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ABSTRACT

This study investigates Vietnamese university students' experiences in cultivating independent learning
skills whilst studying at universities in the United Kingdom. The focus of this study on the Vietnamese
student experience is particularly pertinent because Vietnam is one of the largest and fastest-growing
providers of international students to the United Kingdom. Also, the large number of Vietnamese students
travelling to study is only likely to increase, as Vietnam is one of the world’s fastest-growing economies.
Previous research has found that Vietnamese students have a consistent shared self-perception that they
have difficulty adjusting to independent learning in higher education. Interestingly, though, this is despite
a range of further studies finding that international students broadly, and Vietnamese students
specifically, achieve consistently good results, based on large-scale demographic and international
comparisons, at all academic levels. This study, therefore, contributes to the literature in this field by
exploring through these students’ voices their understandings of their experience of becoming
independent learners. The study used a mixed methods approach - involving an online survey followed
by online interviews. The data collected by both methods provided information about the students’
experiences, the difficulties which university students face with independent learning, and also their
strategies for overcoming them. Furthermore, we also explored students' expectations of lecturers in
guiding the development of their independent learning skills. It emerged that these students are keen to
develop their independent learning skills and show creativity when developing their own self-
development strategies. However, they still expressed a need for university-based interventions. This
study is relevant for students and practitioners in universities in the United Kingdom. By positioning this
study within the genre of student voice, it also adds a further dimension to research within a Vietnamese
context.
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Introduction

Independent learning is a well-established theme in educational research. Therefore, by focusing on
the specific experiences of Vietnamese students studying at universities in the United Kingdom, this article
contributes to an already extensive body of literature, whilst also responding to a need to effectively support
international students from differing backgrounds. Despite differences in interpretation, the common thread
throughout the body of research into independent learning is a shared understanding that independent learning
enables students to take ownership of their educational journey, enhancing both their academic experience and
future potential.

A wide range of authors and higher education stakeholders acknowledge that independent learning
skills are vital for enhancing students' self-awareness as independent lifelong learners (Hughes, 2003) and that
such skills are also crucial for the 21st-century classroom environment (Setyaningsih et al., 2023). However,
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there is still a need for contemporary research, which explores students’ awareness of the importance of
independent learning, with attention to diverse experiences and different demographic groups. This also needs
to include examining how the rapidly changing learning environment of the mid-2020s influences the
development of independent learning skills. This article aims to play its part in filling this research gap and in
bridging the divide between academic research and educational practice, offering insights that are valuable to
both students and educators in fostering independent learning.

3 research questions guided the project that underpins this article and these are answered in detail in
the latter sections:

Question 1: To what extent do students see it as important to develop independent learning skills whilst

in higher education?

Question 2: Do higher education students witness challenges in their independent learning journey,

and how do they overcome these?

Question 3: How do these students perceive the role of lecturers in enabling them to develop their

independent learning skills?

A Conceptual Framework

This conceptual framework positions the study within a body of research on independent learning
skills, which, with some notable exceptions, has largely been developed in Western contexts and which has
not differentiated between the experiences of diverse student communities. Therefore, beyond its primary role
of providing a conceptual grounding for the analysis and presentation of the data for this study, it also
highlights the research gap that this study seeks to address. This section is presented in three parts: first, a
definition of independent learning is established; next, four frequently identified benefits of developing
independent learning skills are discussed; thirdly, this section focuses on the internal traits that need to be
developed to become an independent learner; lastly, research into the external factors that facilitate
independent learning is discussed. These four aspects together provide the conceptual grounding for this
article. This is illustrated at the end of this section diagrammatically.

Independent learning

Worldwide, across the last four decades, there has been growing agreement that the goals of pedagogy
at university level include providing students with transferable study skills as well as with newly learnt
knowledge. Research from over 30 years ago argued that higher education should aim to make students
effective independent learners (Baird 1988, Gow & Kember 1990). Yet current writers (Pulatovna, 2024) claim
that independent learning skills are becoming ever more important for students to acquire, noting that higher
education should equip students with these essential skills not only to meet the demands of a rapidly changing
labour market but also to support their future personal and professional lives (Musakhanova, 2022; Pulatovna,
2024).

Across this span of time, there has been broad agreement that independent learning involves individuals
taking an active role in their own learning journey beyond traditional classroom settings (Lo et al., 2023) and
that to become independent learners, students need to develop not only skills such as critical thinking, problem-
solving, and self-regulation (Lo et al., 2023), but also self-management skills, including goal-setting, time
management, and effective use of resources (Nabizadeh et al., 2019). Importantly, there is also consensus that
independent learning does not suggest complete self-reliance or a refusal to engage with academic support or
external resources. Rather, it refers to a process whereby individuals actively use available resources or tasks
to further their academic development, often in the absence of direct instructor guidance during the learning
process (Lo et al., 2023).

The importance of independent learning skills for higher education students
Four main benefits of students developing independent learning skills have been identified by a range
of writers, these are: improving learning outcomes as reflected by grades, raising self-awareness of abilities,
being the foundation for lifelong learning, and providing crucial skills for the labour market (Schunk, 2005;
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Van Grinsven & Tillema, 2006; Sari & Zamroni, 2019; Setyaningsih et al., 2023).

Improving students’ learning outcomes

Research spanning a twenty-year period has consistently shown that independent learning improves
educational outcomes (Schunk, 2005; Setyaningsih et al., 2023). This has included studies that have found
positive correlations between senior high school students' independent learning and their mathematics test
scores (Setyaningsih et al., 2023) and similarly with accounting students’ results at university level (Sari &
Zamroni, 2019). As students move into higher education, first-year university students face various challenges,
including cultural, social, and economic ones (Cameron & Rideout, 2022; Fabeku, 2024), as well as the need
to adjust to new academic expectations (Gall et al., 2000; Briggs et al., 2012). These challenges highlight the
importance of developing independent learning skills to be able to attain academic success (Hughes, 2003;
Cameron & Rideout, 2022). Students with strong independent learning skills have been found, via previous
research, to be able to identify their learning needs, prioritize goals, and effectively utilize academic resources
(Bowman, 2017; Briggs et al., 2012), leading to improved academic performance (Zimmerman, 2002).

Raising students’ awareness of their ability

Developing independent learning skills helps students to become aware of their abilities, strengths, and
weaknesses, enhancing their performance through self-assessment and self-regulation (Zimmerman, 2002).
This includes developing the ability to evaluate their own performance and learning goals to identify areas for
improvement (Brown & Harris, 2014; Westraadt, 2017). By engaging in reflective practices, students can
enhance their awareness of their learning progress and develop strategies for self-improvement (Broadfoot,
2000), while self-regulation involves the ability to control one’s thoughts, emotions, and behaviours to achieve
academic goals. Importantly, self-regulation also fosters metacognitive awareness, enabling students to
recognise and adjust their learning strategies when faced with challenges (Elhusseini et al., 2022).

Being the foundation for lifelong learning

Independent learning is foundational for lifelong knowledge exploration (Koper & Tattersall, 2004).
Research has found that developing independent learning skills enables students to control their studying and
feel accomplished (Luke & Hogarth, 2011). Independent learning skills are flexible, allowing students to apply
them in any field and thus giving them the confidence to engage with learning throughout their life (Moore,
1973; Musakhanova, 2022). Engagement in life-long learning has also been found to correlate with career
success and even personal happiness (Luke & Hogarth, 2011).

Providing students with crucial skills required by the labour market

Independent learning involves developing the skills needed in the workplace, such as decision-making,
planning, motivation, analytical skills, and flexibility. Given the rapid advance of technology, automation, and
digitalization, coupled with the persistent mismatch between educational training and labour market demands
(Segovia & Checa, 2021), students with independent learning skills are better equipped to adapt to evolving
workplace requirements providing them with a significant competitive advantage in securing employment and
thriving in dynamic professional environments (Musakhanova, 2022).

Internal factors: needed skills for independent learning
To become an independent learner, it is necessary for a student to develop their cognitive,
metacognitive, and affective skills (Birenbaum, 2002). These internal factors are all equally needed and can
all, to some extent, for any learner, be improved and developed through support and guided practice (Carr;
1996). Cognitive skills, such as concentration, problem-solving, creativity, and memory, are essential for
independent learning (Malone & Smith, 1996; Carr, 1996; Boekaerts, 1997; Fabeku, 2024). These skills are
often more developed in higher education (Malone & Smith, 1996). A significant metacognitive skill is self-
assessment (Bullock & Muschamp, 2006), which is crucial for enabling students to have responsibility for
their learning journey (Malone & Smith, 1996).
Affective skills involve emotions and feelings, including motivation, achievement, satisfaction, trust,
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self-evaluation, and perseverance (Marcou & Philippou, 2005). Motivation is the most important for self-
learners, as belief in effort and progress has been found to drive success (Malone & Smith, 1996; Neber &
Schommer-Aikins, 2002; Marcou & Philippou, 2005; Bishop, 2006). Perseverance in facing challenges and
finding new ways of learning is also essential for independent learners (Corno, 1992; Truong & Underwood,
2023).

External factors impacting students’ independent learning process

External factors that enable students to develop independent learning skills include: the institutional
norms and expectations of the relationship between lecturers and students, including a culture of positive
critique and evidence-based detailed praise and structured methods for delivering these (Morris et al., 2021;
Nurjanah et al., 2022). A culture of positive lecturer-student relationships that impacts upon independent
learning includes structured approachability, the facilitation of time to meet, and institutional leaders who
encourage the space to take an interest in student progress and achievements (Kesten, 1987; Gorman, 1998;
Bates & Wilson, 2002; Williams, 2003; Wanders et al., 2020). When this culture is in place, it has also been
found to be a factor in creating a classroom atmosphere that motivates students and fosters creativity
(Alexander et al., 1992; Boekaerts, 1997).

As demonstrated by Anyichie and Butler (2023), students’ independent skills, including their learning
strategies and motivation, are potentially shaped by the interaction between the learning environment and the
cultural background of the students. A supportive environment, which collectively understands students’
previous learning contexts while introducing them to new educational norms, positively influences
independent learning (Mayer et al., 2008). A conducive environment includes physical space, time, peer
support, materials, and tutor resources (MacBeath, 1993). These components provide the essential elements
for students' self-study and independent learning skills.

To conclude this section, this influential diagram by MacBeath has been significant in this field. In this
diagram, the lowest three sectors represent the essential needs and expectations of students, while the top two
are the factors which make the development of independent learning skills, in any given institution, an
excellent experience or otherwise. However, in the second half of this article, we argue that this needs to be
updated to reflect the changing nature of higher education over the last thirty years and the specific needs of
international students.

Figure 1
Diagram illustrating the requirements of a supportive learning environment in higher education (MacBeath-

1993)

The next diagram, below, provides a summary of this conceptual framework and in doing so illustrates

current mainstream discourse in the field of research into independent learning skills.
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Figure 2
An overview of current research into independent learning skills in higher education *ILS: Independent
learning skills
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Method

A sequential mixed methods design (Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2007) was implemented for this study.
The initial stage involved collecting primary data through an online survey targeting international
undergraduate and master's students from a range of countries. This survey assessed students’ perceptions of
their independent learning skills and also enabled the Vietnamese experience to be positioned within a broader
international context. The use of an initial survey based on a larger population to contextualise the specific
experiences of a more focused demographic has precedent in education research (Underwood & Truong,
2023).

The second stage comprised interviews, with the participants chosen based on the survey results
(Denscombe, 2003). Sixty-three survey responses were collected, followed by interviews with 4 participants.
This model of a questionnaire sent to a larger population, followed by a comparatively smaller number of in-
depth interviews, also has substantial precedent in education research (Onwuegbuzie & Collins, 2007). This
second stage with a sample of just four enabled a close focus on the experiences of Vietnamese students and
also positions this article within the genre of student voice research. This is still an innovative form of research
within the context of studies based in Vietnam (Truong & Underwood, 2023).

Data collection: survey

The survey was completed by 63 university students from various countries and institutions. It aimed
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at capturing diverse experiences and comparing their independent learning journeys. The survey had three
parts: personal information, 9 multiple-choice questions, and 4 open-ended questions.

Data Collection: Interview

Following the survey, 4 interview participants were selected based on diverse study levels and learning
outcomes. All were Vietnamese students, allowing for in-depth exploration into the experience of this specific
community. Four participants were interviewed online. Semi-structured interviews were used for their ability
to capture detailed personal insights and experiences and were recorded for accuracy (Barriball & While, 1994;
Kvale, 1996). The data analysis followed Braun and Clarke's (2021) phased method of: coding, categorizing,
interpretation, and thematic analysis. Responses were transcribed and compared.

Ethics and demographic profile

This research adhered to the British Educational Research Association’s ethical standards (BERA,
2018). Voluntary participation was emphasized, and anonymity has been maintained throughout the process.
Participants were clearly informed about data storage and usage; data was securely stored with only the
minimal amount needed retained at any stage, ensuring transparency and confidentiality (Hennink et al., 2011).

Table 1
Information about the participants who responded to the survey
Participant information N %
Gender (N=63)
Female 43 68%
Male 20 31%
Level of study (N=63)
Masters’ level 17 27%
Bachelors’ level 46 73%
Academic performance (1- 100 scores- N=63)
Grade >70/ 100 (distinction or first grade ave) 32 50.8%
Grade >60/100 (merit or 2:1 grade ave) 26 41.3%
Grade >50/100 (pass or 2:2 grade ave) 5 7.9%
Grade <50/100 0 0%
Table 2
Information about the interviewees
Participant Gender Level of study Academic Nationality
pseudonym performance
Dat (A) Male Master Grade >70/ 100 Vietnam
Trang (B) Female Bachelor Grade >60/100 Vietnam
Duong (C) Female Master Grade >50/100 Vietnam
Nga (D) Female Bachelor Grade >50/100 Vietnam
Findings

In this section, the findings from the survey and the interviews are presented. Following an introduction
that contextualises the importance that these students ascribe to independent learning skills, this section is
structured into four sections based on the research questions as follows: the challenges of developing these
skills; students’ strategies for overcoming these challenges; their perceptions of what constitutes a supportive
environment; and their expectations of a positive relationship with their lecturers.

Based on the evidence found through the online surveys and interviews it became clear that most
international university students have a shared understanding of independent learning skills and the importance
of these. However, they also described themselves as only having a general understanding and of not knowing
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specifically what these skills include and how to practice them. Nor did they perceive that they have been
previously guided in detail on the importance of developing these skills for their university life and future
careers.

Figure 3
Students’ awareness of the importance of independent learning skills

a2%

¥ Having a deep understandning Heard about it but do not really understand ™ Do not know

Via the survey, students were divided into three groups based on their academic achievement. This has
been presented in the earlier table numerically (and in the context of standard UK university grade bands). The
survey revealed that over 80% of students across all grade bands identified developing independent learning
skills as being very important. The importance of independent learning skills to higher education students was
also agreed upon by all 4 interviewed students. One stated that self-study is "the biggest influence on academic
achievement and on the success of students at university". Furthermore, phrases such as "very important” and
"indispensable” were repeated multiple times by these students when asked about the role of independent
learning skills.

In addition, all interviewed students expressed a belief that independent learning skills not only help
students during their studies at university but also help them advance in their careers and future lives.
Moreover, they consistently described a perception that these study skills are the basic preparation for students
before a lifelong learning and training process: “it can be said that independent learning skills are the first
bricks, helping students orient their learning ability and how they need to practice to acquire knowledge from
all fields in the future, not just their major at their university.” (Interviewee A). These findings therefore
suggest that the importance attributed by international students, including Vietnamese students, to developing
independent learning skills is in line with previous studies that have not demarcated between the perceptions
and experiences of different demographic groups.

Challenges

Within the survey, students were asked an open-ended question about the biggest obstacles to their
developing independent learning skills within higher education. A total of 57 participant replies were received,
and a student could cover many different sets of issues. These answers were filtered and categorized based on
the framework of four themes, described earlier in this article: cognitive skills, metacognitive skills, affective
skills and external factors (Figure 4).
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Figure 4
The biggest factors preventing a student from becoming an independent learner
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As the graph above illustrates, 14% of students shared that they had difficulties with metacognitive
skills, describing these with words such as "Don't know where to start", "Don't know how to choose the right
way to study", "Having problems assessing my own ability to choose the right learning method”. However, it
was affective skills that were most mentioned. Over 61% of students found that they had problems defining
themselves as confident independent learners and that this, in turn, was related to their perception of their
affective skills. The most frequently mentioned phrases in response to being asked about the challenges of
defining themselves as independent learners were: "motivation”, "discipline”, "distraction”, "lazy", "patience",
and "[lack of] determination and tenacity”. As this illustrates, a significant common shared problem that these
students faced was self-motivation. However, they also perceived that motivation is very important in the
independent learning process.

Over 29% of the survey-ed students stated that their journey to becoming independent learners was
significantly influenced by external factors as well as by their own independent learning skills. Specifically,
the learning environment and the form of lecturers' support. 21% described the challenges that they faced with
phrases such as: "lack of support from teachers”, "spoon feeding in boring classes", "lack of guidance and
empathy from lecturers". One student shared that "my teachers transfer information or knowledge to students
without supporting them to learn or explore by themselves".

All four interviewees shared these concerns outlined above. However, they also shared a perception
that they were heavily influenced by the study culture in their native country, Vietnam. They described a
shared perception that in their home country, students are extremely hard-working but not supported enough
to sharpen their independent learning skills and tend to be passive in their studies due to a hierarchical culture.
Therefore, all four students felt confused when switching from high school to higher education. In addition,
these students also admitted that they felt “a lack of guidance from teachers” (interviewee D) or “did not
know how to take full advantage of the support from the university” (interviewee B). This shared finding that
Vietnamese students can find that they arrive in higher education, encouraged to engage in independent study,
but unsure of where to begin is significant for stakeholders wishing to support this community of students

In addition, these Vietnamese students also perceived that they needed to practice more patience in the
process of developing independent learning skills: “I feel lazy to study, studying for a while will make me
sleepy. I also often delay and extend deadlines, sometimes I even try to think of reasons for everything so that

I don't have to complete academic tasks.” (Interviewee C). It should be noted though that other research into
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Vietnamese student experiences has found that Vietnamese international students are a very high performing
demographic as revealed by final university grades (Bista, 2018). Also, previous comparable studies have
revealed that Vietnamese participants demonstrate a high degree of self-criticism and the self-imposition of
high standards (Oh et al., 2019; Truong & Underwood, 2023). It is important that these descriptions of a
perceived lack of motivation, by very successful students, are understood within this context.

Overcoming challenges

In this study, the findings from the survey clearly revealed that students who achieved better results
tended to take the initiative in seeking support from others, such as lecturers or high-performing peers. They
were also quick to address challenges by managing their emotions, finding ways to motivate themselves, and
devising new learning plans.

When asked how they overcame difficulties during independent learning, most of the survey
respondents described strategies for rebalancing their emotional state. These included ‘“re-disciplining
yourself,” “creating a new study plan,” “setting goals for the next semesters,” and “motivating myself.” Some
avoided distractions by “locking their phones” or “stopping social media during essay time,” while others
made space to “take a break.” Many also sought support from lecturers or friends or drew encouragement
from family members.

Respondents with high academic scores generally showed a proactive approach to problem-solving.
This group reported fewer issues with affective skills, and when such problems did arise, they were typically
quick to implement solutions such as “planning new learning in detail,” “

EEINTS

self-disciplining, ” or “resetting my
goals and being strict with myself, which improved my learning skills a lot.” The most consistently mentioned
strategy among these students, however, was seeking help, particularly from lecturers. As some put it:
“meeting the lecturer for support during any challenges,” “asking help from lecturers,” and “talking with
teachers and asking them for support.”

Meanwhile, the group of students with lower academic scores of 50-60/100 tended to have relatively
more passive solutions. Some students in this group shared that they still had not found a way to solve their
affective skills and even “give up ”. Others chose to "take the extended submission offered by the university".
The common feature of this group of students is that they did not mention seeking help from others, such as
help from lecturers.

The four Vietnamese students who were interviewed also described how support greatly improved their
study skills and provided them with richer perspectives on knowledge, helping them to deepen their
understanding of the subject matter:

Interviewee B: I hope college freshmen can understand that: self-study does not mean that you have
to study alone and students should take advantage of the support from friends and university. Studying
with friends is great, they provide different perspectives in the same area of knowledge, thereby helping
me to understand the problem more deeply.

Another interviewee also shared his opinion about finding help from friends who have better academic
results:

Interviewee A: The fastest way for me to improve my academic results is to ask good students how

they learn. Distilling from this information and choosing for myself the right way to study is how I

enhanced my learning skills

While interviewee D noticed a significant improvement in her grades after receiving help from her
sister (an excellent student):

Interviewee D: My freshman year of college was only about 50-65/100, but my second year of college,
my grades went up a lot, I even got some 90/100. Thanks to my sister because of sharing her learning

experiences and motivating me a lot.
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Supportive factors

The participants in this study consistently described the important role of others including lecturers in
guiding, explaining and motivating students to practice independent learning. As the following graph
illustrates - lecturers and university staff were seen as the biggest source of support, with 63.9% of students
stating this.

Figure 5
Supportive sources that help students to overcome challenges in their independent learning journey

63.90% {
59.00% |
i
39.30%
By themselves and other sources Supportive lecturers and Other students
university staff

L4 Supportive sources

This is described in further detail in the section below. However, it is also noticeable that 59% of
students overcame difficulties on their own and 39.3% of students described getting help from friends:

Interviewee B: Me and some of my classmates have formed a study group. Our way of learning is that
each person in the group will study a separate part carefully and will teach that part to others. This
makes it easy for us to understand problems deeply and makes it easier to remember knowledge

Students’ expectations of lecturers

The students in this study consistently recognised the lecturer’s role in fostering independent learning
skills and had high expectations for lecturer support. Their expectations of lecturers can be summarised as
follows: they want specific instruction on independent learning skills from the beginning of their courses. They
appreciate when lecturers help them plan their studies, offer tips during lectures, or recommend useful
resources such as books and websites. They value supportive classroom environments where they can practise
these skills through interaction such as lecturers assigning tasks that promote self-directed learning; including
asking thought-provoking questions or encouraging students to research and share information. Also, and
importantly, these students look to lecturers for motivation throughout their learning journey. They appreciate
when lecturers recognise their self-study efforts and progress, not just their final grades, and they find personal
stories and experiences shared by lecturers also served as powerful sources of inspiration.

Among the external factors influencing students’ independent learning, the lecturer-student
relationship stood out in both sets of data as particularly important. In response to an open-ended question
about how lecturers could help improve their self-study skills, 53 out of 63 students provided input. Their

responses made it clear that their expectations go well beyond the delivery of subject knowledge.
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Many students expressed a desire for emotional support from lecturers, especially in overcoming
affective challenges. They hoped teachers would "encourage”, "motivate”, "give their advice", "share their
experiences" and "answer students' questions”. Interaction was another key theme. Students wanted lecturers
to engage actively in class, fostering independent thinking and practice. The ability to "give small questions
and suggestions for students to find out for themselves" was frequently mentioned. As one student put it: "In
class, teachers should interact with students more, instead of teaching mechanically, they can ask related
questions but no less entertaining."”

Access to study materials and resources that support independent learning, such as "self-study
websites", was also a common request. Students appreciated tasks that develop these skills, like "finding and
distributing information”, and valued the integration of self-study guidance directly into lectures. Several
students, particularly international ones, emphasised the importance of early support. They wanted information
about independent learning skills provided at the start of the course, noting differences in educational
backgrounds. One student remarked: "more knowledge should be shared at the beginning of the programme
because many students are not familiar with independent learning from their home countries.” Students also
voiced views on assessment practices. They hoped for more emphasis on depth of understanding rather than
rote memorisation. Importantly, some felt that their ability to self-study was limited when the teaching and
assessment model was more directive.

As this section illustrates the relationship with and the role of lecturers was important for these students
who answered the questionnaire. However, interestingly, this was even more starkly the case for the
Vietnamese students who were interviewed, as these following quotations below illustrate:

Interviewee A: I hope that lecturers, especially Vietnamese lecturers, can stimulate students' curiosity
and encourage their self-creation and self-study. A problem can have many solutions, but if teachers
don't have flexibility, students will get confused and wonder if they're doing it wrong or learning the
wrong way"?

Interviewee B: I want teachers to be able to see my own efforts and progress in the learning process,
not just looking at grades. What's important is where a student starts and what they achieve not a
comparison between good students and bad students.

Interviewee C: It is very clear that the lecturers themselves were excellent students before becoming
lecturers. Hence, I would love to hear real stories about the process of self-study and self-training. I
believe that through that I can draw concrete and practical skills lessons.

Interviewee D: I like the way lecturers in the UK guide students in writing and essay skills. However,
as an international student, I find it difficult for UK lecturers to support me mentally like when [ was a
student, when I studied in Vietnam.

In the next section these findings are compared to existing literature and subtle differences in how
independent learning can be framed based on this study are identified and discussed.

Discussion
This research clearly revealed the influence of independent learning skills on students' academic
performance in higher education. This is consistent with a wide-range of previously published research
literature, in this field, world-wide, which over a long period has demonstrated that independent learning has
a significant role in improving education outcomes (Schunk, 2005; Hinds, 2007). Moreover, it was also found
that for these students, independent learning skills have a significant influence on their self-perception and
they play a vital role in enhancing students’ self-awareness as independent life-long learners (Hughes, 2003).
These learning skills have the potential to form strong foundations for students' life-long journeys to explore
new knowledge (Koper & Tattersall, 2004).
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Previous research has also shown that strategies for maintaining motivation are the most important
emotional skill to learn on the journey to becoming an independent learner (Malone & Smith, 1996; Marcou
& Philippou, 2005; Fabeku, 2024). This study found that this is true for current international students, too, and
specifically students from Vietnam. Perseverance in the face of challenges and a willingness to find new ways
of learning or even re-doing a failed task are important skills for creating motivation for independent learners,
and these learners demonstrated creativity and autonomy in developing these skills. However, it was also
perceived that a lack of self-discipline can prevent students from making specific study plans, and lead to
students delaying studying or prioritizing other interests above learning. It also causes time-related problems
in students’ independent learning journey. To contextualise, it should be noted that these students were highly
self-critical, despite all in fact succeeding within their studies. This tendency towards imposing very high
standards upon themselves and describing oneself critically is a trait that has been identified in research with
Vietnamese students before (Truong & Underwood, 2023).

Interestingly, a subtle difference emerged between students with good academic results and other
students in how they faced and handled problems. This is in line with previous research that has found that
excellent students are often those who are able to find solutions to problems in their learning process in a
flexible way (Gow & Kember, 1990). However, no specific differences between groups of master’s and
undergraduate students, or male and female students, in the way they deal with problems in their independent
learning process emerged.

The lecturer-student relationship is an essential factor, as previous studies, over a long time span, have
demonstrated (Kesten, 1987; Williams, 2003; Pulatovna, 2024). However, for this cohort of students from this
specific background, this emerged even more strongly. The Vietnamese students identified an ideal lecturer
as someone who can easily recognize the needs, interests and abilities of their students, and who can motivate
students to be more excited about learning, enabling them to be creative and reach their personal potential.

Early in this article, we discussed the influential: independent learning hierarchy designed by
MacBeath (1993) (Figure 1). This model outlines a progression of environmental supports essential for
fostering independent learning, starting with the 'physical environment' as the foundational layer, followed by
the 'time environment', 'peer environment', 'material resources', and culminating in 'tutor resources'. However,
our data indicates that this hierarchy requires modification to align with the context and needs of students in
the 2020s. Our study found that the influence of the peer environment on students' independent learning
journeys is even more important for international students than previously identified. It was consistently
defined as being highly significant and also as potentially varying between different institutions by our
participants. Moreover, the influence of lecturers was identified very strongly as the most significant factor in
developing independent learning skills, surpassing even its prominence in MacBeath’s original research. It
therefore does not change its place within this model but its emphasis is noted. Lastly, material resources post-
2020 were defined by these students as a basic need, expected to be effectively delivered by any university.
These changes are illustrated in the diagram (Figure 6) below.

Figure 6
A suggested new supportive environment hierarchy.
Tutor Tutor
mf:! resources
Material The peer
rESOUICes environment
DY SNSRI ‘i
HLMP“r ><'Mmen‘al resources
The time environment 1 The time environment

Physical environment _ Physical environment
b

Figure 1@ Supportive environment { MaeBeath- 1993 ) Figure 8: A suggested new supportive envivomment fierarchy 2024,

284



Cambridge Educational Research e-Jounal
2025,VOL.12
DOL https:/doi.org/10.17863/CAM. 123124

Conclusion

In this conclusion, the research questions first asked at the beginning of this article are returned to.
Research question 1: To what extent do students see it as important to develop independent learning skills
whilst in higher education?

The participants in this study viewed the development of independent learning skills as an important
part of their higher education. They recognized that independent learning not only improves their academic
outcomes and self-awareness but also equips them with the critical skills required by a rapidly changing labour
market. They linked this to a perception of higher education itself as a crucial stage for acquiring the skills
necessary for both professional and personal growth.

Research question 2: Do higher education students witness challenges in their independent learning
Jjourney? And how do they overcome these?

Overall, in the process of becoming better independent learners, higher education students have to face
a lot of challenges. In terms of internal factors, they found difficulties with metacognitive and affective skills.
Moreover, students also found external factors could be a help or a hindrance in acquiring these skills.
Hindrances could include a lack of support and information from their lecturers. However, the biggest
challenge students faced in their independent learning journeys was developing affective skills such as: self-
motivation, self-evaluation and perseverance. However, students were also creative and proactive with finding
solutions and overcoming difficulties. These solutions included researching information on their own through
books or the internet, and seeking help from family, friends and lecturers. But the most effective way they
found was to ask for help from their lecturers. Talking to lecturers about their problems, asking for advice and
being inspired by them is what had benefited these students most. Following this, support from peers was also
vital. Sharing learning experiences or forming study groups among students was also a valued practice.

Research question 3: How do these students perceive the role of lecturers in enabling them to develop
their independent learning skills?

Students perceive lecturers as playing a vital role in helping them develop independent learning skills.
This came through more strongly in this study than in previous comparable research. The participants in this
study wanted lecturers to provide clear and timely information about independent learning at the start of a
course, including guidance on study skills, planning strategies, and useful resources such as books and
websites. The students who participated in this study also valued lecturers who create a positive and creative
learning environment where they can practise self-directed learning, such as by posing thought-provoking
questions or assigning tasks that involve researching, analysing, and organising information independently.
Additionally, they identified their lecturers as important sources of inspiration and support and appreciated
when lecturers recognized their progress, provided constructive feedback on their independent efforts, and
shared personal learning experiences to motivate and strengthen the lecturer—student relationship.
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