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Abstract: This conceptual review critically examines instructional strategies that may support learner autonomy in English-medium instruction (EMI), with particular attention to Vietnamese higher education. A purposive narrative synthesis of foundational theory, EMI research and context-relevant Vietnamese studies is used to compare autonomy-supportive teaching, collaborative scaffolding, project- and problem-based learning, formative assessment and digital support. The review distinguishes evidence from EMI settings from findings in adjacent English-as-a-foreign-language (EFL) and general education contexts. Self-Determination Theory, sociocultural theory and constructivist perspectives inform a provisional framework connecting instructional conditions, psychological need satisfaction, motivation, learner autonomy, engagement and potential learning outcomes. These pathways are propositions rather than demonstrated causal effects in Vietnamese EMI. Implications for research and cautious pedagogical adaptation are discussed.
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1. Introduction
English-medium instruction (EMI), broadly understood as the teaching of academic subjects through English in settings where English is not the dominant first language, is expanding internationally (Dearden, 2015; Macaro et al., 2018). Its implementation raises questions beyond language policy: students must interpret disciplinary concepts, navigate unfamiliar academic discourse and participate in learning through an additional language. Academic English skills and language proficiency remain relevant to achievement; they should not be displaced by claims that motivation or autonomy alone guarantees success (Rose et al., 2020).
Learner autonomy refers to learners’ capacity to take responsibility for learning decisions, including goals, strategies and evaluation (Holec, 1981; Benson, 2013). In EMI, this capacity may be valuable when students prepare disciplinary readings, monitor comprehension and seek clarification. However, autonomy is not synonymous with learning without teachers: appropriate scaffolding and meaningful choice may coexist (Little, 1991; Reeve, 2009).
Vietnam provides a heterogeneous setting for EMI. Vietnamese tertiary EFL research documents autonomy-related opportunities and constraints but is not direct evidence of EMI effectiveness (Tuyen & An, 2019). More directly, Tuan and Lan (2024) report difficulties with lectures, course materials, examinations and discussion among 120 students in an EMI programme at a public university. Dang et al. (2024) interviewed 15 EMI teachers across ten Vietnamese universities and identified efforts to make teaching more learner-centred and discipline-responsive. In a private-university EMI study, Pham et al. (2026) found that emotional and agentic engagement, but not behavioral or cognitive engagement, were statistically associated with student satisfaction. These studies illuminate conditions and associations rather than demonstrate causal effects of autonomy interventions.
This review asks: 
(1) Which instructional strategies have a plausible theoretical or empirical basis for supporting learner autonomy in EMI? 
(2) What does available Vietnamese higher-education evidence establish, and where is transfer from EFL or international EMI tentative? 
(3) How might the strategies be integrated into a testable conceptual framework?
2. Review approach and methodological boundaries
2.1. Review design and identification of literature
This paper is a purposive critical narrative review, not a systematic review or meta-analysis. The literature was initially identified through searches on Google Scholar, supplemented by examination of relevant scholarly publications and their reference lists. The working corpus was developed purposively for conceptual relevance and refined during manuscript revision. On 19 October 2026, publisher and journal pages and bibliographic records were additionally consulted to verify publication details and identify relevant Vietnamese EMI studies, including Dang et al. (2024) and Pham et al. (2026). Because no dated search log was maintained during initial identification, the exact initial search dates, executed query strings, retrieved-record counts and screening totals cannot be reliably reconstructed. This review therefore does not claim comprehensive or reproducible systematic searching.
To guide topical identification and thematic organization, the review used concepts including “English-medium instruction”/“EMI”, “learner autonomy”, “self-regulation”, “autonomy-supportive teaching”, “scaffolding”, “project-based learning”, “formative assessment”, “student engagement”, “motivation”, and “Vietnamese higher education”. These are reported as conceptual search terms, not as a reproducible database query. No comprehensive database search, PRISMA flow diagram or exhaustive coverage claim is made. The lack of a complete contemporaneous search record may have led to omission of relevant studies.
2.2. Selection and critical appraisal
Publications were selected purposively for conceptual relevance and evidential fit. Direct empirical research in Vietnamese university EMI settings was prioritized when interpreting the local context; international EMI studies helped contextualize instructional and linguistic demands; tertiary EFL studies were retained only as adjacent evidence; and foundational education theory was used to articulate mechanisms rather than prove intervention effectiveness. Excluded from substantive claims were sources whose educational context or measured outcome could not support the claim being made. No numerical eligibility tally or formal systematic screening process was recorded.
Appraisal considered study setting (EMI versus EFL), population and discipline, research design, the outcome actually measured, and whether conclusions were correlational, descriptive or causal. A theoretical paper was not treated as intervention evidence; a single-institution study was not generalized to all Vietnamese universities. No formal numerical quality scores or risk-of-bias instrument were applied. This limits the strength and completeness of the conclusions.
2.3. Synthesis procedure
The selected publications were read comparatively and organized under five strategy themes: autonomy support, collaborative scaffolding, project/problem-based learning, formative assessment and digital support. Within each theme, evidence was separated into theoretical propositions, direct Vietnamese EMI observations, international EMI findings and adjacent EFL/general-education evidence. Claims were then checked against study setting, design, sample and outcome, and the framework was refined as a set of testable associations. This interpretive synthesis is not a pooled effect estimate and was not independently double-coded.
3. Critical synthesis of instructional strategies
3.1. Autonomy-supportive teaching
Self-Determination Theory distinguishes the psychological need for autonomy from mere independence and places it alongside competence and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Reeve (2009) explains how meaningful choices, rationales, acknowledgement of learners’ perspectives and non-controlling feedback may support volitional motivation. In EMI, lecturers might offer a choice of disciplinary case studies or ways to demonstrate understanding while retaining clear learning standards. Such practices are theoretically defensible, but this review does not establish their causal impact on autonomy in Vietnamese EMI courses.
Tuyen and An (2019) studied 12 EFL teachers and 160 first-year English-major students at a Vietnamese university. They reported autonomy-fostering practices and challenges involving learners, teachers and context. The study is useful for identifying implementation issues, but its EFL population should not be presented as evidence that autonomy-supportive EMI teaching has already been widely adopted or proven effective nationally.
3.2. Collaborative learning and scaffolded participation
Sociocultural theory explains how guided participation and feedback from more capable peers or instructors can enable learners to accomplish tasks before they can manage them independently (Vygotsky, 1978). In EMI, structured group roles, peer explanation, disciplinary language frames and gradual fading of assistance may create opportunities to practise regulation. Dang et al. (2024) found, in interviews with 15 Vietnamese EMI lecturers across ten universities, that teachers exercised agency to make teaching more learner-centred and attentive to disciplinary knowledge. This documents reported instructional responses, not measured gains in learner autonomy attributable to scaffolding.
3.3. Project- and problem-based learning
Project-based learning can require goal setting, information evaluation, shared planning and reflection (Thomas, 2000), while constructivist perspectives emphasize active meaning making (Bruner, 1996). For EMI, authentic disciplinary problems could provide opportunities for students to exercise responsibility and communicate academic reasoning. Nevertheless, Thomas (2000) is not a Vietnam-specific EMI effectiveness trial. Claims that project-based learning improves Vietnamese EMI achievement or motivation should therefore be treated as hypotheses until supported by directly relevant comparisons or longitudinal evidence.
3.4. Formative assessment and reflection
Black and Wiliam (1998) provide a broad foundation for using assessment information to adjust teaching and learning. Self-assessment, feedback dialogue, learning journals and explicit success criteria may help EMI learners monitor both disciplinary understanding and communication demands. The mechanism is plausible: students interpret feedback, identify gaps and revise strategies. However, the cited foundational work does not establish the magnitude of an autonomy effect in Vietnamese EMI. Implementation also depends on feedback literacy, workload and assessment policy.
3.5. Digital resources and AI-mediated learning
Digital repositories, course platforms and AI-assisted tools may increase access to explanations, practice and feedback, particularly when students are learning disciplinary content through English. Access alone is not autonomy: students must evaluate the reliability of generated explanations, protect academic integrity and decide when assistance is appropriate. The present reference corpus does not contain a robust Vietnamese EMI intervention study demonstrating that generative AI increases learner autonomy. This strategy is consequently discussed as an emerging design possibility and research priority, not an established effective intervention.
3.6. Vietnamese contextual evidence and limits
Vietnamese evidence remains uneven but is growing. Tuyen and An (2019) examined tertiary EFL, not content-focused EMI, and thus offer only contextual insight into autonomy support. Tuan and Lan (2024) documented comprehension, assessment and discussion challenges among 120 students in a Vietnamese public-university EMI programme; Ngo and Ho (2024) likewise addressed student challenges at a regional university. Dang et al. (2024) interviewed 15 EMI lecturers from ten universities and described teacher agency and reported moves toward learner-centred practice, without measuring intervention effects. Pham et al. (2026) combined a survey of 150 undergraduates with interviews of 10 students in a private-university EMI setting; emotional and agentic engagement were associated with satisfaction, while behavioral and cognitive engagement were not significant predictors. Satisfaction is not the same as autonomy or academic achievement, and the single-institution design limits transferability. Taken together, these studies provide context-specific evidence about constraints, teaching responses and engagement correlates, but not a robust Vietnamese causal evidence base for the five strategy families.
4. Proposed conceptual framework
Figure 1 integrates three complementary explanatory perspectives. Self-Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000) proposes that instructional conditions may support the needs for autonomy (volition), competence (effectiveness) and relatedness (connection); their satisfaction may foster more self-endorsed motivation. Motivation is the quality or reason for engaging in learning, whereas learner autonomy is the capacity and opportunity to make and regulate learning decisions; a motivated learner is not necessarily autonomous. Sociocultural theory (Vygotsky, 1978) explains how scaffolded participation can provide the social conditions for gradually greater independent regulation. Self-regulated learning theory (Zimmerman, 2002) specifies processes such as goal setting, monitoring and reflection through which learners may exercise autonomy. These complementary mechanisms suggest—but do not establish—that instructional strategies can be associated with motivational quality, autonomous regulation and engagement.
Figure 1
Proposed associations in EMI (not empirically validated)
	Instructional strategies (autonomy support; scaffolding; projects; formative assessment; digital support)

	↓ potentially shape

	Psychological need satisfaction (autonomy; competence; relatedness)

	↓ may support

	Motivational quality (reasons to participate) + supported self-regulatory practice

	↓ may contribute to

	Learner autonomy ↔ classroom engagement (hypothesized reciprocal association)

	↓ may relate to

	Potential outcomes (disciplinary learning; academic communication; lifelong learning)


Note. All arrows denote hypothesized associations rather than verified causal pathways. Motivation (reasons for action) and autonomy (capacity to regulate learning) are conceptually distinct. English proficiency, prior disciplinary knowledge, course assessment, institutional resources and disciplinary demands may confound or moderate associations; outcomes may also feed back into engagement.
The proposed association between autonomy and engagement may be reciprocal rather than a fixed causal chain: learners who can plan and monitor their work may participate more actively, while meaningful agentic participation, feedback and successful task completion may create further opportunities to practise self-regulation. This is a theoretical proposition, not a demonstrated longitudinal effect in Vietnamese EMI. Pham et al. (2026) provide relevant local evidence that agentic and emotional engagement were associated with student satisfaction, but did not establish reciprocal causation or autonomy gains. In a Japanese EMI sample, Rose et al. (2020) found that language proficiency and academic English skills were important for achievement, whereas their motivation measure was not correlated with grades. English proficiency, prior knowledge, discipline, task demands and institutional support should therefore be treated as competing explanations or moderators rather than omitted from outcome models.
5. Discussion and research implications
The synthesis supports a shift from treating learner autonomy as an isolated personal trait to examining the learning conditions that might help it develop. For lecturers, the five strategies are options for deliberate pedagogical design, not a ranked list of proven interventions. Teachers might begin with bounded choice, guided peer tasks and feedback that requires student action, while observing differences across English proficiency levels and disciplines. Institutions may need to support lecturer development and access to disciplinary language resources.
Future research should distinguish motivational regulation, autonomy and multidimensional engagement using validated instruments; follow students across semesters to assess possible reciprocal temporal associations; and compare feasible instructional interventions with credible comparison conditions. Mixed-methods, multi-institution studies should attend to English proficiency, prior subject knowledge, disciplinary differences, assessment demands and institutional support. Research in Vietnamese EMI should also examine whether autonomy-supportive instruction and scaffolded feedback affect learning outcomes beyond students’ satisfaction or perceived engagement.
6. Conclusion
This critical narrative review identifies five pedagogical strategy families with plausible relevance to learner autonomy in EMI. The supporting evidence is uneven: theoretical and general educational research provides mechanisms, international EMI research establishes contextual learning demands, and Vietnamese studies offer emerging but limited local evidence. The conceptual framework is therefore best regarded as a set of testable propositions linking instructional conditions, motivation, autonomy, engagement and potential learning outcomes. Transparent reporting and context-specific empirical research are necessary before claims of effectiveness can be justified.
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