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In China, the conventional structure of classrooms frequently demotivates students’ vocabulary learning. To solve the dilemma, blended learning provides a more motivated, learner-centered, and engaged classroom. Taking the Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework and Self-Determination Theory (SDT) as the theoretical basis, this study examines the structural relationships between the three dimensions of CoI—Teaching Presence, Social Presence, and Cognitive Presence—and four types of Vocabulary Learning Motivation (VLM): Intrinsic Motivation, Identified Regulation, Introjected Regulation, and External Regulation among Chinese university students. A quantitative survey method was applied, and 12 hypotheses were tested with a sample of 400 undergraduates who have participated in a blended English course at a public university in Changsha, China. Utilizing Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) technique, results showed notable positive predictive effects of the three dimensions of CoI on the four aspects of VLM. Exceptionally, Teaching Presence did not predict significantly with Identified and Introjected Regulation. These findings highlight the potential of CoI-based blended learning to improve vocabulary acquisition by promoting diverse motivating factors. Consequently, this study enhances the theoretical application of the CoI and SDT in the EFL context. It also provides practical implications for improving blended learning environments to enhance student motivation and achievement in vocabulary learning.
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Introduction

The importance of having a strong vocabulary is widely recognized as a fundamental and crucial aspect of learning English as a Foreign Language (EFL), since it forms the basis for all other language abilities (Ritonga et al., 2022). Studies have shown that motivation has a significant part in the process of acquiring EFL vocabulary (Li J. et al., 2022; Okkan and Aydın, 2020; Tanaka, 2017). Regrettably, within the Chinese educational system, vocabulary development is impeded by time constraints and restricted exposure in traditional classroom settings, resulting in heightened demotivation among EFL students; hence, there is a requirement to explore new approaches that can complement traditional classroom teaching and rekindle students’ motivation to acquire vocabulary (Zhang and Zhang, 2022).

Blended learning, a teaching approach that integrates the benefits of traditional classroom instruction and internet resources, has been shown to create a more motivated, learner-centered, and engaged classroom environment in recent decades (Chen, 2022). Globally, the COVID-19 epidemic has drastically changed how education is delivered, hastening the shift to blended learning paradigms (Lo and Wong, 2023). This strategy enhances the dynamism of educational experiences, including in the context of learning EFL vocabulary (Harrell and Wendt, 2019). The Community of Inquiry (CoI) framework, rooted in the “collaborative constructivist” approach to education, has become a significant model for designing and facilitating blended learning (Martin et al., 2022). The statement emphasizes the importance of participating in group activities that promote student collaboration and the use of critical thinking abilities to create knowledge (Akyol and Garrison, 2008). The emergence of meaningful learning experiences is generally attributed to the interaction of three key factors: Teaching Presence, Social Presence, and Cognitive Presence (Harrell and Wendt, 2019).

Over time, many scholars have undertaken surveys and empirical studies to comprehend the significance of the CoI framework in relation to motivation in blended and online EFL settings. Nevertheless, the majority of these studies have predominantly focused on analyzing the relationship between CoI framework and general learning motivation (Zhang, 2020; Zuo et al., 2022). In addition, research in academic motivation rarely touches the realm of vocabulary learning (Susanto et al., 2022). The current body of research indicates that the perception of the CoI learning experience and motivation are two closely interconnected notions in online and blended learning settings. Under this premise, this study aims to examine how the three components of the CoI framework (Teaching Presence, Social Presence, and Cognitive Presence) affect students’ Vocabulary Learning Motivation (VLM) (Intrinsic Motivation, Identified Regulation, Introjected Regulation, and External Regulation) in a blended learning environment within the Chinese EFL context.



Literature review


Community of Inquiry

The CoI framework has become prominent among the several frameworks used in blended learning (Yu and Li, 2022). Proposed by Garrison et al. (2000), this approach has been widely acknowledged for its significant capacity to facilitate advanced and profound learning by integrating teaching, social, and cognitive presences. Teaching Presence comprises three elements: instructional design and organization, facilitating discourse, and direct instruction (Akyol and Garrison, 2008). It is deemed as the most important construct influencing online learning contexts, indicating students’ perceptions of teaching behaviors and performances in online or blended pedagogical approaches (Garrison et al., 2010). Social Presence is also comprised of three elements: affectiveness, open communication, and group cohesion (Shea et al., 2014). It denotes online social activities such as emotional expression among peers, interactions and discussions, and group rapport as first-order constructs (Nasir and Ngah, 2022). Cognitive Presence refers to the extent to which students engage in reflective thinking and discussion to generate knowledge (Shea et al., 2014). It consists of four distinct stages: triggering event, exploration, integration, and solution (Garrison and Arbaugh, 2007). According to Hu et al. (2016), students who have stronger cognitive capacities can improve their own motivation to learn, as well as develop advanced skills like metacognition, critical thinking, and creativity.



Three presences of CoI framework and motivation


Teaching presence and motivation

Research has identified a noteworthy association between Teaching Presence and motivation (Cole et al., 2017; Suharno et al., 2023). This was achieved through instructors employing well-organized lesson structures, offering prompt feedback, and consistently displaying enthusiasm. In addition to pedagogical knowledge, effective teaching presence in blended learning environments necessitates sufficient institutional support for professional development and digital tools (Lo and Wong, 2023). Instructors who carefully design their courses, strive to create interactive sessions, and employ captivating teaching techniques can effectively maintain students’ motivation over the duration of the course (Martin et al., 2022; Adam et al., 2023). For example, Chan et al. (2024) found that AI-generated feedback using large language models significantly improved university students’ English writing proficiency, engagement, and motivation.




Social presence and motivation

Multiple research have discovered a substantial correlation between Social Presence and motivation (Weaver and Albion, 2005; Yilmaz et al., 2013; Zuo et al., 2022; Ebadi and Amini, 2024). Engaging social interactions and a sense of connectedness are crucial factors in motivating individuals in online and blended learning environments (García-Carrión et al., 2020). The presence of a robust community and the capacity to actively interact with fellow students can amplify both the self-determination and the innate drive of students. Students with strong motivation actively participate in group discussions and collaborative activities and boost their active engagement, idea sharing, and contributions to group unity (Smith et al., 2020).



Cognitive presence and motivation

A significant relationship was observed between students’ Cognitive Presence and motivation by a number of studies (Husni et al., 2022; Li J. et al., 2022; Chi, 2023). Motivation, whether it originates internally or externally, is vital in shaping students’ cognitive processes; hence, it improves their ability to learn and comprehend knowledge (Tokan and Imakulata, 2019). When students are motivated, they frequently demonstrate improved Cognitive Presence by persisting in difficult activities, employing critical thinking abilities, and actively engaging with course material. Engaging in critical thinking, reflection, and knowledge application enables students to recognize the worth and appeal of the learning tasks.



Self-determination theory

Self-determination theory (SDT) is a well-established framework for comprehending human motivation (Deci and Ryan, 2000). The primary objective is to assess the degree to which an individual’s motivation is driven by their own volition. It categorizes motivation into three main types: Intrinsic Motivation, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation (Deci and Ryan, 2000). Intrinsic Motivation is the internal drive to engage in a particular behavior due to the enjoyment it brings. Extrinsic motivation is the state of being motivated by external factors. Amotivation is defined as a deficiency in motivation. In addition, extrinsic motivation refers to doing something because it leads to a separable outcome and it can be divided into four subcategories: external regulation, integrated regulation, introjected regulation and identified regulation (Ryan and Deci, 2020). As per prior research, it is advisable to exclude the amotivation section since it may compromise the psychometric qualities due to the presence of negatively interpreted items (Kim et al., 2002). Howard et al. (2017) excluded integrated regulation from the analysis due to its overly high inter-factor correlations and overlapping confidence intervals with identified regulation and intrinsic motivation. Consequently, this study only involves intrinsic motivation, identified, introjected, and external regulation—all of which have been widely used in EFL research (Noels et al., 2000).

SDT offers a comprehensive framework for comprehending motivation in EFL learning (Karimi and Fallah, 2021) and EFL vocabulary acquisition (Deci and Ryan, 2000). Students who have Intrinsic Motivation are more inclined to actively participate in vocabulary activities, take responsibility for their learning tasks, and demonstrate better recall of the learned material (Chen and Jang, 2010). When they have a strong sense of Identified Regulation, they are more motivated to engage in vocabulary learning because they perceive it as crucial for achieving their life objectives (Tanaka, 2017). While not as effective as Intrinsic Motivation or Identified Regulation, Introjected Regulation can nonetheless motivate EFL students to practice vocabulary due to internal demands (Zhou, 2016). The issue is the preservation of one’s sense of value, which involves taking steps to prevent receiving negative assessments from their peers (Tanaka, 2017). However, depending exclusively on Introjected Regulation may result in emotional exhaustion and less enduring learning results (Assor et al., 2002). Thus, students are driven to learn English vocabulary in order to obtain course credits, achieve excellent grades, or attain high marks on assessments (Tanaka, 2017).



Factors affecting students’ vocabulary learning motivation

Vocabulary learning motivation is defined as “the driving force” of vocabulary learning (Dornyei and Ryan, 2015, p. 72), which directly impacts learning outcomes (Zhang et al., 2016). To enhance students’ vocabulary learning motivation, one of the main factors is listed as the function of the instructor (Fontecha and Gallego, 2012). Students’ motivated conduct is closely correlated with teachers’ motivational strategies (Papi and Abdollahzadeh, 2012). Additionally, collaborative efforts driven by the motivation generated by social contacts in order to collaborate and share goals in order to accomplish the mutually significant vocabulary objective are also crucial (Ritonga et al., 2022). Furthermore, recalling and retaining vocabulary is a cognitive process that is greatly influenced by the motivational conditions surrounding the initial encoding and subsequent processing of unfamiliar words through task performance. These conditions include motivation and cognitive style (Ajideh et al., 2013).




Method


Research design, model and hypotheses

This quantitative study presents a model that demonstrates the predictable connections between the three dimensions of the CoI framework (Teaching Presence, Social Presence, Cognitive Presence) and students’ VLM (Intrinsic Motivation, Identified Regulation, Introjected Regulation, External Regulation) in a blended learning environment (see Figure 1).
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FIGURE 1
 Constructing model of CoI framework predicting VLM. TP, Teaching Presence; SP, Social Presence; CP, Cognitive Presence; IM, Intrinsic Motivation; ID, Identified Regulation; IJ, Introjected Regulation; EX, External Regulation.


The hypotheses of the current study are as follows:


H1-1: Teaching Presence has a positive effect on students’ Vocabulary Intrinsic Motivation.
H1-2: Teaching Presence has a positive effect on students’ Vocabulary Identified Regulation.
H1-3: Teaching Presence has a positive effect on students’ Vocabulary Introjected Regulation.
H1-4: Teaching Presence has a positive effect on students’ Vocabulary External Regulation.
H2-1: Social Presence has a positive effect on students’ Vocabulary Intrinsic Motivation.
H2-2: Social Presence has a positive effect on students’ Vocabulary Identified Regulation.
H2-3: Social Presence has a positive effect on students’ Vocabulary Introjected Regulation.
H2-4: Social Presence has a positive effect on students’ Vocabulary External Regulation.
H3-1: Cognitive Presence has a positive effect on students’ Vocabulary Intrinsic Motivation.
H3-2: Cognitive Presence has a positive effect on students’ Vocabulary Identified Regulation.
H3-3: Cognitive Presence has a positive effect on students’ Vocabulary Introjected Regulation.
H3-4: Cognitive Presence has a positive effect on students’ Vocabulary External Regulation.




Data collection and participants

The participants for the current study were selected from a public university located in Changsha, China. Using a purposive sampling method, a total of 400 voluntary undergraduate students were involved. Referring to the objective of this study, the sample students were those who have experienced blended English courses for at least one semester. Data was collected through a survey conducted by Questionnaire Star, a renowned Chinese survey tool, during the end of the second semester of the academic year 2023–2024. Before initiating the study, participants were obligated to complete a consent form for ethical purposes. Out of the 400 participants examined, there were 221 male students and 179 female students with ages ranging from 18 to 22.



Instruments

The instruments utilized in this investigation consist of VLM and CoI scales. The VLM scale consists of two sections. The first section was to gather demographic data from the participants, including their gender, grade level, and age. The second part was on the VLM inquiries. This scale was adapted from Li G. et al. (2022), who validated it in the context of a Chinese high school. A total of 19 items (item 7 was excluded) and four dimensions was determined (Intrinsic Motivation, 5 items; Identified Regulation, 4 items; Introjected Regulation, 5 items; and External Regulation, 5 items) after being validated by experts. Additionally, to align with the CoI scale, this scale was adapted and modified from a 6-point Likert scale to a 5-point one. The CoI survey instrument was adapted from Zhang (2020) who had validated it in Chinese blended learning environment. It has 34 items initially; following expert validation, a total of 20 questions (item 1, 2, 5, 6, 7, 10, 13, 14, 19, 21, 23, 27, 29, 32 were excluded) for the three dimensions were adapted. Specifically, there were 6 items for Teaching Presence, 6 items for Social Presence, and 8 items for Cognitive Presence.

The participants were required to answer all questions in both scales using a five-point Likert-type scale ranging from “strongly agree” (five points) to “strongly disagree” (one point). The items in the two scales were translated into Chinese using a forward-backward translation method (Brislin, 1986). This involved having an English teacher translate the items into Chinese, and then having another English teacher translate the Chinese version back into English. The inconsistencies were resolved through discussion and modification of wordings. The Chinese translations were confirmed to be accurate based on the high level of resemblance between the two versions. Furthermore, the content validity of the two scales was established by soliciting input from three TESL experts for verification.



Data analysis

The gathered data were analyzed using SPSS 26.0 and AMOS 26.0. Confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was employed to assess the construct validity of each scale, while Cronbach’s α coefficients were utilized to evaluate the reliability of the sub-scales. Descriptive statistics, including means (M) and standard deviations (SD), were calculated. Ultimately, the researchers conducted structural equation modeling (SEM) to investigate the structural association between students’ CoI and VLM.




Results


Descriptive statistics

The Mean and Standard Deviation of each construct of CoI and VLM scales were analyzed with all scored above 3. In terms of the surveys of VLM scale, the participants reported an overall mean score of 3.53 (SD = 0.56), 3.50 (SD = 0.80) for Intrinsic Motivation, 3.76 (SD = 0.77) for Identified Regulation, 3.11 (SD = 0.92) for Introjected Regulation, and 3.75 (SD = 0.85) for External Regulation. For the survey of CoI scale, the overall mean score is 3.79 (SD = 0.54), 4.00 (SD = 0.72) for Teaching Presence, 3.74 (SD = 0.75) for Social Presence, and 3.62 (SD = 0.71) for Cognitive Presence.



The measurement model

The CFA results for each scale indicated that both of the measurement models had good construct validity (Hair et al., 2014). The CFA results for the VLM scale revealed a good fit (χ2/df = 1.425, GFI = 0.948, AGFI = 0.933, CFI = 0.985, TLI = 0.982, RMSEA = 0.033). The fit indices of the CoI scale were also good (χ2/df = 1.330, GFI = 0.949, AGFI = 0.935, CFI = 0.988, TLI = 0.986, RMSEA = 0.029) (see Table 1).


TABLE 1 Reliability, convergent validity and model fit of each construct.


	Construct
	Alpha
	AVE
	CR
	χ2/df
	GFI
	AGFI
	CFI
	TLI
	RMSEA

 

 	IM 	0.884 	0.608 	0.885 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	ID 	0.817 	0.534 	0.819 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	IJ 	0.897 	0.642 	0.898 	1.425 	0.948 	0.933 	0.985 	0.982 	0.033


 	EX 	0.888 	0.624 	0.892 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	VLM 	0.874 	– 	– 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	TP 	0.898 	0.596 	0.898 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	SP 	0.904 	0.618 	0.906 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	CP 	0.905 	0.547 	0.905 	1.330 	0.949 	0.935 	0.988 	0.986 	0.029


 	COI 	0.903 	– 	– 	 	 	 	 	 	





TP = Teaching Presence; SP = Social Presence; CP = Cognitive Presence; IM = Intrinsic Motivation; ID = Identified Regulation; IJ = Introjected Regulation; EX = External Regulation. AVE = Averaged Variance Extracted; CR = Composite Reliability; GFI = Goodness-of-fit Index; AGFI = Adjusted Goodness-of-fit Index; CFI = Comparative Fit Index; TLI = Tucker-Lewis Index; RMSEA = Root-mean-square Error of Approximation.
 

The reliability of the VLM and CoI scales was assessed using measures of convergent validity and discriminant validity. The scale items were evaluated for convergent validity using three criteria: Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability (CR), and average variance-extracted (AVE). Table 1 shows that the Cronbach’s alpha values for all the constructs ranged from 0.817 to 0.905, which is higher than the minimum loading threshold of 0.60 (Hair et al., 2014). The overall alpha values of VLM and CoI scales were 0.874 and 0.903, indicating that the assessment items had sufficient internal consistency. Furthermore, all variables had CR values ranging from 0.819 to 0.906, which were higher than the threshold value of 0.80. Similarly, all constructs had AVE values ranging from 0.534 to 0.642, which were above the needed minimum of 0.50 as stated by Hair et al. (2014). Therefore, all three criteria for convergent validity were satisfied.

The formula of average variance-extracted is:
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All correlations between the variables of VLM and the variables of CoI, as indicated in Table 2, were found to be statistically significant based on the correlation matrix findings. The correlation between Teaching Presence and External Regulation was determined to be the strongest (r = 0.591, p < 0.001). Conversely, the association between Teaching Presence and Introjected Regulation was determined to be the weakest (r = 0.221, p < 0.001). Construct discriminant validity refers to the extent to which the components of one construct differ from those of another construct. This metric was derived by comparing the Pearson correlation coefficients of each construct with the square root of the corresponding AVE estimates. According to the data shown in Table 2, it was concluded that the discriminant validity of each construct was considered sufficient because all of the square roots of AVE were determined to be larger than the absolute values of the correlation coefficients.


TABLE 2 Correlation coefficient of each variable and square root of AVE.


	Variable
	IM
	IR1
	IR2
	EM
	TP
	SP
	CP

 

 	IM 	0.780 	 	 	 	 	 	


 	ID 	0.296** 	0.731 	 	 	 	 	


 	IJ 	0.257** 	0.240** 	0.801 	 	 	 	


 	EX 	0.231** 	0.291** 	0.251** 	0.790 	 	 	


 	TP 	0.466** 	0.225** 	0.221** 	0.591** 	0.772 	 	


 	SP 	0.335** 	0.352** 	0.366** 	0.380** 	0.349** 	0.786 	


 	CP 	0.382** 	0.349** 	0.337** 	0.384** 	0.336** 	0.279** 	0.740





TP = Teaching Presence; SP = Social Presence; CP = Cognitive Presence; IM = Intrinsic Motivation; ID = Identified Regulation; IJ = Introjected Regulation; EX = External Regulation.

**p < 0.01.

The diagonal bold text is the AVE open root value and the lower triangle is the variable Pearson correlation coefficient.
 



The structural model

The structural model was assessed using the SEM technique with AMOS 26.0. The SEM results demonstrated that the fit indices were deemed satisfactory, with χ2/df = 1.261, GFI = 0.902, AGFI = 0.888, CFI = 0.980, TLI = 0.978, and RMSEA = 0.026 (Hair et al., 2014). The findings of the hypotheses in the study are outlined in Figure 2 and Table 3. The coefficient values obtained from the path analysis indicated that most of the factors in the CoI model had a substantial influence on students’ VLM. Teaching Presence had a positive effect on students’ vocabulary Intrinsic Motivation (β = 0.354, p < 0.001) and External Regulation (β = 0.513, p < 0.001). A positive effect of Social Presence on students’ vocabulary Intrinsic Motivation (β = 0.159, p < 0.05), Identified Regulation (β = 0.310, p < 0.001), Introjected Regulation (β = 0.327, p < 0.001), and External Regulation (β = 0.171, p < 0.001) was revealed. It was also found that Cognitive Presence had a significant positive effect on students’ vocabulary Intrinsic Motivation (β = 0.354, p < 0.001), as well as their Identified Regulation (β = 0.310, p < 0.001), Introjected Regulation (β = 0.327, p < 0.001), and External Regulation (β = 0.513, p < 0.001). Thus, the hypotheses H1-1, H1-4, H2-1, H2-2, H2-3, H2-4, H3-1, H3-2, H3-3, and H3-4 were accepted. Nevertheless, the study did not find any significant predictive effect of Teaching Presence on students’ vocabulary Identified Regulation (β = 0.036, p = 0.552) or Introjected Regulation (β = 0.016, p = 0.777), which means that hypotheses H1-2 and H1-3 were rejected.

[image: Diagram showing connections between three elements labeled TP, SP, and CP, and four elements labeled IM, ID, IJ, and EX. Lines indicate relationships with values such as 0.354, 0.242, and others, with statistical significance denoted by asterisks.]

FIGURE 2
 Verification of the structural model. TP, Teaching Presence; SP, Social Presence; CP, Cognitive Presence; IM, Intrinsic Motivation; ID, Identified Regulation; IJ, Introjected Regulation; EX, External Regulation.



TABLE 3 SEM path coefficient test.


	Hypothesis
	Path (IV→DV)
	Estimate
	S. E.
	C. R.
	P
	Result

 

 	H1-1 	TP → IM 	0.354 	0.065 	6.174 	*** 	Accepted


 	H1-2 	TP → ID 	0.036 	0.071 	0.595 	0.552 	Rejected


 	H1-3 	TP → IJ 	0.016 	0.081 	0.283 	0.777 	Rejected


 	H1-4 	TP → EX 	0.513 	0.062 	9.009 	*** 	Accepted


 	H2-1 	SP → IM 	0.159 	0.056 	2.992 	0.003 	Accepted


 	H2-2 	SP → ID 	0.31 	0.066 	5.221 	*** 	Accepted


 	H2-3 	SP → IJ 	0.327 	0.075 	5.717 	*** 	Accepted


 	H2-4 	SP → EX 	0.171 	0.049 	3.503 	*** 	Accepted


 	H3-1 	CP → IM 	0.242 	0.067 	4.448 	*** 	Accepted


 	H3-2 	CP → ID 	0.293 	0.078 	4.881 	*** 	Accepted


 	H3-3 	CP → IJ 	0.244 	0.087 	4.284 	*** 	Accepted


 	H3-4 	CP → EX 	0.167 	0.058 	3.412 	*** 	Accepted





IV = Independent Variable; DV = Dependent Variable; TP = Teaching Presence; SP = Social Presence; CP = Cognitive Presence; IM = Intrinsic Motivation; ID = Identified Regulation; IJ = Introjected Regulation; EX = External Regulation. ***p < 0.001.
 




Discussions

This research aimed to examine the effects of Teaching Presence, Social Presence, and Cognitive Presence within the CoI framework on different aspects of VLM—specifically Intrinsic Motivation, Identified Regulation, Introjected Regulation, and External Regulation—among Chinese EFL university students.


Teaching presence and vocabulary learning motivation

The observed impact of Teaching Presence on Intrinsic Motivation and External Regulation can be attributed to the organized and interactive characteristics of Teaching Presence. Effective teaching that is well-organized, encouraging, and captivating can cultivate a learning atmosphere that promotes students’ internal drive to learn. For instance, AI-generated feedback can enhance teaching presence in real-world teaching scenarios by providing prompt, tailored responses that mimic important elements of teacher assistance (Chan et al., 2024). Specifically, efficient pedagogical vocabulary learning techniques, such as dividing students into smaller, more manageable groups and facilitating discussions, can augment students’ External Regulation (Ryan and Deci, 2000). In line with Chen’s (2023) findings, the research also indicates that when teachers connect well with students, it leads to increased intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Possible contributing factors could include the findings of Cole et al. (2017) and Martin et al. (2022), which suggest that when students perceive their instructors as highly organized and supportive, they are more inclined to develop a genuine interest in the subject (Intrinsic Motivation) and respond positively to external incentives such as grades and praise (External Regulation). Nevertheless, Teaching Presence was found not to affect Identified Regulation or Introjected Regulation, possible reasons may be consistent with post-pandemic research that indicates teachers are often unprepared for the demands of technology, even while they acknowledge the importance of digital tools for student motivation (Lo and Wong, 2023). This implies that in order to fully achieve its motivational potential, Teaching Presence in blended environments needs to be backed by extensive training curricula and technology infrastructure. Additionally, Identified Regulation, characterized by the individual’s genuine endorsement of the learning activity, and Introjected Regulation, motivated by internal pressures, may require profound personal values and significance that surpass what structured Teaching Presence alone can provide (Deci and Ryan, 2000). Identified and Introjected Regulation are associated with deeper personal and moral obligations.



Social presence and vocabulary learning motivation

Social Presence was found to have a significant impact on all types of VLM. This phenomenon can be elucidated by the inherent characteristics of social relationships and interactions within the educational setting. Students were inspired to participate due to their sense of belonging to a supportive community. This is consistent with research conducted by García-Carrión et al. (2020) and Smith et al. (2020), which emphasizes that feeling connected and actively participating in group activities are important factors that drive intrinsic motivation. An extensive and strong Social Presence can help foster a feeling of belonging and alignment with the values and objectives of a group or community. For example, in Chan et al. (2024)‘s study, the Peer-AI Hybrid Tasks motivated students to discuss AI feedback in groups. Prompting AI to phrase feedback as questions can mimic collaborative discourse. In the current study, when individuals have a genuine sense of connection with others, they are more inclined to embrace and incorporate these values as their own, resulting in the development of identified regulation for learning vocabulary. When individuals are highly conscious of others’ expectations due to strong Social Presence, they adopt certain standards in a regulated and pressured way. This results in internal pressures such as feelings of guilt, personal investment in one’s ego, or self-esteem being dependent on reaching these standards. Furthermore, Social Presence amplifies the significance of social cues such as commendation, incentives, or penalties from others, as students assimilate the importance of acquiring vocabulary and participate in educational tasks to obtain social validation and avoid unfavorable evaluations (Weaver and Albion, 2005; Yilmaz et al., 2013; Ebadi and Amini, 2024). Creating a strong sense of community and meaningful social involvement in learning environments appears crucial for promoting motivating factors associated with responsibilities and external rewards (Ebadi and Amini, 2024).



Cognitive presence and vocabulary learning motivation

The study’s results demonstrate that Cognitive Presence significantly impacts all four types of VLM: Intrinsic Motivation, Identified Regulation, Introjected Regulation, and External Regulation. This underscores the vital importance of cognitive engagement in the learning process. These findings are consistent with previous research by Husni et al. (2022) and Roberts and Lee (2017), which emphasize the critical role of cognitive engagement and higher-order thinking in motivating students. Also in line with Chan et al. (2024), AI can elevate cognitive presence by motivating students to analyze, reflect, and iterate. Students evaluate AI versus instructor feedback, fostering critical thinking. Cognitive Presence promotes profound involvement, analytical reasoning, and ongoing contemplation, all of which are vital for students to construct meaningful knowledge and cultivate an inherent fascination with vocabulary acquisition. This facilitates students’ recognition of the personal significance of their learning (Identified Regulation), their response to internal pressures (Introjected Regulation), and their favorable response to external rewards (External Regulation). This implies that when students actively and profoundly engage with the subject matter, they are more inclined to develop enduring motivation across various contexts (Kintu et al., 2017; Brown and Jones, 2018). These findings align with research by Brown and Jones (2018), which demonstrated that learning environments that engage students cognitively enhance their ability to persist in challenging tasks. Therefore, the significance of creating an educational environment that promotes critical thinking, in-depth engagement with the subject matter, and reflective learning practices is clearly highlighted.




Conclusion

This study investigated the effects of Chinese university students’ CoI (Teaching Presence, Social Presence, and Cognitive Presence) on the four dimensions of VLM (Intrinsic Motivation, Identified Regulation, Introjected Regulation, and External Regulation) within the theoretical frameworks of the CoI and SDT. To summarize, the study highlights the capacity of CoI-based blended learning to improve students’ motivation to learn vocabulary. By improving these measures, educators can design more effective and engaging blended learning environments that enhance student motivation and vocabulary acquisition in EFL settings.


Recommendations

This study offers theoretical and practical recommendations with the goal of improving educational procedures and results, specifically in the Asia-Pacific educational region. In theory, this study provides empirical evidence for applying the CoI framework and SDT to vocabulary learning in EFL environments. To enhance VLM, several practical practices should be prioritized: First, teachers are suggested to offer purposeful and motivating tasks, supported by their supervision and prompt, valuable critique (Soffer and Cohen, 2019). Curriculum designers should employ explicit instructional design and captivating pedagogical techniques to captivate students’ attention and stimulate their intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. Institutions should provide professional development programs that address both pedagogical and technological skills for blended teaching (Lo and Wong, 2023). Second, educational tools and online platforms should be employed to enable collaborative activities, peer conversations, and group cohesion. Generative AI tools should also be adopted for boosting student motivation and engagement in blended learning environments to facilitate peer comparison and collaborative learning through shared analytics (Chan et al., 2024). Customized course designs that incorporate interactive components foster collaboration, and providing incentives enhances students’ motivation (Veletsianos et al., 2015). Furthermore, educators should provide educational tasks that promote analytical thinking and deep involvement. Utilizing problem-based learning, introspective tasks, and chances for knowledge application can improve Cognitive Presence to foster more profound and motivated learning experiences when acquiring vocabulary.



Limitations

This study provides interesting insights, but it is important to consider its limitations. First, while SEM effectively models relationships among multidimensional variables, the cross-sectional design prevents the observation of dynamic interactions or the establishment of causal linkages between the CoI and VLM. The reliance on self-report data, which may be influenced by social desirability bias or inaccurate self-assessment, constrains the establishment of reciprocal relationships between CoI presence and motivation types. Future research should use longitudinal or experimental designs incorporating multimodal data like LMS analytics, teacher assessments, and behavioral traces to establish causal relationships and enhance validity. Second, due to the limited scope of this study’s sample, which was restricted to one university in Changsha, China, its findings may lack generalizability. Future research should include a variety of situations, larger groups of population, and a wider diversity of student backgrounds and academic fields to confirm and build upon these findings. Additionally, this study solely concentrates on VLM. It is suggested that future research explore other forms of motivation, such as amotivation, extrinsic motivation, achievement motivation, curiosity motivation, and competence motivation, using the CoI framework as a perspective. Lastly, future research is also suggested to investigate the specific effects of AI-driven feedback on the aforementioned types of motivational regulation through CoI framework and SDT.
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