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Abstract: Based on Self-Determination Theory, the current study investigated the relationships among 
Chinese adolescents' motivation for learning English as a foreign language, their perceptions of 
psychological need satisfaction, English learning self-efficacy, and classroom engagement. Results 
suggested: (1) adolescents who were primarily regulated by intrinsic regulation for learning English 
tended to show desired learning-related behaviors; (2) adolescents who were mainly regulated by 
external regulation for learning English were also likely to have an intention to engage into classroom 
activities; (3) when adolescents perceived that teachers provided learning environment that supported 
their autonomy, competence, and positive relatedness, they tended to engage in learning activities. 
Moreover, adolescents' learning-related beliefs could predict their learning-related behaviors, for 
example, active involvement in learning activities.  
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1. Introduction 

Motivation, a psychological construct, can be used to explain one's desire to perform an action [1], as 
it influences what, when, and how one learns [2]. Generally, students' motivation for learning plays an 
important role in academic learning as well as in language acquisition[3]. Motivation may well be viewed 
as an antecedent of behaviors and performances rather than consequences/achievement [4]. The purpose 
of this study is to investigate to what extent Chinese adolescent English language learners'motivation for 
learning English as a foreign language, students' integrative orientation[5-6], perceptions of teachers' 
support for psychological need satisfaction (i.e., learning environment that supports students' autonomy, 
competence, and positive relatedness), and English self-efficacy (i.e., beliefs in one's ability to learn well) 
predict their classroom engagement (i.e., active involvement into learning activities). 

1.1 Self-Determination Theory       

The present study was framed by Self-Determination Theoryand its assumptions about three 
psychological needs that must be fulfilled to promote students' intrinsic motivation[7-8].  

1.1.1 Three Basic Psychological Needs 

Deci and Ryan (2000) revealed that to elicit and sustain intrinsic motivation, one requires that basic 
needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness be met. 

The need for competence refers to the need to have skills for taking control of the environment [9]. 
Students' perceptions of competence in learning would be related to both their positive relatedness and 
their intrinsic motivation [10]. The need for autonomy refers to one's need to have a sense of agency in 
interacting with the larger context. Students' perceived autonomy in learning is positively associated with 
their intrinsic motivation [11-12]. The need for relatedness refers to one's desire to interact with other people, 
to maintain close and affectionate relationships with others such as parents, teachers, and peers . When 
students' experienced positive feelings of relating to teachers and other students, they were more likely 
to have positive learning outcomes, including more intrinsic motivation [13] and a higher sense of 
autonomy [14]. 
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1.1.2 Motivational Regulations 

Ryan and Deci (2000a, 2000b) presented a different viewpoint on motivation by considering 
regulatory orientations (e.g., intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation), locus of causality (internal, 
external), and regulatory processes (e.g., conscious valuing of activity). As described below, motivation-
development is conceived as a continuum — from amotivation (i.e., aimless), through various levels of 
extrinsic motivations (i.e., relying on external rewards), to intrinsic motivation (i.e., conducting behaviors 
because doing so is reward in itself) [15].  

Amotivation refers to a psychological state in which people either have not the motivation to do a 
task or do a task without any intent . When one is regulated by external regulation, he or she may perform 
a task to obtain rewards. Next, in the continuum, comes introjected regulation. At this point, people 
engage in a task because they think they should and they might feel guilty if they do not finish the task. 
With this type of regulation, people may a small amount of internal regulation but not internally accepting 
it as one's own. Identified regulation involves a more autonomous and self-determined behavior than 
either external or introjected regulation. At this stage, people choose to do a task because it is important 
to them to do so or it would be good for them. The most autonomous stage of extrinsic motivation is 
integrated regulation. It reflects a moving into an intrinsic regulation, but still is considered as extrinsic 
motivation. This is because people perform a task because the task is important and it may help them 
develop a sense of self. Intrinsic regulation occurs when people complete actions out of their desire to do 
so. People who are intrinsically motivated perform behaviors because of interest, enjoyment, and inherent 
satisfaction. 

Prior studies have shown that students' intrinsic regulation and identified regulation are often related 
to positive learning outcomes such as greater persistence and effort[16], higher academic self-efficacy [17], 
stronger perceptions of autonomy, competence, and relatedness support from learning environments [18-

19], better classroom engagement , and higher levels of academic achievement . In contrast, students' 
external regulation and introjected regulation are often associated with negative learning outcomes such 
as learning anxiety [20].  

1.2 Integrative Orientation 

Gardner (1985) suggested that one important motivational reason for learning a second language is 
that a student may seek to engage with the culture and community associated with the target-language. 
According to Gardner[21] , an integrative orientation reflects one's motivation for learning another 
language because one has developed 'a sincere and personal interest in the people and culture represented 
by the other language group" [22]. In the field of second/foreign language acquisition, students' self-
determined forms of motivational regulations – including identified regulation and intrinsic regulation – 
within SDT seem to be positively related to learning engagement, whereas students' integrative 
orientation tends to be positively associated with cultural and community engagement [23-24]. Moreover, 
Chen and Turner suggested that students' who were primarily regulated by intrinsic regulation and 
identified regulation for learning English before entering college were more likely to choose to engage 
in English culture and community than students who were mainly regulated by external and introjected 
motivational regulations in the college English program[25].   

2. Relationships among Students' Motivation for Learning, Self- Efficacy, and Classroom 
Engagement 

Previous studies suggested that there are reciprocal relations between students' motivation and 
learning outcomes [26]. In school settings, engagement refers to the degree of a student's active 
involvement in instructional activities [27]. Students' classroom engagement is a personal construct that 
may predict learning outcomes; meanwhile, it also reveals students' underlying motivation [28]. Research 
findings have shown that students' engagement in learning could predict their academic performance and 
achievement ; at the same time, it is also viewed as an important indicator of students' underlying 
motivation during instruction [29]. 

Self-efficacy refers to 'beliefs in one's capabilities to organize and execute the courses of actions 
required to produce given attainments" [30]. In school settings, students who feel more self-determined in 
learning are likely to have less learning anxiety, more positive attitudes toward learning, and higher 
academic self-efficacy [31]. As for the relationship between students' academic self-efficacy and 
classroom engagement, Bandura (1997) stressed that when individuals have high self-efficacy 
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perceptions, they are more likely to engage in tasks that facilitate the development of capabilities and 
skills than individuals whose self-efficacy is low. Prior studies have indicated that high levels of self-
efficacy can instigate and sustain task engagement [32]. 

Based on the above literature review results, we addressed the following research questions:  

Does students' motivation for learning English predict their classroom engagement? 

Do students' integrative orientation for learning English and perceptions of teachers' support for 
psychological need satisfaction incrementally contribute to predicting their classroom engagement? 

Does students' English self-efficacy incrementally contribute to predicting their classroom 
engagement? 

3. Method 

3.1 Participants and Procedures 

This study was conducted in two urban junior high schools in a capital city in the southeast of China. 
Surveys were created by using an online survey tool of Qualtrics.. The sample consisted of 620 
adolescents recruited from two junior high schools located in an urban area of a capital city in Southeast 
China. 226 (36.45%) were male students, and the student participants were 12 to 15 years old (78 
participants were 12 years old; 338 participants were 13 years old; 104 participants were 14 years old; 
100 participants were 15 years old; M = 13.74 years, SD = 0.94). 466 (75.16%) were identified as the 
only child in the family. 

3.2 Instruments 

The surveys were composed of statements that elaborate students' perceptions, feelings, and beliefs 
about their English learning experience. Participants were asked to respond to each statement with their 
levels of agreement based on a five-point Likert scale including, "1 = Not at All True For M’, "2 = A 
Little Bit True For Me’, '3 = Somewhat True For Me", '4 = Very True For Me", and '5 = Extremely True 
For Me". 

3.2.1 Students' Motivational Regulations 

To measure students' motivational regulations (i.e., external regulation, introjected regulation, 
identified regulation, and intrinsic regulation), they were asked to complete an adapted Chinese version 
of Noels et al.'s Language Learning Orientation Scale – Intrinsic Motivation, Extrinsic Motivation, and 
Amotivation Subscales (LLOS-IEA)[33]. For example, in Noel's, there is an item that was used to measure 
language learners' external regulation, 'I learn a second language in order to have a better salary later on." 
We modified this item to be, 'I learn English in order to have a better salary later on." In this study, the 
associated Cronbach's α of students' motivational regulations was .89. 

3.2.2 Students' Integrative Orientation for Learning English 

Items measuring students' integrative orientation for learning English were developed based on the 
Chinese version Gardner's (1985) Integrative Orientation Scale in Attitude/ Motivation Test Battery 
(AMTB). Items were modified to assess adolescent English learners' desire to learn English for 
integrative or social reasons (e.g., better understanding and appreciating English culture or participating 
more freely in the activities of other international cultural groups). In this study, the associated Cronbach's 
α of students' integrative orientation was .91. 

3.2.3 Students' Perceptions of Teachers' Support for Psychological Need Satisfaction 

Items measuring students' perceptions of teachers' support for psychological need satisfaction were 
developed based on the Chinese version of Klassen, Perry, and Frenzel' [34]autonomy support scale. 
Klassen et al.'s (2012) scale was adapted from Baard, Deci, and Ryan's [35] the Work Climate 
Questionnaire (WCQ) to particularly measure the supportive climate in school settings. Klassen et al. 
(2012) adapted the original scale to assess teachers' perceptions of principals' support for autonomy, 
competence, and positive relatedness in their schools. 

In this study, items were modified to investigate students' feelings of being closely related to other 
students and teachers in their English classes. For example, the item, 'I feel understood by my principal" 
was changed to, 'I feel understood by my teachers." In this study, the associated Cronbach's α of students' 
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perceptions of teachers' support for psychological need satisfaction was .92. 

3.2.4 Students' English self-efficacy  

Items that measure students' English self-efficacy was adapted from Torres and Turner's Foreign 
Language Self-Efficacy Scale (FLSES)[36] . The original scale was to assess students' self-perceived 
competence in foreign language skills including listening, speaking, reading, and writing. In the present 
study, items were revised to measure students' self-efficacy in learning English as a foreign/second 
language. For example, there was an item measuring about students' self-efficacy in foreign language 
writing, 'write your teacher an email in the foreign language". We changed it to be, 'write my teacher an 
email in English". Items were translated by two doctoral students majored in educational psychology and 
one master student majored in English linguistics. In this study, the associated Cronbach's α of students' 
English self-efficacy was .94. 

3.2.5 Students'classroom engagement  

Students' classroom engagement scale was adapted from the Chinese version of Revee and Tseng's[37] 
study on students' engagement during learning activities. The items that were used in Revee and Tseng's 
study originally measured high school students' classroom engagement. We revised the items by focusing 
on the context of learning English as a foreign language. For example, an item that was used to measure 
students' behavioral engagement is, 'I try very hard in school". We adjusted the item to be, 'I try hard to 
do well in English class". In this study, the associated Cronbach's α of students' classroom engagement 
was .93. 

4. Results 

As might be expected for this sample of Chinese adolescent English language learners, most students'; 
ratings on the above-mentioned constructs were high. SPSS was used for conducting data analysis. Table 
1 displays descriptive statistics of variables, and Table 2 displays the inter-relationships among variables.  

Table 1 Descriptive statistics of major variables 

Variable Mean Median Range SD Skewness Kurtosis 
Students' intrinsic regulation 3.66 3.67 4.00 .78 -.22 -.17 
Students' identified regulation 4.29 4.33 4.00 .75 -1.15 1.40 
Students' introjected regulation 2.69 2.67 4.00 1.01 .16 -.66 
Students' external  

regulation 
2.91 3.00 4.00 .98 -.03 -.47 

Students' integrative 
orientation 

3.55 3.63 4.00 .82 -.21 -.29 

Students' need satisfaction 3.42 3.43 3.67 .73 -.03 -.20 
Students' 

self-efficacy 
3.74 3.75 3.38 .63 -.09 -.19 

Students' classroom engagement 3.60 3.59 3.35 .71 -.01 -.34 

Table 2 Correlation matrix of major variables 

 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
1. Students' intrinsic regulation  ─        
2. Students' identified regulation .58** ─       
3. Students' introjected regulation .35** .27** ─      
4. Students' external regulation .21** .25** .45** ─     
5. Students' integrative 

orientation 
.56** .45** .40** .30** ─    

6. Students' need satisfaction .48** .34** .32** .27** .49** ─   
7. Students' self-efficacy .44** .36** .25** .16** .48** .53** ─  
8. Students' classroom 

engagement 
.57** .39** .27** .23** .50** .65** .67** ─ 

Notes. * p < 0.05; ** p < .01 
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Table 3 Hierarchical Regression Analysis Predicting Adolescents' Classroom Engagement 

 Step and predictor variable R2 ΔR2 B SE B β 
Step 1: Motivational regulations .34** .34**    
 Intrinsic regulation   .45 .04 .50** 
 Identified regulation   .07 .04 .08 
 Introjected regulation   .03 .03 .04 
 External regulation   .06 .03 .08* 
Step 2:  Motivational regulations with 

psychological need satisfaction and 
integrative orientation   

.52** .52**    

 Intrinsic regulation   .25 .04 .28** 
 Identified regulation   .03 .03 .03 
 Introjected regulation   -.02 .02 -.03 
 External regulation    .01 .02 .02 
 Psychological need satisfaction   .45 .03 .46** 
 Integrative orientation   .10 .03 .11** 
Step 3: Motivation, psychological need 

satisfaction, integrative orientation, and 
self-efficacy 

.62** .61**    

 Intrinsic regulation   .22 .03 .24** 
 Identified regulation   -.00 .03 -.01 
 Introjected regulation   -.02 .02 -.03 
 External regulation   .02 .02 .03 
 Psychological need satisfaction   .32 .03 .33** 
 Integrative orientation   .02 .03 .03 
 Self-efficacy   .43 .04 .38** 

Notes. * p < .05, ** p < .01 

Students' classroom engagement is an important construct that may predict learning outcomes and at 
the same time, may reveal students' underlying motivation [38]. In this study, we were particular interested 
in understanding the relationship of the motivational regulations, as well as learning experiences (i.e., 
classroom contexts that satisfy their psychological needs, engagement into the target language culture 
and community) and learning-related beliefs, to adolescents' active involvement in learning activities. 
Therefore, we conducted a hierarchical regression analysis that included the motivational regulations 
(i.e., intrinsic regulation, identified regulation, introjected regulation, external regulation), adolescents' 
psychological need satisfaction (i.e., teachers' support for autonomy, competence, and positive 
relatedness to promote intrinsic motivation), integrative orientation (i.e., students' willingness to engage 
in the target language culture and community), and adolescents' self-efficacy (i.e., students' learning-
related beliefs) as predictor variables. This analysis allowed us to test the relative importance of 
adolescents' motivational regulations, their learning experiences as well as each individual variable of 
predictive value concerning adolescents' engagement in class.  

Our first interest was in determining whether adolescents' motivational regulations in SDT, might 
explain why they engaged in classroom activities. Using classroom engagement as the dependent variable, 
the motivational regulations were the first predictor variables entered into the regression equation. The 
motivational regulations were moderately significantly related to adolescents' classroom engagement, R2 
= .34, F (4, 615) = 80.15, p < .01. Among four motivational regulations (see Table 3), intrinsic regulation 
and external regulation contributed significantly to the prediction of their classroom engagement. 

The second regression equation added the components of adolescents' perceptions of teachers' support 
for psychological need satisfaction and adolescents' engagement into the target language culture and 
community to investigate the incremental value of these variables to the prediction of adolescents' 
engagement into classroom activities. Our interest was in determining whether motivation supportive 
environment and adolescents' inclination to engaging in the target language culture and community might 
explain why students engaged in classroom activities, after statistically controlling for the influence of 
variables of motivational regulations. The entry of the two motivation-related variables into the 
regression equation resulted in a significant multiple regression, R2 = .52, F (6, 613) = 111.95, p < .01, 
with a significant change in R2 (.18, p < .01). Individual variables that emerged at this level of the analysis 
(see Table 3) included adolescents' intrinsic regulation, β = .28, p < .01, adolescents' perceptions of 
teachers' support for psychological need satisfaction, β = .46, p < .01, and students' integrative orientation, 
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β = .11, p < .01.  

Finally, the variable of adolescents' learning-related beliefs was entered into the equation to determine 
whether their beliefs in their ability to learn English well would incrementally contribute to predicting 
adolescents' classroom engagement. Results (see Table 3) showed that learning-related-beliefs variable 
significantly added to the prediction of students' classroom engagement, R2 = .61, F (7, 612) = 140.85, 
p < .01, R2 change = .09. The individual variables that emerged from this analysis included adolescents' 
intrinsic regulation, β = .24, p < .01, adolescents' perceptions of teachers' support for psychological need 
satisfaction, β = .33, p < .01, and adolescents' English self-efficacy, β = .38, p < .01. 

5. Discussion 

Based on Self-Determination Theory (SDT, Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000a, 
2000b)[39], we investigated the extent to which Chinese adolescent English learns' personal factors (i.e., 
students' motivational regulations, integrative orientation, and students' English self-efficacy) and the 
contextual factor of their perceptions of teachers' support for psychological need satisfaction contributed 
together to explain students' classroom engagement.  

Based on SDT, intrinsic motivation strengthens one's will and one's will makes use of intrinsic 
motivation to 'satisfy needs, resolve conflicts among competing needs, and hold needs in check"[40]. Zhou 
and Xu (2012) suggested that having internal motives catalyzes a chain of behaviors that results in the 
realization of one's goals. Results of this study supported previous studies in that students' intrinsic 
regulation directly predicted students' classroom engagement. In other word, when students were 
primarily regulated by intrinsic regulations (e.g., interest in learning English), they were likely to engage 
in instructional activities than students' who were primarily regulated by either identified regulation (e.g., 
choosing an English-related career) or introjected regulation (e.g., feeling guilty if do not learn English).  

Empirical studies in various domains have shown that intrinsic regulation and identified regulation is 
associated with positive outcomes, whereas introjected regulation, and external regulation was often 
related to negative/undesired outcomes such as anxiety [41]. For example, Rothes, Lemos, and Gonçalves 
(2017) found that students who were primarily motivated by introjected regulation and external 
regulation were less likely to (1) improve their academic self-efficacy, (2) engage in learning tasks, and 
(3) use deep learning strategies compared to students who were motivated by intrinsic regulation and 
identified regulation. Aligned with literature, students' introjected regulation did not directly predict 
students' classroom engagement. However, in this study, different from previous studies, we did not find 
that identified regulation (e.g., choosing an English-related career) could predict students' classroom 
engagement. Moreover, different from previous studies, students' external regulation (e.g., learning 
English for gaining rewards) seemed to directly predict students' classroom engagement. In other words, 
students' who were primarily regulated by external regulation were also likely to engage in instructional 
activities in class.   

Additionally, consistent with previous literature, the current study suggested that students' intrinsic 
regulation was related to students' perceptions of having their psychological needs for autonomy, 
competence, and positive relatedness fulfilled. Regarding the relationship between one's intrinsic 
motivation and psychological-needs, Deci and Ryan (2000) discussed that, to elicit and sustain internal 
choice, one's psychological-needs for autonomy, competence, and positive relatedness should be met. In 
other words, all of these inner motivational resources are required to maintain and promote students' 
engagement (Ryan & Deci, 2017). Students who perceived teachers' support for psychological need-
satisfaction tended to choose to engage in instructional tasks (Hassan & Al-Jubari's, 2016). As for 
students' perceptions of teachers' support for psychological need-satisfaction, the mean and median of 
this variable were moderate, indicating that students perceived their teachers as moderately supportive. 
This finding suggests that English teachers of adolescent English learners in this study embraced and 
enacted some elements of autonomy-support during their instruction. While they may have lacked 
systematic training on how to practice autonomy-supportive instruction, they did not exhibit a lack of 
support. To some extent, this finding supported Jang et al.'s (2009) conclusion that, in collectivist cultures, 
teachers may provide autonomy-supportive learning contexts in ways that likely meet students' basic 
psychological needs, and as a consequence, promote their positive school functioning (i.e., students' high 
ratings in internal choice for learning English).  

As for students' integrative orientation, previous studies suggested that in the field of second/foreign 
language acquisition, students' intrinsic regulation and identified regulation within SDT seem to be 
positively related to learning engagement, whereas students' integrative orientation tends to be positively 
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associated with cultural and community engagement (Noels, 2001a; Pae, 2008). Results of the current 
study not only showed that students' intrinsic regulation for learning English directly predicted their 
integrative orientation, but also showed that students' integrative orientation directly predicted students' 
high levels of classroom engagement. This finding adds to the literature the idea that, for Chinese 
adolescent English learners, students who have their psychological needs fulfilled are likely to have a 
greater intention to engage in English culture and community. Previous studies suggested that, to promote 
students' integrative orientation for learning English, teachers should incorporate cultural materials into 
the class .. In junior high English programs in China, English teachers not only teach English language-
related skills (e.g., listening, speaking, reading, writing, grammar), but also incorporate English cultural 
materials into every English-course . Thus, for Chinese adolescent English learners, their perceptions of 
teachers' support for psychological-needs likely enhanced their overall learning experience, thus, 
supporting students' learning-related beliefs, such as a greater intention to engage in the target-language 
culture and community.  

As for the relationship between students' learning-related beliefs and behaviors, results of the current 
study suggested that adolescents who had high levels of English self-efficacy were likely to engage in 
classroom activities. This finding was aligned with previous studies in that students' beliefs about their 
abilities was an important precursor to their completion of academic tasks [41].  

6. Conclusion 

Findings of the current study showed that Chinese adolescent English language learners, who were 
primarily regulated by intrinsic regulation for learning English (i.e., interest in learning English) tended 
to show desired learning-related behaviors (e.g., active involvement in learning activities). Nevertheless, 
adolescents who were primarily regulated by external regulation for learning English (i.e., performing a 
task for obtaining rewards) were also likely to have an intention to engage into learning activities in class. 
Moreover, when adolescents perceived that teachers provided learning environment that supported their 
autonomy, competence, and positive relatedness, they tended to engage in learning activities. As for the 
relationship between students' English self-efficacy and their classroom engagement, this study showed 
that adolescents' learning-related beliefs could predict their learning-related behaviors, for example, 
active involvement in learning activities.  

Chinese adolescent English language learners' motivation for learning English as a foreign language 
was a topic worthy of study. Future research would help explore nuances of the positive or negative 
effects of students' external motivational-regulations within Self-Determination Theory and, thereby, 
enhance SDT's explanatory power for understanding students' motivational regulations for learning in 
Eastern collectivist cultures. 
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