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Abstract

This study investigates the role of self-directed learning (SDL) in fostering lifelong learning (LL)
among undergraduate students at a university in Vietnam. The research conceptualises SDL
through four core components comprising goal setting, resource utilisation, self-monitoring and
self-evaluation. It examines the current levels of SDL in relation to LL among undergraduates at
the university and how these vary across gender, age and academic level. A descriptive research
design was used with 306 undergraduate students majoring in English studies at the university.
Data were collected using a five-point Likert-scale questionnaire covering four SDL components
and analysed using frequency, percentage, mean and standard deviation. Students demonstrated
a high overall level of SDL. Resource utilisation ranked first, followed by goal setting, self-
monitoring and self-evaluation. Male students reported a slightly higher overall mean than female
students. By academic level, juniors had the highest overall SDL score, while freshmen had the
lowest. The study reveals that undergraduate students generally demonstrate high levels of SDL,
particularly in resource utilisation and goal setting. However, they show comparatively lower
scores in self-monitoring and self-evaluation. These findings suggest a need for instruction in
reflective learning, progress monitoring and feedback use to promote SDL and LL.
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INTRODUCTION

SDL, which has been defined as a set of skills that students should possess, requires educators to
shift from being dispensers of information to serving as facilitators, motivators and co-learners
alongside students (Robinson & Persky, 2020). Tunney and Bell (2011) described SDL as involving
the motivation and self-discipline to engage in learning activities that develop skills required for LL.
This approach empowers students to make their own decisions, take initiative and assume full
responsibility for their personal development and LL.

According to Vietnam’s Education Law (2005), the education system prioritises three primary
objectives, including enhancing public knowledge, developing human resources and fostering talent.
Over the last three decades, the country’s doi moi (renovation) initiative has facilitated a transition
from a planned economy to a more open and market-driven one. One of its priorities is an
educational focus on advancing socio-economic growth (Nguyen et al., 2020). Despite growing
interest in LL at the university level, its implementation at Vietnamese universities remains limited
(Phan, 2019).
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In Vietnam, shortcomings in teacher training create difficulties in developing self-directed learning
and lifelong learning competencies (Nguyen et al., 2020). These include the following.

1. A lack of systematic and high-quality training significantly affects teacher professional
development under the new general education curriculum (GEC), particularly in relation to
competencies, inquiry, integration and learner-centred approaches (Nguyen et al., 2020).

2. An insufficient framework for assessing teacher performance, providing feedback and
ensuring accountability undermines educators’ motivation to adopt innovative teaching
approaches (Nguyen et al., 2020).

In short, undergraduates face significant internal, external and policy barriers that hinder the
adoption of SDL in their LL processes.

This research addresses two questions.
1. How is the current state of SDL in fostering LL among undergraduate students at a university
in Vietnam?
2. How does the current state vary across gender, age and academic level?
Accordingly, this article aims to explore the current state of SDL in fostering LL among
undergraduate students at a university in Vietnam, and to determine whether this state differs
according to gender, age, and academic level.

The study population comprised undergraduate students at the university. According to 2025
institutional data, approximately 1,500 students were enrolled in the English studies major. For this
research, the sample size was determined as 306 students using Krejcie and Morgan’s (1970) sample
size table.

LITERATURE REVIEW
Self-Directed Learning and Lifelong Learning

Orn and Charungkiattikul (2023) assert that SDL can cultivate LL attitudes among functional
literacy facilitators in five key areas.

1. Inquiring mind to learn

2. Setting a learning plan

3. Learning skills

4. Information literacy

5. Belief that learning improves professional development.

Delors (1996) explores the “four pillars of education”, which remain a central theoretical foundation
of LL.

1. Learning to Know, gaining mastery over tools of understanding.

2. Learning to Be, achieving self-fulfilment and individual development.

3. Learning to Live Together, fostering peace, social cohesion and global citizenship.

4. Learning to Do, enhancing capabilities for work and innovative ideas.

Nguyen and Vo (2025) investigate the SDL abilities of students at Nong Lam University in Ho Chi
Minh City. Their study focuses on students’ attitudes and proficiencies in several key elements of
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independent learning. The findings show that students demonstrate a positive commitment to taking
responsibility for their learning, reflecting consistent self-accountability.

In short, SDL not only aligns with sustainable development goals but also equips students with
essential lifelong skills for personal and professional success in an ever-evolving world. However,
Vietnamese institutions must prioritise policy reforms and resource allocation to scale these
approaches nationwide.

Goal setting

Latham and Locke (2007) outline four main motivational processes that clarify how goals enhance
performance.

1. Direction: Goals focus attention toward important tasks.

2. Effort: Specific goals boost effort and persistence.

3. Persistence: Commitment to goals keeps motivation going over time.

4. Strategy: Goals motivate people to create effective task strategies.

Goal setting is the ability to define specific objectives that align with long-term growth, create a
structured action plan and break goals into achievable steps to maintain motivation and reach those
targets.

Resource utilisation

Chen et al. (2021) present a conceptualisation of learning resource management. They argue that
resource management does not simply involve accessing sources but requires a strategic process of
selecting, evaluating and deciding whether to continue or discontinue using resources based on their
usefulness.

Resource utilisation refers to the ability to identify and access a variety of sources beyond basic
needs, assess learning resources and work with others to support and improve the overall learning
experience.

Self-monitoring

Recent research has demonstrated the importance of monitoring in higher education. Guo (2022)
reveals that self-monitoring is not merely an awareness process but can also contribute to learners’
strategic regulation and academic development. Similarly, Zhu and Doo (2022) highlight a critical
need to develop self-monitoring skills because of their close relationship with self-management
skills in MOOCs (massive open online courses).

Self-monitoring is the ability to regularly track learning activities, reflect on progress, identify
challenges and make adjustments to improve learning effectiveness.

Self-evaluation
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In Social Cognitive Theory, Bandura (1986) asserted that self-evaluation is a key component of self-
regulation through which people establish objectives, track their progress and evaluate their results.
Based on this foundation, Phan (2021) found that systematic self-evaluation fosters learner
autonomy in Vietnam.

Self-evaluation is the ability to systematically review one’s strengths, weaknesses, competencies,
learning progress and outcomes based on appropriate benchmarks, guidelines and mentors’ feedback
to support improvement in present and future learning.

METHODOLOGY
Research instrument

The questionnaire incorporated closed-ended questions to obtain quantitative data. These questions
used Likert scales to facilitate straightforward statistical analysis. The questionnaire was distributed
online to improve accessibility for a broader and more varied sample of undergraduates at a
university in Vietnam and to minimise biases associated with in-person data collection.

The questionnaire contained a total of 30 questions, as follows.
1. Part 1: The basic situation of students, including gender, age and academic level.
Part 2: Questions 1-30 mainly about “Understanding on SDL on LL Competency”. All items
used a five-point Likert scale from 1 to 5. The questionnaire used a Likert-type rating scale,
with scoring criteria divided into five levels.
e Level 5 means is the strongly agree
Level 4 means is the agree
Level 3 means is the neutral
Level 2 means is the disagree
Level 1 means is the strongly disagree

Bluman (2018) investigated the class interval width used to define interpretable values for a Likert
rating scale.

Interval Width = Highest Score - Lowest Score

Number of Intervals

Substituting the values for a five-point scale gives the following.
5—-1

Interval Width = = =0.8

This interval width of 0.8 helps to categorise responses accurately across the scale.

The questionnaire was validated by three lecturers at SIU, with Item-Objective Congruence (IOC)
values ranging from 0.67 to 1.00.

The questionnaire was pilot-tested with 30 participants to ensure clarity and reliability. Cronbach’s
alpha coefficients ranged from 0.83 to 0.95, indicating good internal consistency.
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Population and Sample

According to institutional enrolment data provided by the department for 2025, the target population
comprised approximately 1,500 undergraduate students. The required sample size was 306
according to Krejcie and Morgan’s (1970) sample size determination table, and participants were
selected using stratified random sampling.

Data collection

A questionnaire survey was conducted from December 2025 to January 2026 among students in the
Faculty of Foreign Languages at HUFLIT.

The questionnaire survey was conducted online via Google Forms. The survey participants were
selected from distinct academic years to obtain a comprehensive understanding of SDL and LL.

Data and Statistical Analysis

Data from valid questionnaires were entered into the computer. Data collection and analysis in this
study were conducted using Google Forms, Microsoft Word and Microsoft Excel.

Descriptive statistical analysis was used to summarise the relevant variables in the surveyed
population, including the following measures.

1. Frequency

2. Percentage

3. Mean (X)

4. Standard Deviation (SD)

Descriptive statistics were used to examine the four SDL components of goal setting, resource
utilisation, self-monitoring and self-evaluation across gender, age and academic level.

RESEARCH RESULTS

Overall, the research findings describe the levels of four SDL components related to LL among
undergraduate students at a Vietnamese university. Participants reported high levels across all four
components. Resource utilisation received the highest mean score, while goal setting, self-
monitoring and self-evaluation also achieved high mean scores. The relatively small variation in
responses suggested substantial agreement among respondents. The results for each aspect are
presented below.

Table 1. Frequency and Percentage of Respondents’ Personal Background Data (n=306)
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Personal background Frequency Percentage
Gender 1 Male 130 42.48%
2  Female 176 57.52%
Total 306 100.00%
Age 1 Less than 18 years old 20 6.54%
2 18-20 years old 191 62.42%
3 21-23 years old 30 9.80%
4  More than 23 years old 65 21.24%
Total 306 100.00%
Academic 1 Freshman (Ist year) 170 55.55%
level 2 Sophomore (2nd year) 20 6.54%
3 Junior (3rd year) 21 6.86%
4 Senior (4th year) 95 31.05%
Total 306 100.00%

Table 1 shows that more than half of the respondents were female (57.52%), while males accounted
for 42.48%. Regarding age, those aged 18-20 years represented the largest group at 62.42%, whereas
respondents younger than 18 years constituted the smallest group (6.54%). In terms of academic
level, freshmen represented the highest proportion at 55.55%, while sophomores represented the
lowest at 6.54%.

Table 2. Mean, Standard Deviation, and Rank in Total (n=306)

No Components X SD Rank
1  Goal setting 4.12 0.88 2
2 Resource Utilization 4.24 0.89 1
3 Self-Monitoring 4.06 0.86 3
4 Self-Evaluation 4.03 0.93 4
Total 4.11 0.90

Table 2 shows the overall results for SDL components on LL competency among undergraduate
students overall. Participants reported high levels across all four components. Resource utilisation
obtained the highest mean score (X = 4.24, SD = 0.89). Goal setting (x=4.12, SD = 0.88), self-
monitoring (X =4.06, SD = 0.86), and self-evaluation (X =4.03, SD = 0.93) also achieved high mean
scores. The SD values, all below 1.0, indicated relatively limited variation in responses and a
substantial level of agreement among respondents. Overall, the data showed consistently high scores
across all four areas, with only modest differences in response variability.

Table 3. Mean, Standard Deviation, and Rank by Gender (n=306)

Gender

No Components Male Female
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X SD Rank X SD Rank
1  Goal setting 4.14 0.92 2 4.10 0.86 2
2 Resource Utilization 4.23 0.98 1 4.25 0.81 1
3  Self-Monitoring 4.10 0.91 4 4.03 0.82 3
4 Self-Evaluation 4.14 0.99 3 3.95 0.88 4
Total 4.15 0.95 4.08 0.84

Table 3 revealed some gender differences in SDL components. Male students showed a slightly
higher mean overall score (X =4.15, SD = 0.95) compared with females (x = 4.08, SD = 0.84). At
the component level, Resource Utilisation ranked first for both genders, whereas females scored
slightly higher than males in this aspect (x = 4.25). However, males scored marginally higher in the
rest of components, including Goal Setting (X = 4.14), Self-Monitoring (X = 4.10), and Self-
Evaluation (X = 4.14). In terms of the difference in variability, female students showed lower SD
values across all components (0.81-0.88) than male students (0.91-0.99), indicating that female
responses were more consistent. In summary, the gender findings indicate more similarities than
differences, with both groups demonstrating high self-directed learning competency and a shared
strength in resource utilisation.

Table 4. Mean, Standard Deviation, and Rank by Age Groups (n=3006)

Age
No Components Less than 18 years 18-20 years old 21-23 years old More than 23 years
old old
X SD R X SD R X SD R X SD R
1 Goal setting 4.57 0.73 3 4.07 094 2 376 0.69 4 427 0.75
2 Resource 421 0.78 4 426 0.95 1 414 071 2 424 0.79 2
Utilization
3 Self- 481 039 2 4.00 0.87 3 425 083 1 392 0.8l 4
Monitoring
4  Self-Evaluation 5.0 0.00 1 396  0.97 4 4.04 061 3 393 092 3
Total 4.65 047 4.07  0.93 4.05 0.71 4.09 0.82

Table 4 highlighted notable differences in self-directed abilities related to LL among four age groups.
Students younger than 18 years achieved the highest overall score (X =4.65, SD = 0.47), which was
substantially higher than the other groups. Their scores were exceptionally high in Self-Evaluation
(X = 5.00) and Self-Monitoring (X = 4.81), indicating very strong confidence in monitoring
behaviours within this subgroup. The very low SD values suggested highly homogeneous responses;
however, this finding should be interpreted cautiously because the subgroup contained only 20
students.

Students aged 18-20 years obtained an overall mean of 4.07 (SD = 0.93). Their highest component
was Resource Utilisation (x = 4.26), while they demonstrated more moderate performance in the
other components.
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Students aged 21-23 years reported the lowest overall score (X= 4.05, SD = 0.71). This group
showed comparatively weaker Goal Setting (X = 3.76) but relatively stronger Self-Monitoring (X =
4.25), suggesting that they were more capable of monitoring ongoing learning activities than of
establishing long-term learning goals.

Students older than 23 years achieved an overall mean of 4.09 (SD = 0.82) and demonstrated
consistently strong scores in Goal Setting (X =4.27) and Resource Utilisation (X =4.24). This pattern

reflects stronger strategic and goal-oriented learning behaviours.

In conclusion, the age findings suggest that SDL is not strictly linear across age groups and that
different age groups may exhibit strengths in different SDL components.

Table 5. Mean, Standard Deviation, and Rank by Academic Levels (n=306)

Academic level

No Com;;onent Freshman (1st year) SOphO;::::; (2nd Junior (3rd year) Senior (4th year)

X SD R b SD R X SD R X SD R

Goal setting  3.99  0.95 2 4.64 0.72 2 4.66 048 3 4.11 0.77 2

2 Resource 411 098 1 5.00 0.00 1 473 045 1 421 0.76 1
Utilization

3 Self- 396  0.90 4 444 050 3 470 0.46 2 4.02 0.83 3
Monitoring

4  Self- 398 0.99 3 4.13  1.00 4 4.64 048 4 397 0.84 4
Evaluation

Total 4.01 095 4.55 0.55 4.68 047 4.08 0.80

Table 5 revealed notable variations in SDL components among different academic years. Juniors
obtained the highest overall score (x = 4.68, SD = 0.47), which was followed by sophomores (X =
4.55, SD = 0.55), seniors (X =4.08, SD = 0.80), and freshmen (X =4.01, SD = 0.95).

Juniors reported particularly high scores in Resource Utilisation (X = 4.73), Self-Monitoring (X =
4.70), and Self-Evaluation (X = 4.64), which indicated advanced learning behaviours and strong
reflective capacity. Interestingly, seniors scored lower than juniors despite having more years of
study.

Sophomores also demonstrated very strong performance, including a mean in Resource Utilisation
(Xx=5.00). Although this perfect score may reflect the small subgroup size (n = 20), it still suggests
positive perceptions of resource use among these students.

Freshmen consistently reported the lowest scores across all components, especially Self-Monitoring
(Xx=3.96) and Self-Evaluation (X = 3.98). Their higher SD values indicated greater variability and
suggested that many first-year students were still developing independent learning skills.



Journal of Education for Sustainable Futures Volume 1, Issue 1, 2026
ISSN: pp. 1-15

Overall, the academic-level results show variation in SDL across university study, with the strongest
overall scores observed among sophomores and juniors rather than a strictly progressive pattern
across academic years.

DISCUSSION

Overall, the findings showed high levels across all SDL components related to LL among
undergraduate students at a Vietnamese university. This result aligns with Nguyen and Phan (2021),
who emphasise that SDL readiness among students is high despite variation across academic years.

The highest score for Resource Utilisation supports the findings of Nuzuludin et al. (2025), who
affirm that digital learning environments encourage students to seek information independently. Han
(2025) also found that students with stronger SDL actively engaged with digital learning resources
and supplementary materials. In the present study, Resource Utilisation ranked first across all
demographic groups, suggesting that access to and use of learning resources is a common strength
among foreign language students.

Regarding gender, the differences were relatively modest. Male students demonstrated slightly
stronger performance in Goal Setting, Self-Monitoring and Self-Evaluation, whereas female
students showed a marginal advantage in Resource Utilisation. Previous studies have reported mixed
findings regarding gender and SDL. Dang et al. (2024) found no substantial gender difference in
overall SDL readiness among Vietnamese undergraduates, whereas other studies suggested that
female students tended to demonstrate stronger planning and goal setting (Ozsoy-Giines et al., 2014).
Therefore, the current findings suggest that gender differences were more apparent in specific SDL
components than in overall SDL competence.

The age-group analysis revealed that students younger than 18 years reported the highest overall
SDL. This result should be interpreted cautiously because of the relatively small sample size (n =
20). The very high Self-Evaluation score suggests homogeneous responses within this subgroup. In
contrast, students older than 23 years showed consistently strong scores in Goal Setting and
Resource Utilisation. This pattern may be consistent with arguments that some aspects of learning
autonomy develop with maturity and educational experience (Dang et al., 2021).

Across academic levels, the clearest differences were observed between freshmen and students in
the middle years. Juniors and sophomores demonstrated substantially higher SDL than freshmen
and seniors. This pattern suggests that SDL may strengthen after students adapt to university
learning demands, although the lower scores among seniors indicate that the pattern is not strictly
progressive. While freshmen may rely more heavily on teacher guidance and structured learning
environments, students in the middle years may become more confident in independent study. These
findings are consistent with Hutasuhut et al. (2023), who emphasised the importance of guided
learning support during the first year of university. The slightly lower scores among seniors
compared with juniors may reflect changing academic priorities during the final year, such as
internships, graduation projects and employment preparation.

In conclusion, the results indicate that SDL among foreign language undergraduates is generally
well developed, especially in resource utilisation and goal setting. However, students may need more
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support in reflective learning practices and the effective use of feedback for LL. This interpretation
is consistent with Han (2025), who emphasised that sustainable LL requires not only access to
resources but also strong self-monitoring and reflective evaluation skills.

CONCLUSION

This study investigated SDL among 306 foreign language undergraduates and found a high overall
level of SDL (X =4.11, SD =0.90). While Resource Utilisation emerged as the strongest component,
Self-Evaluation was the weakest. Male students reported slightly higher overall SDL than female
students. Juniors demonstrated the strongest SDL among academic levels, whereas freshmen
showed the lowest scores.

The findings suggest that universities should continue strengthening students’ reflective learning
abilities, feedback utilisation and self-evaluation practices. Additional support should be provided
to freshmen during their transition to higher education, while senior students may benefit from
interventions that sustain LL during internship and career preparation periods. The study contributes
empirical evidence on SDL in Vietnamese higher education and highlights variation in SDL across
demographic and academic groups.

This research provides insights into SDL and LL in higher education that may contribute to the
development of academic administration. However, the study has several limitations because it was
conducted in a single institutional context and did not examine how SDL develops or changes across
different academic stages and learning experiences. Additionally, the study relied primarily on self-
reported questionnaire data, which may not fully reflect students’ actual learning behaviours.
Moreover, the demographic groups were unequal in size, which may reduce the stability and
generalisability of subgroup estimates.

Based on the findings and limitations of this research, further studies are recommended to deepen
insights into SDL and LL within university settings, including the following.

1. The relationship between SDL and academic pressure among university students.

2. The effectiveness of instructional interventions designed to enhance SDL.

3. The role of technology and digital learning tools in supporting SDL.
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APPENDICES
Appendix A: The Item-Objective Congruence (I0C) Result

Total: 30 items

Expert 2
mll‘:;ler (DE.XIp(e;stiiee (As]s)(:)cv.vfg'gi.gDr. (Dr.]i:;i(lll)::tth?’aput I10C Result
Sokhuma) Watcharinrat) Phophet)
I ! 1 1 1.00
2 ! 1 1 1.00
3 ! 1 1 1.00
4 0 1 1 0.67
> 0 1 1 0.67
6 ! 1 I 1.00
/ 0 1 1 0.67
8 ! 1 1 1.00
? 0 1 I 0.67
10 ! 1 1 1.00
1 ! 1 1 1.00
12 ! 1 1 1.00
13 ! 1 1 1.00
14 ! 1 1 1.00
15 ! 1 1 1.00
16 0 1 1 0.67
17 ! 1 1 1.00
18 ! 1 1 1.00
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19 1 1 1 1.00
20 1 1 1 1.00
21 1 1 1 1.00
22 1 1 1 1.00
23 1 1 1 1.00
24 0 1 1 0.67
25 1 1 1 1.00
26 0 1 1 0.67
27 1 1 1 1.00
28 1 1 1 1.00
29 1 1 1 1.00
30 1 1 1 1.00

Appendix B: The Reliability Result

Components Cronbach’s a Number of Items
Goal setting 0.8632 7
Resource Utilization 0.8383 7
Self-Monitoring 0.9251 8
Self-Evaluation 0.9513 8

Appendix C: Questionnaire

Title: The Investigation of Self-Directed Learning (SDL) in Fostering Lifelong Learning (LL) of
Undergraduate Students at a university in Vietnam
Researcher: Truc Vo Minh Truong

Explanation: The questionnaire incorporated closed-ended questions to obtain quantitative data.
These questions featuring Likert scales were to facilitate straightforward statistical analysis. The
questionnaire contained total 30 questions and was classified according to two parts as follows:
e Part 1: The basic situation of students, including gender, age and academic level.
e Part 2: Questions 1-30 mainly about “Understanding on SDL on LL. Competency”. All items
use a five-point Likert scale of 1-5.

The background of the person
Please tick (v) in check boxes according to your own situation

Gender: O Male O Female
Age: O Less than 18 0O 18-20 0 21-23 O More than 23
Academic level: O Freshman O Sophomore O Junior OSenior
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A questionnaire survey on SDL on fostering LL of undergraduates students at a university in
Vietnam. The questionnaire contains a total 30 questions

Please tick (v) in check boxes according to your own opinions. The ratings are:

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

Opinion
g
3 =
5 o | &
%‘J @ = @ £
: > | |& |@ |3
No Questions CRERERERE
s |< = el
S z a |&
=] ©
»n b=
@»n
5 (4 [3 |2 |1

Goal Setting

1 I organize my study time effectively to achieve my learning goals.

2 I set personal goals that align with long-term career and growth needs.

3 I define clear learning goals before I start to study.

4 I break down large goals into smaller and achievable steps.

5 I use goal setting to motivate ongoing skill learning outside of school.

6 I prioritize goals that enhance my lifelong learning in multicultural
communication.

7 I adjust my goals based on feedback from instructors or self-reflection.

Resource Utilization

8 I look for additional learning material beyond class requirements.

9 I actively seek out online multimedia tools to supplement classroom learning.

10 | I seek for help when I do not understand something in my learning.

11 I evaluate the reliability of resources before using them for my learning.

12 | I collaborate with others to solve learning problems.

13 | I balance time and effort when accessing diverse learning materials.

14 | T adapt resources to fit my personal learning style and schedule.

Self-Monitoring

15 | Iregularly check my progress towards my learning goals.

16 | Itrack my progress in assignments by reviewing my mistakes.

17 | Ireflect on mistakes to improve future learning.

18 | Iidentify distractions that hinder my learning and find ways to minimize them.

19 | Ireflect on learning experiences to build lifelong learning habits.

20 | I compare my current proficiency with past levels to monitor improvement.

21 | I adapt to new learning challenges in personal and professional growth.

22 | I adjust my study strategies based on my performance.

Self-Evaluation

23 | I assess my strengths and weaknesses to improve lifelong learning skills.

24 | I use self-assessment tools to measure my skills.

25 | I use feedback from self-reflection to refine my learning approaches.

26 | I seek external feedback to verify my self-evaluations.

27 I compare my current skills with my learning goals.

28 | I acknowledge my achievements to motivate further learning.

29 | I evaluate how much effort I put into each learning activity.

30 | My self-evaluations influence my decisions on further courses or certifications.
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