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Abstract 
The stimulation of students’ intrinsic motivation is an important factor in pro-
moting the success of flipped classrooms. According to the theory of self-de- 
termination, colleges and teachers should break through the constraints of 
the social environment and start from the three dimensions of the technical 
environment, teacher teaching, and student learning to improve the quality of 
flipped classroom teaching. By constructing a technological environment 
which is conducive to students’ autonomous learning, carefully producing and 
designing micro-class videos, and establishing a supportive and harmonious tea- 
cher-student relationship, the basic psychological needs of students can be met, 
and the efficiency and effectiveness of flipped classrooms can be improved. 
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1. Introduction 

The development of information technology has promoted continuous innova-
tion in the field of education. At the beginning of the 21st century, the flipped 
classroom model, which originated in the field of basic education in the United 
States, has received more and more attention from teachers, schools, and researchers 
since it was introduced to the world by the Khan Academy. At present, the flipped 
classroom researches have achieved some important results. Generally speaking, 
people hold a positive attitude towards flipped classrooms. In view of the poten-
tial advantages, the effectiveness of the flipped classroom model for the teaching 
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and learning process, has been investigated by a significant body of research, 
across different subject domains and educational levels (Schultz, Duffield, Ras-
mussen, & Wageman, 2014; Lo & Hew, 2017; Stylianos, Demetrios, & Lina, 2018; 
Khayat, Hafezi, Asgari, & Shoushtari, 2020). However, some scholars have ques-
tioned the applicability and effects of flipped classrooms, thinking that students 
do not have good self-study habits, and the effect of pre-class work cannot be 
guaranteed (Hu, Cai, & Zhang, 2019), teachers and students rely too much on 
technical means (Chen et al., 2016), and some researchers even considered it to 
be a kind of “disruptive innovation” model (Li, 2014). Some teaching practices at 
home and abroad have also confirmed that flipped classrooms have not effec-
tively improved students’ learning effects (Strayer, 2012; Yin, 2016).  

Supported by information technology, the flipped classroom breaks the process 
of the traditional teaching model and reorganizes the learning time in and out of 
class. The learning activities are transformed from “teacher-centered” to “student- 
centered”, focusing on the main role of students in the learning process and re-
flecting the personalized learning style. In order to boost student engagement 
and help them to learn more effectively, improving students’ motivation to par-
ticipate in flipped classroom learning is an urgent problem that needs to be 
overcome (Miao & Wang, 2015). However, there are relatively few studies on 
how the flipped classroom model affects students’ learning satisfaction and in-
ternal needs throughout the learning process. In this context, this article will adopt 
Self-Determination Theory (SDT), a theory of human motivation and personality, 
as the main theoretical framework in order to understand the internal needs of 
students in the learning process, to analyze the obstacles to the implementation 
of flipped classrooms, and to put forward suggestions to improve the flipped 
classroom in colleges. 

2. Self-Determination Theory 

Self-determination theory is a learning motivation theory proposed by American 
psychologists (Deci & Ryan, 1985). The theory assumes that people have a ten-
dency to learn actively and constantly improve themselves, and it can be realized 
through interaction with the external environment. Through experiments, resear- 
chers have concluded three basic psychological needs: Autonomy, Competence, 
and Relatedness. In this theory, the need for autonomy is the need for self-deter- 
mination, and the satisfaction of this need is the most important. When an indi-
vidual feels a high degree of self-determination in an activity, he experiences an 
internal attribution and feels that he can dominate his activity. At this time, his 
internal motivation to participate in this activity is very high. Competence need 
refers to the individual’s belief that his learning behavior or actions can reach a 
certain level, and that he can be competent for the activity. The need for rela-
tedness means that the individual needs care, understanding, and support from 
the surrounding environment or other people to experience a sense of belong-
ing. When various factors in the external environment meet the individual’s ba-
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sic psychological needs, the individual will form a healthy psychology and posi-
tive behavior; otherwise, it will hinder the individual’s development, and the in-
dividual will have a negative psychology and behavior.  

Flipped classroom provides a student-centered exploratory learning environ-
ment. Students are not passive recipients of learning, but active builders of know-
ledge. Before class, students can independently adjust the learning time, learning 
content and learning progress according to their own preferences, and can also 
watch the video learning content repeatedly according to their own understand-
ing. At the same time, students can raise their own questions and ideas while 
watching the video, communicate with teachers or peers, and complete the con-
struction of knowledge independently. (Pass & Wayne, 2014) research shows 
that if students can choose their own learning time and learning method to 
complete the task, they will have a sense of autonomy. In addition, in the flipped 
classroom teaching model, teachers answer questions and assist students in com-
pleting their homework in the classroom. Providing necessary help and guidance 
to students in the stage of internalization of knowledge helps to improve stu-
dents’ sense of competence in learning. (Abeysekera & Dawson, 2015) pointed 
out that when students actively construct their knowledge, the sense of compe-
tence is the strongest. In terms of the sense of relatedness, the multi-level inte-
raction between teachers and students in the flipped classroom helps to improve 
the intimacy between teachers and students and is conducive to fostering a sense 
of collective belonging among students. 

3. Research Method 
3.1. Research Questions 

Motivated by the SDT perspective and based on previous research, the present 
study aimed to investigate how the flipped classroom teaching model affected 
students’ learning satisfaction and students’ internal needs in the learning process. 
The two research questions proposed were as follows: 

1) Does the flipped classroom model help improve students’ satisfaction of learn-
ing in the process of English learning? 

2) Can the flipped classroom model meet the psychological needs of students 
during college English learning, that is, the needs of autonomy, competence and 
relatedness? 

3.2. Instrument and Data Analysis 

All participants were first-year students at a normal university in Zhanjiang City, 
Guangdong Province. The method of classroom observation was carried out to 
understand the performance of students in face-to-face classroom. At the same 
time, the above two research questions were further explored during semi- 
structured interviews, in which twenty students were asked to talk about how the 
flipped classroom affected their psychological needs. As for the qualitative inter-
view data, all of them were transcribed first and a qualitative inductive approach 
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was adopted in data analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). In the process of data anal-
ysis, three meetings were held between the two authors to discuss the emerging 
themes and categories to reach a consensus on the final interpretation of the da-
ta.  

4. Findings and Discussion 
4.1. Obstacles to Enhance Students’ Self-Management and  

Improvement Strategies 

The need for student autonomy refers to the need for self-management by stu-
dents. (Gagne & Deci, 2005) proposed a theoretical model that affects autonomy. 
They believe that environmental factors and individual differences will affect au-
tonomy. If the external environment of the students allows them to make free choi- 
ces according to their own wishes, the students can effectively integrate the ex-
ternal rules. (Wang & Pang, 2009) further pointed out that teachers should allow 
students to choose the time to complete homework, correct learning errors, set 
learning goals, and control learning time by themselves, so that students can ex-
perience the sense of responsibility for learning, thereby enhancing students’ 
learning autonomy.  

However, it is not easy for students to use their spare time for autonomous 
learning. First of all, the implementation of flipped classrooms increases the learning 
load of students. Compared with traditional teaching, students need to study the 
course content independently before class, such as watching videos, completing 
corresponding exercises and tests for discussion and comment in classroom 
teaching. Generally speaking, the time that students spend on the entire course is 
more than twice that of traditional classroom teaching. Therefore, some students 
do not like autonomous learning and are more willing to accept traditional 
teaching methods. Secondly, the learning effect of micro-classes in the self-study 
stage is not very satisfactory. Six of the interviewees said that the micro-classes 
were mostly fragmentary courses, and some were even tedious and lengthy, which 
reduced their autonomy in learning. According to (Chen et al., 2016), fragmented 
learning is not conducive to the deep learning of students, and the systematic 
teaching of teachers in the classroom not only ensures the integrity of the know-
ledge system, but also improves students’ learning enthusiasm. 

Extracurricular learning is an important part of the implementation of flipped 
classrooms. In order to improve the efficiency and autonomy of students’ inde-
pendent learning, it makes sense to start small, building students’ confidence 
with flipped tasks that let them practice and learn without becoming over-
whelmed. As for the quality of the micro-class videos, it is best for the school to 
establish a dedicated video recording studio with a professional production team, 
or cooperate with professional production companies and publishing companies 
outside the school to record videos. Of course, some courses can use high-quality 
public videos, but more need to use the micro-classes designed and produced by 
teachers themselves. At the same time, the application of social media can effec-
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tively cooperate with flipped classroom teaching. Teachers can make use of col-
lege students’ love and communication habits of WeChat and QQ to establish a 
WeChat group or QQ group for course learning to facilitate instant interaction 
between teachers and students. The convenience and timely feedback functions 
of WeChat and QQ groups can enhance students’ initiative and enthusiasm in 
learning. 

4.2. Obstacles to Improve Students’ Competence and  
Improvement Strategies 

In flipped classrooms, the micro-videos for students to learn independently has 
become an indispensable part, which requires deep intervention of information 
technology to realize the visualization of teaching information such as text, im-
ages, photos, animation, data, etc. However, the composition of digital works used 
in flipped classroom teaching is quite complex. Undisclosed original works and 
publicly published publications all involve the protection of intellectual property 
rights. Teachers are generally very cautious when using public videos and refer-
ences. Due to intellectual property issues, some public videos, books, and essays 
can only be displayed as fragments or partial excerpts, which will affect students’ 
understanding of the course content and hinder the improvement of their com-
petence. The results of an empirical study show that a good teaching video helps 
students complete learning tasks efficiently. Compared with non-interactive vid-
eo, video-free online teaching, and traditional classroom teaching, interactive 
online video has better teaching effects, and students’ learning satisfaction is high-
er (Zhang et al., 2006). Although the quality of the video recorded by the profes-
sional team is obviously better than the teacher’s self-made video, due to the li-
mitation of funds, many teachers use self-made video for pre-class in teaching. 
Some teachers even simply record PPT without appearing on the camera, caus-
ing students to spend a lot of time watching videos, but they have not improved 
their learning ability. One of the interviewees in this study stated “I don’t know 
what I need to do tomorrow in class. The content in the micro-video is not rele-
vant and specific to the course. I feel so confused”. This comment indicated that 
the videos were not well planned and structured by the teacher, which was not 
conducive for students to achieve their goals and develop competence. 

In order to improve the quality of micro-videos, it is important for teachers to 
create the videos rather than simply curate them from other sources. The proper 
selection, design and explanation of the knowledge points in the video are the 
key to success. According to related research, in order to meet the needs of stu-
dents’ fragmented learning, the time of each video should be controlled within 8 
- 15 minutes, and test questions should be embedded in the video (Li, 2013). 
Therefore, teachers should first decompose the knowledge points of the entire 
course, select the key and difficult points for design, and must explain one or 
two knowledge points thoroughly within a limited time, and ensure that students 
can understand and absorb. Some scholars suggest that enterprises and institu-
tions should undertake the design and production of video resources, and teachers 
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only make a small number of videos based on the actual teaching as a supple-
ment (Fang, 2014). In this regard, the author holds different opinions, because even 
for the same course, different teachers have different understanding and design 
of the course, and students come from different majors and levels, so naturally 
there are differences in the degree of acceptance of knowledge. Therefore, the 
instructor must personally design a video suitable for himself and his students, 
and meticulously design various forms of exercises to match the video. 

4.3. Obstacles to Meet Students’ Relatedness Needs and  
Improvement Strategies 

The need for relatedness means that students can get support and help from teach-
ers and classmates in their studies, and have the need to be valued and connect 
with others. (Zhou et al., 2009) analysis of a questionnaire survey on primary 
school students in rural areas of China confirmed that teachers’ autonomous 
support positively predicts students’ autonomous motivation and perception ab-
ilities. In flipped classroom learning, in addition to the support of the teacher, 
peer relationship is also very important for learning support inside and outside 
the classroom. Peer relationship refers to a kind of interpersonal relationship es-
tablished and developed in the process of mutual communication between peers 
or individuals with the same level of psychological development, and plays a 
unique role in the development of adolescents. Peer relationship is an important 
source of meeting the relationship needs of college students and obtaining social 
support and a sense of security (Zou, 1998).  

However, in the implementation of flipped classrooms, there are significant ob-
stacles to teachers’ autonomous support and the construction of students’ peer 
relationships. Generally, the teaching objects of flipped classrooms in colleges come 
from different departments and majors. In the temporary teaching classes, most 
students do not know and are familiar with each other in advance. In order to 
complete the required credits, a student needs to participate in different courses 
taught by different teachers. Therefore, for teachers, it is a creative and challeng-
ing task to teach students of different majors and provide learning support for 
these students. At the same time, it is also a challenging task for students who reg-
ister for different courses and adapt to different teachers and peers. 

The success of the flipped classroom depends on the support of the technical 
environment and the meticulous design of the instructors on the one hand, and 
the independent learning ability of the students on the other hand. (Qu & Miao, 
2021) pointed out that in flipped classroom, students’ learning strategies are pas-
sive and not rich. Therefore, in order to take advantages of flipped classroom bet-
ter, supervision and guiding role of teachers should be strengthened. Teachers 
can provide online guidance on students’ autonomous learning outside of class, 
and they can also have face-to-face communication with students in class. Mul-
ti-level interaction between teachers and students helps to increase the intimacy 
between teachers and students. Students can also cooperate with each other through 
group activities. Group members form a learning community and work together 
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to complete tasks, which help to foster a sense of collective belonging among 
students. 

Solving the problems encountered before class through individual self-study 
and group discussion is one of the most challenging aspects of flipped classrooms. 
For teachers, pre-class learning is just a warm-up process. Teachers should in-
troduce students into preset learning scenarios, so that students can master the 
knowledge they have learned by personally participating in group debates and 
classroom discussions, and interacting with teachers and classmates. Teachers 
not only need to pay attention to group discussions and homework presenta-
tions in the classroom, but also to put forward expansive and in-depth questions 
in a timely manner to further stimulate students’ learning initiative and creativi-
ty. 

5. Conclusion 

This study attempts to use self-determination theory to analyze the obstacles to 
the implementation of flipped classrooms, and put forward suggestions for per-
fecting flipped classrooms in colleges and universities. Stimulating students’ learning 
motivation is a prerequisite for improving learning efficiency. In order to im-
prove the teaching effect of flipped classrooms, schools and teachers must create 
a student-centered learning environment, carefully produce and design micro-class 
videos, and build a new type of teacher-student relationship, so as to further en-
hance students’ sense of autonomy, competence and relatedness in learning. The 
time and attention spent on facilitating students’ learning will pay off in flipped 
classroom teaching.  
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