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Abstract
English-medium instruction (EMI) presents students with intertwined disciplinary, linguistic, and participatory demands. This critical, conceptually oriented literature review examines how learner autonomy and classroom engagement are defined, what existing evidence supports their association, and how their potential relationship can be understood through Self-Determination Theory, Sociocultural Theory, and constructivist approaches. An explicit interpretive review protocol distinguishes foundational conceptual scholarship from empirical EMI research and considers the transferability of findings across educational settings. Studies from Vietnam illustrate linguistic and participation challenges, while recent evidence suggests that engagement dimensions may relate differently to students’ experiences. The proposed framework treats links among teacher autonomy support, learner autonomy, motivational processes, and behavioral, emotional, cognitive, and agentic engagement as theoretically plausible propositions rather than established causal pathways. The review identifies conceptual, contextual, and methodological limitations and proposes a research agenda emphasizing longitudinal, mixed-methods, and context-sensitive investigation.
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1. Introduction
English-medium instruction (EMI), commonly understood as teaching academic subjects through English in settings where English is not the majority first language, has expanded alongside higher-education internationalization (Dearden, 2015; Macaro et al., 2018). Yet the adoption of English does not by itself ensure access to disciplinary knowledge or equitable classroom participation. EMI learners must negotiate subject content, specialized terminology, and opportunities to contribute in an additional language. Such demands make the learning environment and students’ strategic responses worthy of investigation.
Learner autonomy concerns learners’ capacity to take responsibility for decisions about learning (Holec, 1981; Benson, 2013). Classroom engagement encompasses behavioral, emotional, and cognitive involvement (Fredricks et al., 2004), alongside students’ constructive contributions to instruction, or agentic engagement (Reeve & Tseng, 2011). These constructs are conceptually related but not interchangeable: an autonomous learner may be reluctant to speak, and an active participant may have limited control over learning decisions.
The review addresses four questions: (1) How are learner autonomy and classroom engagement conceptualized in relation to EMI? (2) What empirical evidence is available for their association, particularly in Vietnamese higher education? (3) What explanatory contributions and limitations arise from motivational, sociocultural, and constructivist perspectives? (4) Which testable propositions and pedagogical implications follow?
2. Review Approach and Scope
This article uses a purposive narrative literature review with critical thematic synthesis to develop and qualify a conceptual account of learner autonomy and classroom engagement in English-medium instruction (EMI). It is not a systematic review or meta-analysis. The examined corpus combines foundational theoretical publications (1978–2013) with selected EMI-related studies available up to October 2026. The purpose is to compare concepts and assess the transferability of evidence, rather than to estimate the prevalence or pooled magnitude of relationships.
Literature identification and selection. The corpus consists of the works cited in the manuscript, selected for direct relevance to the review questions and checked against bibliographic records during revision. The organizing concepts were “English-medium instruction”/“EMI,” “learner autonomy,” “self-regulated learning,” “student/classroom engagement,” “agentic engagement,” “autonomy support,” and “Vietnam”/“higher education.” These terms describe the scope of the literature considered; they are not presented as a retrospectively reconstructed database search string. Sources were retained when they (a) defined a central construct, (b) supplied a theoretical explanation of a proposed pathway, (c) reported empirical findings on EMI learning conditions or engagement, or (d) provided Vietnam-specific contextual evidence. Publications outside these purposes, and studies whose findings could not be meaningfully related to the review questions, were not used to substantiate the framework. Foundational theoretical works were retained regardless of publication date; the empirical discussion prioritizes higher-education EMI studies while identifying evidence drawn from other educational levels. No auditable log of database queries, search dates, records retrieved, duplicates, or screening exclusions exists. Consequently, this review does not claim a comprehensive search of Scopus, Web of Science, ERIC, or Google Scholar, and no screening counts are reported.
Critical appraisal and synthesis. The cited studies were compared narratively by setting, population, design, construct definitions, measures, and the match between reported results and the claims made here. Direct empirical evidence from Vietnamese universities was distinguished from EMI evidence elsewhere, from secondary reviews, and from broader motivational or engagement theory. Claims were then grouped into four themes: (1) EMI learning conditions, (2) learner autonomy and self-regulation, (3) behavioral, emotional, cognitive, and agentic engagement, and (4) possible directional links between these constructs. Sections 3.4 and 3.7 present this evidence-to-claim assessment and explicitly label the reciprocal pathway as a proposition requiring longitudinal testing. This is a qualitative, author-led interpretive appraisal; no standardized risk-of-bias tool, independent dual screening, formal quality scores, or meta-analysis was undertaken. Its purposive scope limits reproducibility and generalizability.
3. Critical Literature Review
3.1. EMI as a pedagogical and linguistic context
EMI policy is often associated with internationalization, but classroom outcomes depend on more than the medium of instruction (Macaro et al., 2018). In a Japanese university EMI business program, Rose et al. (2020) found that English proficiency and academic language skills were significant predictors of course performance; the motivation measure did not predict grades. These findings caution against portraying autonomous strategy use or motivation as substitutes for language proficiency. Rather, linguistic support and opportunities for strategic learning may be complementary.
Vietnamese studies add important contextual specificity. Ngo and Ho (2024), drawing on focus groups with 24 students at a regional university, reported difficulties with lecture comprehension, specialized vocabulary, and motivation. Tuan and Lan (2024) likewise documented challenges with materials, lectures, examinations, and classroom discussion among 120 EMI students at a public university in the Mekong Delta. Such studies demonstrate difficulties in particular institutional contexts; they do not establish their prevalence across all Vietnamese universities.
3.2. Learner autonomy and self-regulation
Holec (1981) defines autonomy in terms of taking charge of learning; Little (1991) emphasizes reflection and interdependence, while Benson (2013) situates autonomy within the capacity to exercise control over learning. Self-regulated learning, by comparison, foregrounds cyclical processes of goal-setting, monitoring, strategic action, and reflection (Zimmerman, 2002). The concepts overlap, but self-regulatory behaviors should not automatically be interpreted as evidence of perceived choice or learner agency. In EMI, preparatory reading, terminology review, and help-seeking are plausible manifestations of strategic learning, although their relation to engagement requires direct measurement.
3.3. Classroom engagement and its measurement
Fredricks et al. (2004) distinguish behavioral participation, emotional connection, and cognitive investment. Reeve and Tseng (2011) add agentic engagement, defined by students’ constructive attempts to shape the instruction they receive. These distinctions are especially relevant when verbal participation in English may be constrained by confidence, proficiency, or classroom norms. Silence cannot automatically be equated with disengagement; likewise, visible participation alone does not demonstrate deep cognitive engagement. Reeve (2013) further demonstrated in a longitudinal middle-school sample that agentic engagement predicted subsequent perceived autonomy support; this is relevant indirect evidence for student-to-environment feedback, not a test of learner autonomy in university EMI.
In a mixed-methods study at one Vietnamese private university, Pham et al. (2026) investigated 150 undergraduates and interviewed 10 students. Emotional and agentic engagement were statistically associated with student satisfaction in their analysis, whereas behavioral and cognitive engagement were not significant predictors. The outcome was satisfaction, not achievement or autonomy; therefore, the findings support differentiated attention to engagement dimensions but do not demonstrate a reciprocal autonomy–engagement relationship.
3.4. What is known about the autonomy–engagement relationship?
A plausible forward pathway is that autonomous planning and self-monitoring help learners prepare for demanding EMI tasks, thereby potentially enabling cognitive engagement and more confident contributions. However, the studies discussed above do not directly test this pathway across autonomy and all four engagement dimensions. A plausible reverse pathway is that constructive participation, dialogue, and feedback provide opportunities to develop self-regulation and perceived agency. This possibility is theoretically consistent with sociocultural accounts but remains a proposition requiring longitudinal evidence in EMI. Reeve (2013) provides longitudinal evidence that agentic engagement can precede changes in perceived autonomy support in a non-EMI school context; it does not establish bidirectional effects between learner autonomy and engagement in EMI higher education.
The distinction between contextual and direct evidence is essential. Pun and Thomas (2020) studied secondary-school EMI science teachers in Hong Kong and documented instructional challenges and coping strategies, including first-language use. Their findings inform the design of supportive EMI environments but cannot establish relationships between autonomy and engagement among Vietnamese university students. More broadly, associations observed in cross-sectional data should not be interpreted as temporal or causal effects.
3.5. Complementary theoretical explanations
Self-Determination Theory (SDT) distinguishes the psychological needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Autonomy-supportive teaching may foster perceived choice and internalized motivation, but autonomy as a psychological need should not be conflated with learner autonomy as the capacity to manage learning. SDT therefore supplies a potential motivational mechanism rather than direct evidence of the proposed EMI model.
Sociocultural Theory explains how regulation and participation can develop through socially mediated activity, guidance, and subsequent internalization (Vygotsky, 1978). It helps explain why teacher scaffolding and peer collaboration need not contradict learner autonomy. Constructivist accounts emphasize active meaning-making through inquiry and dialogue (Bruner, 1996). These perspectives complement SDT, although integrating them conceptually does not establish that their proposed mechanisms operate simultaneously or uniformly in all EMI settings.
3.6. Gaps and limitations of the evidence
First, autonomy, perceived autonomy support, self-regulation, motivation, and engagement are sometimes treated as interchangeable, creating construct-validity risks. Second, evidence drawn from different countries, educational levels, disciplines, and outcome measures cannot be transferred uncritically to Vietnamese higher education. Third, available studies more often describe challenges, outcomes, or isolated learner characteristics than measure the proposed reciprocal pathway directly. Fourth, causal ordering and possible confounders—including English proficiency, prior achievement, discipline, teacher practices, and institutional resources—remain unresolved. Finally, recommendations about pedagogy often extend beyond what intervention studies in EMI have established.
3.7. Evidence-to-claim mapping and limits of inference
Vietnam-specific contextual evidence: Ngo and Ho (2024) and Tuan and Lan (2024) describe difficulties experienced by students in particular Vietnamese EMI institutions. These studies justify attention to language demands and support needs, not a nationwide prevalence claim or a tested autonomy–engagement mechanism.
Vietnam-specific engagement evidence: Pham et al. (2026) examine engagement dimensions and student satisfaction in one university. Their results differentiate engagement outcomes but do not measure learner autonomy, change over time, or reciprocal effects.
Broader higher-education EMI evidence: Rose et al. (2020) link proficiency and academic-language skills to achievement in one Japanese setting; the findings caution against treating motivation or autonomy as sufficient substitutes for language competence. They do not test the reciprocal framework.
Indirect or theoretical support: Reeve and Tseng (2011), Reeve (2013), Deci and Ryan (2000), and Vygotsky (1978) inform the constructs and plausible pathways. Pun and Thomas (2020) offer school-level EMI teacher perspectives. None directly establishes bidirectional effects among Vietnamese EMI undergraduates.
Overall inference: A prospective autonomy-to-engagement pathway and an engagement-to-autonomy pathway are both theoretically defensible, but their direction, magnitude, and context dependence remain unverified. Testing requires repeated measures, validated distinct scales, controls for English proficiency and prior achievement, and ideally classroom-level intervention or longitudinal designs.
4. Proposed Conceptual Framework
[image: ]Hypothesized feedback: agentic participation, dialogue, and formative feedback ↝ subsequent learner autonomy and self-regulatory capacity. English proficiency, disciplinary demands, classroom norms, and institutional support may moderate these links.
The diagram is deliberately framed as a set of propositions rather than a confirmed sequence. 
· Proposition 1: autonomy-supportive teaching is positively associated with perceived need satisfaction and learner autonomy after accounting for language proficiency. 
· Proposition 2: self-regulatory learning practices are associated with cognitive and agentic engagement, potentially through task preparedness. 
· Proposition 3: engagement and autonomy may predict each other over time, conditional on supportive interaction. 
· Proposition 4: the magnitude and direction of these associations vary by disciplinary and institutional context. Each proposition is open to falsification.
5. Discussion and Pedagogical Implications
The synthesis supports a cautious interpretation: autonomy and engagement offer complementary lenses for examining EMI learning, but their reciprocal influence has not been demonstrated by the evidence assembled here. EMI instructors might combine pre-class vocabulary preparation, explicit learning goals, structured choices, collaborative discussion, and formative feedback. Such practices are theoretically aligned with autonomy support and scaffolded participation, but their effectiveness for increasing specific engagement dimensions should be evaluated rather than assumed.
For Vietnamese universities, differentiated linguistic support is especially important given documented comprehension and participation difficulties (Ngo & Ho, 2024; Tuan & Lan, 2024). Teachers could offer multiple routes for participation, including written questions and small-group rehearsal before whole-class discussion, while avoiding the assumption that students who speak less are less engaged. Institutions could evaluate these approaches using student reports, observation, and performance indicators alongside teacher development.
6. Future Research Agenda
A priority is longitudinal research measuring autonomy, self-regulation, perceived need satisfaction, and all four engagement dimensions at multiple time points. Cross-lagged or other longitudinal models, interpreted cautiously, could investigate temporal ordering; intervention studies with appropriate comparison groups would offer stronger causal tests. Mixed-methods research could explore how students interpret choice, language difficulty, and opportunities to influence instruction. Comparative work across Vietnamese public and private universities and disciplines should test whether mechanisms vary with English proficiency, assessment practices, and classroom culture. Researchers should report validated instruments, measurement equivalence where relevant, and competing explanations rather than assuming that a single universal pathway applies.
7. Conclusion
Learner autonomy and classroom engagement are conceptually connected but analytically distinct. Existing EMI research demonstrates the importance of language-related barriers and differentiated engagement experiences, while direct evidence for a bidirectional autonomy–engagement relationship remains limited. Bringing SDT, Sociocultural Theory, and constructivist perspectives into dialogue yields a researchable framework, not a causal finding. The contribution of this review is therefore to clarify constructs, qualify evidence, and specify propositions for rigorous investigation in Vietnamese and other EMI higher-education settings.
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Figure 1. Conceptual propositions linking instructional conditions, learner autonomy, motivation, and engagement in EMI
(proposed; not empirically validated).
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