoorie et al. (2022), Liu & Oga-Baldwin (2022), Oga-Baldwin et 
al. (2022), Oga-Baldwin (2022), Oga-Baldwin & Hirosawa (2022),  Wang & Zhang (2022), 
Tanaka & Kutsuki (2023), David & Weinstein (2023), Zhang & Crawford (2024), Evans et al. 
(2024), and so forth. 
However, SDT goes beyond a simple dichotomy of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. It 
proposes a self-determination continuum (Ryan & Deci, 2017) with three orientations: (i) 
amotivation - a complete lack of motivation (Leeming & Harris, 2022b), (ii) extrinsic 
motivation - a spectrum ranging from externally regulated behaviors (driven by external 
rewards or pressures) to integrated regulation, where extrinsic rewards become aligned with 
personal values (Noels et al., 2019), and (iii) intrinsic motivation - the most autonomous and 
satisfying form of motivation, driven by enjoyment and interest in the activity itself (Deci & 
Ryan, 2000). 
This continuum, illustrated in Figure 1, highlights the internalization process. As individuals 
move from introjected regulation (doing something due to pressure but valuing it somewhat) 
towards identification (finding personal value in the activity) and finally integration (fully 
aligning the activity with personal goals), their motivation becomes increasingly autonomous 
and intrinsic (Noels et al., 2019). Understanding this process helps design interventions to foster 
intrinsic motivation and sustained engagement in goal-oriented activities (Schunk et al., 2014)  

 
Figure 1. Motivational orientations and the self-determination continuum (Noels et al., 2019, p.98) 

The Link between Self-Determination and Intrinsic Motivation 
The overarching idea of SDT is that the satisfaction of BPNs  contributes to intrinsic motivation, 
in which autonomy is the key element leading to self-determination (Ryan & Deci, 2017); that 
is to say, the more individuals are autonomous, the more self-determined they are.  
People have a sense of autonomy when they have control over their own choices and actions, 
i.e., they do not feel like being coerced or controlled by others. Autonomy enables people to set 
and pursue their goals based on their interests (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Moreover, autonomy also 
has a positive impact on the other two of the BPNs (competence and relatedness), e.g., when 
people feel autonomous, they tend to engage in activities that are helpful for their developing 
skills in particular and competence in general. Likewise, being autonomous helps people 
proactively connect with those around them in the same community or environment. This 
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fosters better relationships and gives them a sense of belonging or relatedness, not isolation or 
loneliness (Ryan & Deci, 2017). 
In other words, autonomy lies at the heart of SDT or is the central component (Ryan & Deci, 
2017), and it is also the core of the self-determination continuum. Accordingly, autonomy or 
self-determination exists along a spectrum with the motivation behind it, as in Figure 2.  

Satisfaction level of BPNs 

Least motivation   M                       Most motivation 
              

 Figure 2. Intrinsic Motivation in SDT 
Six Sub-Theories of SDT 
According to Ryan & Deci (2017), SDT is like an umbrella with six mini-theories under it. 
Each of them plays a role in supplementing and completing the grand theory: 
(i) Cognitive Evaluation Theory stresses intrinsic motivation, which means people learn new 

things through innate curiosity. In education, students are motivated to learn because of 
being naturally curious, i.e., they enjoy learning to develop themselves, not for rewards 
(Noels, 2018). 

(ii) Organismic Integration Theory states that motivation exists on a continuum, from 
amotivation to more internalized motivation, including five types: extrinsic, introjected, 
identified, integrated, and intrinsic motivation. In educational settings, the goal is to make 
students’ motivation more internalized, from the beginning of the motivation spectrum to its 
end – intrinsic motivation (the highest level of the continuum), leading them from learning 
for rewards to interest-based learning (Y. Tanaka & Kutsuki, 2023). 

(iii) Causality Orientations Theory refers to individual differences; i.e., learners orientate to 
tasks using three orientations: autonomous, control, and impersonal. This theory focuses 
on how students deal with tasks, whether they are autonomous or controlled (Al-Hoorie et 
al., 2022).  

(iv) Basic Psychological Needs Theory involves autonomy, competence, and relatedness. BPNs 
in education mean that if students have a sense of freedom (autonomy), feel capable 
(competence), and have connections with others (relatedness), they remain motivated in 
learning (Printer, 2021). 

(v) Goal Contents Theory refers to two types of goals: intrinsic and extrinsic goals. The former 
includes activities that contribute to individuals’ community, develop their potential, or 
build intimate relations; on the other hand, the latter involves activities that pursue fame 
and popularity, an attractive image, or a materialistic lifestyle (Vansteenkiste et al., 2023). 
In education, intrinsic goals involve personal growth, and extrinsic goals refer to rewards 
(Vansteenkiste et al., 2004). 

(vi) Relationships Motivation Theory focuses on relatedness. It explains how developing and 
sustaining relationships and feelings of belonging to groups are necessary conditions for 
psychological well-being. This theory, in education, stresses the significance of 
relationships in learning, e.g., positive relationships with peers and instructors are critical 
in enhancing learner motivation and learner satisfaction (Vandergrift, 2005; Jang et al., 
2010) .  

 

Self-determination continuum 
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History and Development of SDT 
Developed in the 1980s by Deci and Ryan, with foci on human motivation and personality 
development, SDT has evolved over the decades. Since its introduction in Deci & Ryan (1985) 
and its evolution in Deci & Ryan (2000) and Ryan & Deci (2017), the theory has been applied 
to different domains with numerous studies in terms of quantitative approach, qualitative 
research, and mixed methods.  
Researchers have been exploring SDT and its sub-theories through varied methods. Literature 
over the past two decades shows that experimental studies or quantitative research accounts for 
a high proportion, employing different scales or models (Noels et al., 2003; Tanaka, 2017; (Hu 
& Zhang, 2017); Leeming & Harris, 2022a; Sazegar et al., 2018; Wang & Wind, 2020; Someya 
& Honda, 2020; Alamer & Khateeb, 2021; Alamer & Alrabai, 2022; Liu & Oga-Baldwin, 2022; 
Phuong, 2022; Tanaka & Kutsuki, 2023; Alamer, 2023). Meanwhile, there have been few 
qualitative studies on SDT or its mini-theories (Barrett III, 2016; Raharja & Ashadi, 2019).  
Recently, SDT and its sub-theories have gained prominence for its application not only in health 
care, work, sport, and education in general but also in language learning in particular. In a word, 
SDT has a rich history, and over time, it has taken root and enormously and sustainably grown, 
especially in the context of language learning (Oga-Baldwin et al., 2022), as in Figure 3. 
 

 
Figure 3. SDT in education 

As regards SDT in language learning, in his article titled “Self-Determination Theory and 
Second Language Research: A Match for Many Reasons,” Ryan (2022), a co-developer of SDT, 
emphasizes that  SDT is a comprehensive theory of motivation and well-being, its application 
to language learning is “particularly promising” (p.2), and he recommends that despite the 
dominance of evidence from quantitative research over qualitative one, there should be more 
qualitative studies to “add nuance and specificity” (p.2) to applications and explanations; and 
that SDT relies on more research in different age groups, and cultures as it is “a self-critical 
approach” (p.2). 

A Framework of SDT 
According to Deci & Ryan (1985) and Ryan & Deci (2017), SDT is a macro-theory, hence a 
comprehensive framework, with a series of concepts: BPNs (autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness), self-determination, self-determination continuum, self-determined, motivation, 
intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation (external regulation, introjection, identification, and 
integration), motivation continuum, optimal functioning, performance, outcomes, goals, 
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persistence, well-being, etc., along with six sub-theories:  Cognitive Evaluation Theory, 
Organismic Integration Theory, Causality Orientations Theory, Basic Psychological Needs 
Theory, Goal Contents Theory, and Relationships Motivation Theory (See Appendix 1 for more 
details). 

Recent Studies on SDT in Education 

The recent studies on SDT in language learning were selected for analysis in the paper based 
on three criteria: (i) applying SDT in language learning or education (focusing on learner 
motivation), (ii) published between January 2020 – June 2024 (this paper was written in June 
2024), and (iii) published in prestigious journals. Specifically, most of the selected articles 
explore the relationship between motivation and language achievement. Many studies delve 
into the role of BPNs in language education, while several studies examine the impact of 
technology on language learning motivation. Some focus on motivation in specific cultural 
contexts, and some investigate the role of positive emotions in sustaining intrinsic motivation, 
as in Table 1.  

Table 1.  
The recent studies on SDT in education 

Area/Subject Number 
of Studies Studies  (%) 

English 
language 
learning 

40 

(Muñoz-Restrepo et al., 2020); (Papi & Hiver, 2020); 
(Schürmann et al., 2020); (Shelton-Strong & Mynard, 2020); 
(Shelton-Strong, 2020); (Shelton-Strong, 2022); (Yu, 2020); 
(Someya & Honda, 2020);  
(Alamer, 2021); (Alamer & Khateeb, 2021); (Chiu, 2021); 
(Howard et al., 2021); (Loh et al., 2021); (Printer, 2021); 
(Alamer et al., 2022); (Alamer, 2022a); (Alamer, 2022b); 
(Al-Hoorie et al., 2022); (Chiu et al., 2022); (Davis, 2022); 
(Jeon, 2022); (Lasalle & Hess, 2022); (Lim et al., 2022); 
(Leeming & Harris, 2022a); (Leeming & Harris, 2022b); 
(Liu & Oga-Baldwin, 2022); (Parrish & Vernon, 2022); 
(Mynard & Shelton-Strong, 2022a); 
(Mynard & Shelton-Strong, 2022b);  
(Alamer et al., 2023); (Burnell et al., 2023); (Tran, 2023); 
(Chapman et al., 2023); (David & Weinstein, 2023); 
(Tanaka & Kutsuki, 2023); (Wijaya, 2023) 
(Zeng & Fisher, 2023); 
(Dhiman et al., 2024);  
(Hendriks et al., 2024); (Nishimura, 2024)  

80 

French 
language 
learning 

2 
 
(Meristo, 2022); (Printer, 2023) 
 

4 

AI in 
education 2 (Xia et al., 2022); (Chiu, 2024) 4 

Education in 
general 6 

(Alamri et al., 2020); (Robinson, 2022); 
(Ryan & Deci, 2020); (Wang & Wind, 2020); 
(Evans et al., 2024); (Urhahne & Wijnia, 2023) 

12 

Total 50  100 
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Research Questions  
To reach the aim of the study, the systematic review was seeking to find out the answers to the 
following research questions:  

1. What are the emerging themes in the selected articles on SDT in education? 

2. What are the overarching trends in research on SDT in ELT? 

 

Methods 

Research design 
The purpose of this paper is to identify research trends in applying SDT in ELT by analyzing 
the contents of selected articles. Specific words for phrases in texts are counted and analyzed 
to see frequencies and themes, and the meaning behind them. Hence, an appropriate approach 
to conduct this study is content analysis (Mazov et al., 2020).  
The aim of content analysis is “to provide knowledge and understanding of the phenomenon 
under study” (Downe-Wamboldt, 1992, p.314). This study focuses on analyzing texts from the 
selected articles to identify and categorize themes through frequency counts and percentages of 
occurrence and then discussing the meanings behind them. 
In this paper, content analysis was employed to uncover “underlying meanings of the words or 
the content” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p.1284); i.e., it is usually used to identify themes, hence 
find out research trends from a cluster of articles (Donthu et al., 2021). When applying a content 
analysis, a study “starts with keywords which are identified before and during the data analysis, 
and derived from the interest of the researcher or review of the literature” (Hsieh & Shannon, 
2005, p.1286).  
Data collection  
In this study, the data was collected from searching journal articles based on the search terms 
‘self-determination theory’ and ‘learner motivation’ using these triggers:  
(i) Search terms: “self-determination theory” AND “learner motivation”; “self-determination 
theory” AND “EFL learner” 

(ii) Years of publication: 2020, 2021, 2022, 2023, 2024 
(iii) Prestigious publishers 

(iv) Search engine: Google Scholar 
When entering these search terms into the search engine of Google Scholar, all dark keywords 
(appearing in the search results) associated with these terms were considered, along with years 
of publication (between 2000 and 2024) and prestigious publishers. The search terms were 
observed in four places of each article: (i) the title of the article, (ii) its abstract, (iii) the authors’ 
keywords, and (iv) the full text. The search results showed more than fifty appropriate articles, 
but some were taken off due to their incomplete contents as needed. Finally, the number of 
observed articles was fifty, as listed in Table 1 above. 
The information synthesized from the articles was arranged into a table and categorized into 
topics, namely articles’ titles, authors’ keywords, methods used in those studies, their findings, 
implications, and directions or suggestions for future research. 
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Data analysis 
Content analysis is an appropriate approach for both primary data (Brown et al., 2020; 
Champion et al., 2019) and secondary data (Edling et al., 2022; Kiptinness & Kiwanuka-Tondo, 
2019; Lee et al., 2021; Schaaf et al., 2022) from journal articles (Edling et al., 2022; Schaaf et 
al., 2022), newspaper articles  (Kiptinness & Kiwanuka-Tondo, 2019), to professional 
documents (Lee et al., 2021), etc.  
In this paper, the data analysis focuses on identifying research trends on SDT in education, 
focusing on learner motivation, from a cluster of fifty articles. This process complies with the 
procedure for a content analysis approach, basically encompassing two main steps: (i) counting 
key terms of interest and (ii) coding to themes. Nonetheless, it can be flexible depending on the 
aim of a specific study (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Accordingly, based on the aforementioned 
objectives of the research, the data analysis follows a five-step procedure: 
Step 1: Summarize the key information from the selected articles and arrange it into a table (See 
Appendix 2 for more detail) by authors and year of publication, research topics, methods, results, 
and directions for future research.  

Step 2: Count repetitive keywords (authors’ keywords under the abstracts of all the articles) to 
identify their frequency by using a word cloud tool (available and accessible on the Internet) 

Step 3: Analyze and synthesize the articles' contents based on key information from steps 1 and 2.  

Step 4: Group the commonalities of the selected articles into themes. 

Step 5: Code the themes to trends. 

One or two of the steps above can be removed based on the specific research aim, but the 
procedure generally stays the same for this kind of analysis. 

 

Findings and Discussion 
The findings from a summative content analysis reveal critical information about the fifty 
selected articles, categorized into frequencies, themes, and trends.  
Frequencies refer to the number of times a specific word, phrase, concept, or category appears 
within the data being analyzed (Krippendorf, 2013; Neuendorf, 2002; Vaismoradi et al., 2013), 
and here in this study, they are from counting the number of repeated words in the article 
authors’ keywords (frequency of authors’ keywords) and methods utilized in their studies 
(frequency of the methods employed).  
Themes are recurring ideas in the data related to the research questions, which provide key 
messages or insights that emerge from the qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Maguire & 
Dundalk, 2014). In this research, the themes are identified by the core contents of an article, 
such as authors’ keywords, findings, implications, authors' suggestions for further research, and 
new relevant themes or noteworthy themes (beyond what needs to be explored). 
Trends in this study refer to recurrent patterns in the data across the fifty articles published 
between 2020 and 2024. Specifically, trends focus on research topics based on the article titles 
and the generalized themes in applying SDT in researching education in general and ELT in 
particular. 
The results based on a summative content analysis of the fifty selected articles are arranged 
according to the order of the contents of a typical article format, as follows: 
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(i) Trends in research topics 
(ii)  Frequency and themes in authors’ keywords 

(iii)  Frequency of the methods employed  
(iv)  Themes in the findings  

(v)  Themes in the authors’ implications  
(vi)  Themes in authors' suggestions for further research 

(vii)   New relevant themes or noteworthy themes 
In addition, the results also include an overview of the commonalities of the selected articles at 
the beginning and a summary of trends in research on SDT in education and ELT in the end. 
Commonalities of the fifty selected articles 
The selected articles discuss various aspects of Self-Determination Theory (SDT), focusing on 
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, psychological needs satisfaction, and their influence on 
learning outcomes. The use of Technology in Education also accounts for a significant number 
of studies that examine the role of technology, including mobile-assisted language learning 
(MALL), digital game-based learning, adaptive learning systems, and AI-based tools in 
enhancing learning experiences and motivation. Furthermore, motivation and engagement are 
the recurring themes of student motivation, its measurement, and the factors that enhance or 
hinder it, and they are prevalent across many studies, which show how SDT influences student 
motivation and engagement in different learning environments. 
Additionally, the fifty articles point out that SDT has been applied to teaching and learning in 
a wide variety of educational contexts, ranging from primary to higher education and in many 
different countries in the world, as shown in Table 2. Its applicability has been growing so much 
that Oga-Baldwin et al. (2022) emphasize its development with the phrase “taking root.” In 
fact, the contents of the above fifty articles show that SDT has increasingly appeared in 
education, especially in language teaching and learning. 
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Table 2.  
The popularity of SDT’s application on an international scale 

Countries Studies Continents 
Japan 10 Asia 
Saudi Arabia 8 Asia 
UK 6 Europe 
USA 5 America 
Australia 4 Australia/Oceania 
Hong Kong 4 Asia 
Germany 3 Europe 
Canada 1 America 
China 1 Asia 
Colombia 1 America 
Estonia 1 Europe 
Greece 1 Europe 
Indonesia 1 Asia 
Korea 1 Asia 
Singapore 1 Asia 
The Netherlands 1 Europe 
Vietnam 1 Asia 
 Total 50  

Trends in the research topics 
The titles of the fifty articles together signify trends in research on SDT in the early 2020s, as 
shown in Table 3. This implies that there is significant potential for conducting studies on 
learner motivation within the SDT framework, particularly in language learning and in 
education in general. 

Table 3.  
Trends in the fifty research topics 

No. Trends  Detail 

1 Increased use of 
SDT 

Increasing use of SDT in different educational contexts, 
especially language learning 

2 Focus on technology Rising interest in digital tools to boost motivation and learning 

3 Psychological needs  
and well-being 

Greater focus on student psychological well-being to improve 
learning outcomes 

4 
Intrinsic  
vs. extrinsic 
motivation 

Ongoing exploration of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation in 
education, especially in language learning 

5 Diverse educational 
contexts 

Expanding research into cultural and linguistic settings for a 
global view on motivation 
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Frequency of authors’ keywords  
The authors’ keywords (under each abstract) of the fifty articles also reveal some commonalities 
in terms of word frequency. Figure 4 manifests the most frequent words throughout the articles. 
The larger and bolder the word is, the more frequently it represents the text data. The biggest 
word means the most important word or the core term, with the highest frequency in the 
observed articles. This picture was generated by a word cloud tool1  based on the frequency and 
relevance of the authors’ keywords.  
This visual overview indicates that the commonalities of the fifty selected articles converge in 
seven themes arranged in the order of frequency, such as self-determination theory (the biggest 
and boldest), motivation, BPNs, well-being, intrinsic motivation, ESEM, and MALL. This 
provides insights into trends in research on learner motivation under SDT, unveiling various 
ideas for future studies on learner motivation with a new approach to theories of motivation: 
SDT. 

 
Figure 4. Word cloud based on the keywords from the fifty articles 

 

Themes in authors’ keywords 
Through the frequency of authors’ keywords in Figure 4, several key themes are unveiled, as 
shown in Table 5. These themes indicate the importance of studying learner motivation, 
especially intrinsic motivation, by employing SDT to gain a nuanced understanding of how 
learners achieve well-being through satisfying their BPNs. Moreover, validating factors 
affecting learner motivation using models like ESEM and MALL in different teaching and 
learning contexts is also highly promising for future research on the applicability of SDT in 
ELT. 

 
 

 

 
1 https://wordcloud.ahaslides.com/iframe.html 
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Table 5.  
Themes in  the authors’ keywords in the fifty research topics 

No. Theme Message 

1 
Self-determination 
theory (SDT) 

SDT is the most recurring theme, highlighting its importance in the 
context of motivation, language learning, and educational research. 

2 Motivation 
Motivation is another key theme, frequently mentioned alongside 
SDT, indicating a strong focus on understanding and enhancing 
motivators in learning environments. 

3 BPNs Many studies centralize the importance of fulfilling BPNs (autonomy, 
competence, relatedness). 

4 Well-being Well-being underscores the importance of holistic learner support. 

5 Intrinsic motivation Intrinsic motivation is strongly related to better learning outcomes 
compared to extrinsic motivation. 

6 
Exploratory 
structural equation 
modeling (ESEM) 

ESEM is prominent in methodological approaches, reflecting the 
importance of robust statistical techniques in educational research. 

7 
Mobile-assisted 
language learning 
(MALL) 

MALL emphasizes the application of theories and methods in language 
acquisition and technology-assisted learning contexts. 

Frequency of the methods employed  
As Table 6 shows, quantitative methods have been employed most (58%), and mixed methods 
are in second place, with 22%. This is a commonality or a trend in using more quantitative and 
mixed methods than qualitative approaches when conducting research on learner motivation.  
Table 6.   

Frequency of methods used in the fifty articles 
Research Method Number of Studies (%) 
Quantitative 29 58 
Qualitative 10 20 
Mixed Methods 11 22 
Total 50 100 

 

Themes in findings 
The findings of the fifty articles have five things in common. First, the results indicate that SDT-
based interventions positively impact motivation and learning outcomes. Second, there is 
strong evidence supporting the role of BPNs in fostering motivation; in fact, satisfying BPNs is 
crucial for sustained motivation. In addition, digital tools like WhatsApp and Duolingo can 
effectively enhance motivation and reduce anxiety in language learners. Moreover, autonomy-
supportive environments have a positive impact on learner motivation. Last but not least, 
intrinsic motivation plays a crucial role in leading to better learning outcomes.  

Themes in authors’ implications  
The implications of the selected articles specify some common things, such as educational 
interventions, teacher training, technology integration, and policy development. The first 
suggestion refers to designing and implementing interventions based on SDT to enhance learner 
motivation, especially intrinsic motivation. The second implication encourages training 
educators to apply SDT principles in their teaching practices to foster student motivation. For 
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example, identifying effective strategies to elevate motivation and learning outcomes is a key 
objective. Next, the authors of the articles also recommend that there should be guidelines for 
the effective use of technology to boost learner motivation and academic achievements. Finally, 
the implications also provide policymakers with insights into the importance of supporting 
BPNs in educational settings. 
Themes in suggestions for further research 
Technology integration, longitudinal studies, cross-cultural validation, intervention studies, 
and integrated approaches are prevalent directions for further or future research. Regarding the 
first theme, further investigation should be conducted into different digital tools and their 
impacts on motivation and learning outcomes. Plus, more longitudinal research should be 
carried out to understand how motivation and learning outcomes evolve over time; in a word, 
there needs to be more long-term studies to understand or track changes in motivation over 
time.  
Furthermore, it is essential for researchers to validate SDT-based scales and findings across 
different cultural contexts. In connection with intervention studies, developing and testing 
targeted interventions to enhance intrinsic motivation and address extrinsic motivators are 
promoted. Additionally, studies on integrating SDT with other motivational theories and 
educational frameworks are indispensable. 

New relevant themes or noteworthy themes 
In addition to the aforementioned common themes, the selected articles disclose new relevant 
or noteworthy themes, such as AI integration in education, gamification, and frustration of 
psychological needs. As for the first one, using AI tools like ChatGPT to support self-regulated 
learning and motivation is an emerging area of interest among some selected articles. Similarly, 
an emerging interest in applying SDT in education is using gamification based on SDT 
principles to boost motivation. Plus, the satisfaction of learners’ BPNs was mentioned, but 
psychological needs frustration is a new relevant theme that implies the significance of 
understanding how the frustration of psychological needs influences learner motivation.  
Recent trends in research on SDT in modern education reveal several key foci, such as emphasis 
on motivation, technology integration, adaptive learning, student well-being, and motivational 
theories.  
As a matter of fact, there has been more investigation into how intrinsic and extrinsic motivation 
affects learner motivation and learning outcomes using different theoretical frameworks, 
particularly SDT. Additionally, research into how emerging technologies like AI, mobile apps, 
and digital game-based learning can enhance educational practices. Essentially, studies on the 
effectiveness of these technologies in various educational settings, from K-12 to higher 
education, have been conducted to enhance learning outcomes and student engagement. 
Another trend in research on SDT in education is an exploration of adaptive learning systems 
and their potential to personalize education to understand and promote student well-being. 
Finally, the applicability of motivational theories, particularly self-determination theory, has 
been constantly applied and tested to explain student behavior and outcomes.  
In short, these trends convey insightful messages of conducting more research on how to 
support students by creating innovative learning environments that improve motivational 
strategies to satisfy their BPNs, thereby amplifying their intrinsic motivation. This leads to 
student well-being and effective learning outcomes, which are the ultimate goals in any 
educational discipline. 
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Trends in research on SDT in ELT 
In modern educational research and practice, a growing trend in applying SDT in ELT research 
focuses on the increased use of technology like MALL apps or digital tools (e.g., WhatsApp, 
Duolingo) to motivate learners and improve language acquisition, especially outside traditional 
classroom settings. Moreover, there is a growing interest in investigating the impact of digital 
tools on learner motivation and language learning through SDT. 
Another trend in ELT research is psychological support in language learning.  Studies 
increasingly center on understanding and supporting learners’ psychological needs. 
Specifically, there is more investigation into the role of advising and psychological support in 
enhancing language learner well-being; indeed, the importance of BPNs in fostering language 
learner motivation is frequently highlighted. Take autonomy-supportive strategies, for example. 
Designing autonomy-supportive learning environments to enhance intrinsic motivation is 
progressively emphasized. 
Intrinsic motivation is also one of the key trends in ELT research. Recent literature indicates 
that various studies have been conducted to explore how intrinsic motivation can be fostered 
through diverse interventions, as well as its impact on language learning outcomes. Notably, 
motivational strategies have been developed to strengthen L2 motivation by combining SDT 
and other motivational frameworks to examine specific motivational factors (autonomy, 
competence, and relatedness) that impact English language learners. 
What’s more, validation of SDT constructs manifests in numerous studies that focus on 
validating different SDT-based scales and tools used to measure motivation and psychological 
constructs in language learning. In other words, using these validated tools to assess the 
effectiveness of different teaching strategies and technologies demonstrates ongoing efforts to 
develop and validate surveys and instruments to measure motivation in English language 
learning more effectively. The final key trend in applying SDT in ELT is longitudinal and cross-
cultural studies. Researchers emphasize the need for longitudinal and cross-cultural studies to 
validate and extend findings across different contexts.  
Furthermore, validation of SDT constructs is evident in numerous studies focusing on 
validating different SDT-based scales and tools used to measure motivation and psychological 
constructs in language learning. In other words, using these validated tools to assess the 
effectiveness of different teaching strategies and technologies demonstrates ongoing efforts to 
develop and validate surveys and instruments to measure motivation in English language 
learning more effectively. The final key trend in applying SDT in ELT is the emphasis on 
longitudinal and cross-cultural studies. In fact, researchers are highlighting the need for such 
studies to validate and extend findings across different contexts. 
In a nutshell, the fifty articles highlight specific trends in research on SDT in ELT, indicating 
significant potential for further exploration of learner motivation in ELT. 
 

Conclusion 
The findings reveal commonalities, prevalent themes, and specific trends across the fifty 
articles published in the early 2020s (between January 2020 and June 2024), providing insights 
into the applicability of SDT in education, particularly in language learning. 
The trends found in the fifty selected articles on SDT and learner motivation reveal ideas for 
future research. First, intrinsic motivation, related to the satisfaction of BPNs, has a strong 
impact on learning outcomes, which are the core issue of each syllabus in educational programs. 
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This implies ideas for educators and policymakers in curriculum development.  
Second, there is less evidence from qualitative studies on learner motivation compared to 
quantitative research (Ryan, 2022). This suggests there should be more research employing 
qualitative methods to gain a deeper understanding of learner motivation in education in general 
and in language learning in particular. When learner motivation is completely explored, there 
may be more innovative ideas for improving educational programs, teaching methods, etc.  
In addition, technology-integrated teaching approaches that enhance students’ motivation 
should receive more attention in the Vietnamese context. This suggests more studies on 
technology integration in teaching and learning under SDT, which seems to be new in the 
educational contexts of Vietnam. 
The themes and trends found in this study are limited to the number of articles on SDT and 
language learner motivation published between January 2020 and June 2024. A research trend 
is the collective focus of researchers on a specific topic within a field in a specific period of 
time, characterized by a sustained increase in research activity on that topic (Mazov et al., 
2020). Accordingly, upcoming articles on SDT in ELT should be continuously tracked to 
determine the extent to which these trends change over time.  
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APPENDICES 
Appendix 1: SDT’s framework 

 

Concepts Explanations/Examples 

BPNs 

autonomy  The need to feel in control of one’s own choices. 

competence  The need to feel capable and effective in learning. 

relatedness The need to feel connected to others in the class. 

Self-determination 

self-determination 
(SD) 

Students feeling they can make choices about their learning (sense of self-
determination) are more engaged and committed.  

self-determination 
continuum 

A range of SD, from least SD to highest SD 

self-determined Students want to do extra reading because they love the topic, not because they 
are told or forced to. 

Motivation 

motivation The reasons why students join learning activities fully manifest on a continuum or 
spectrum. 

intrinsic motivation Students learn English for the fun of it, not for rewards or punishment avoidance. 

extrinsic motivation  Motivation by external rewards or avoiding negative consequences 

external regulation Students study to get good grades or avoid being punished. 

introjection Students learn English as they feel they “should” to please their parents. 

identification Students learn English because they see it as important for their future careers. 

integration The highest level of extrinsic motivation, where students see the value of activities 
or tasks in the classroom 

motivation 
continuum 

A motivation spectrum, from amotivation to being fully intrinsically motivated, 
shows how people’s motivation changes over time, depending on endogenous and 
exogenous factors . 

Other concepts 

optimal functioning Students feel energetic and focused in class, participating in tasks with 
enthusiasm. 
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performance How well a student completes a task or test.  

outcomes After a course, students’ learning outcomes manifest in grades and how improved 
their knowledge and skills are. 

goals Students set a goal to improve their scores on school subjects by 10 points. 

persistence Students continue working on a difficult project or task despite facing setbacks. 

well-being Sense of happiness and satisfaction 

Sub-theories 

Cognitive 
Evaluation Theory 

Foci are how external factors (rewards, praise, or positive feedback) can either 
support or hinder intrinsic motivation. 

Organismic 
Integration Theory 

Students at first do homework just to avoid punishment, but later, with their 
awareness, they do it as they see its long-term value for their future. 

 

 

Causality 
Orientations Theory 

Describing different personality types based on motivation: (i) autonomous 
orientation (personal interest), (ii) controlled orientation (external demands, (iii) 
impersonal orientation (students feel they have little control over their study). 
Example: Autonomous students are often curious and explore topics proactively. 
Controlled students might only focus on what is needed to pass exams. 

Basic 
Psychological 
Needs Theory  

When students’ needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness are satisfied, 
they are more motivated and mentally healthy since they help them to thrive. 
Example: A school environment giving students freedom of choice (autonomy), 
positive feedback from teachers (competence), and a sense of class or school 
community (relatedness) will help them succeed and lead to well-being. 

Goal Contents 
Theory 

Distinguishing  intrinsic goals (personal growth, relationships) and extrinsic goals 
(money, fame) 

Intrinsic goals lead to better motivation and well-being. 

Relationships 
Motivation Theory 

Students feeling close to their teacher and classmates in terms of supportive 
relationships may be more engaged in schoolwork because these positive 
relationships help boost or foster their intrinsic motivation. 
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Appendix 2: Table for summarizing the articles 
 

Article Author(s) 
(Year) 

Topic  Keywords Methods  Results/ 

Findings 

Limitations Suggestions for 
further research 

1        

2        
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