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تأثير إحباط الاحتياجات النفسية الأساسية على تحصيل اللغة الثانية

مجلة العلوم الإنسانية 
دورية علمية محكمة تصدر عن جامعة حائل 

المستخلص
تؤكــد نظريــة تحديــد الــذات )Self-Determination Theory( أنّّ إشــباع ثلاث حاجــات نفســية أساســية—وهي الاســتقلالية، والكفــاءة، 
والارتباط—يُعُــدّّ شــرطًاً جوهــرايًا لازدهــار الأفــراد وتحقيــق أدائهــم الأمثــل. وفي الســياقات التعليميــة، بمــا في ذلــك تعلّــّم اللغــات الثانيــة، تُُظهــر البحــوث 
المستندة إلى هذه النظرية أنّّ تلبية هذه الحاجات تمثّّل عنصرًاً محورايًا في تعزيز الدافعية، والنمو الشخصي. ومع ذلك، تُُشير الدراسات الحالية إلى أنّّ 
إشــباع هــذه الحاجــات وحــده لا يفسّّــر بشــكل كامــل دافعيــة الــطلاب ونجاحهــم الأكاديمــي. ومــن ثمّّ، فــإن دراســة أثــر إحبــاط هــذه الحاجــات في تعلّــّم 
اللغة تُعُدّّ ضرورية لتوضيح العلاقات بين الحاجات النفسية، والدافعية، ومخرجات التعلّّم، والإنجاز. وتعتمد هذه الدراسة الأساليب الكمية لفحص 
كيفية تأثير إحباط الحاجات النفسية الأساسية في متعلمي اللغة الثانية في إحدى الجامعات الحكومية في المملكة العربية السعودية. وتتألف العينة 
مــن 222 طالبًــًا وطالبــة مســجّّلين في مقــررات اللغــة الإنجليزيــة للأغــراض الأكاديميــة. وتُـُـشير النتائــج إلى أنّّ إحبــاط هــذه الحاجــات النفســية الأساســية 
يُعُدّّ عاملًاً نفسيًًا ذا أثر ملحوظ في تعلّّم اللغة لدى طلاب الجامعة. كما تُبرز النتائج أهمية الكفاءة، وبدرجة أقلّّ، أهمية الاستقلالية في سياق تعلّّم 
اللغة الثانية. علاوة على ذلك، كان الطلاب الذين شعروا بإحباط أكبر بشأن احتياجاتهم الأساسية مالوا إلى الإبلاغ عن تصورات أقل قليلًاً عن 
قدراتهــم في اللغــة الإنجليزيــة، ولم يتــم العثــور علــى فــروق ذات دلالــة إحصائيــة بين الجنــسين في الإحبــاط بشــأن الاحتياجــات الأساســية. وتختتــم الورقــة 

بعرض دلالات تربوية وتوصيات للبحوث المستقبلية.
الكلمات المفتاحية: تعلم اللغة؛ الاحتياجات النفسية الأساسية؛ الإحباط؛ نظرية التحديد الذاتي؛ اللغة الإنجليزية كلغة أجنبية. 

Abstract
The purpose of this study is to explore the connection between market stereotyping and cultural norms, with 
fSelf-Determination Theory (SDT) asserts that fulfilling three basic psychological needs—autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness—is essential for individuals to thrive and achieve optimal performance. In educational 
contexts, including second-language learning, SDT research demonstrated that satisfying these needs is criti-
cal for enhancing motivation, personal growth, and well-being. However, existing studies indicated that need 
satisfaction alone does not fully explain students’ motivation and academic success. Therefore, investigating 
the impact of need frustration on language learning is necessary to clarify the relationships among psycho-
logical needs, motivation, learning outcomes, and achievement. This study employed quantitative methods to 
examine how frustration of basic psychological needs affects second-language learners at a public university 
in Saudi Arabia. The sample consisted of 222 male and female university students enrolled in English for 
Academic Purposes courses. The findings indicated that frustration of these basic psychological needs was a 
significant psychological factor in language learning for university students. The results highlighted the im-
portance of competence and, to a lesser extent, autonomy in second-language learning. Furthermore, students 
who experienced greater need frustration tended to report slightly lower perceptions of their English abilities, 
and no meaningful gender-based differences in need frustration were found. This paper outlined educational 
implications and recommendations for future research.
Keywords: Language Learning; Basic Psychological Needs Frustration; Self-Determination Theory; 
EFL.
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Introduction:

Self-Determination Theory (SDT), since its 
development in the late 1970s and early 1980s, has 
gained increasing recognition as a key framework 
in empirical research across various disciplines 
(Al-Hoorie et al., 2022). This is because it is a com-
prehensive theory aimed at understanding what mo-
tivates people, how they feel, and how they behave 
(Deci & Ryan, 1985, 2000). It provides a detailed ex-
planation of motivation that goes beyond a simple di-
chotomy between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, 
highlighting the crucial role of social conditions in 
shaping human motivation (Alamar, 2024). It posits 
that fulfilling three basic psychological needs—au-
tonomy, competence, and relatedness—is essential 
for individuals to thrive and perform at their best 
(Ryan & Deci, 2020). 

Niemiec and Ryan (2009) state that the need 
for autonomy means your actions are your choice: 
you decide what to do and how to do it. For instance, 
students are autonomous when they are willing to 
dedicate time and effort to their studies. Competence 
involves feeling capable of doing something well 
(Niemiec & Ryan, 2009). Regarding relatedness, 
it refers to the need to connect with others, such as 
teachers and peers, within the classroom (Alamar 
& Al Fraidan, 2025). In education, including sec-
ond-language learning, SDT research demonstrates 
that fulfilling these three basic psychological needs is 
crucial for boosting motivation, growth, and well-be-
ing (Alamar et al., 2023). However, studies also in-
dicate that simply meeting these needs doesn’t fully 
explain students’ motivation and success. Therefore, 
it is essential to consider how frustration of these 
needs might influence language learning, as this can 
help us better understand the connection between the 
three basic needs and students’ motivation, learning, 
and achievement (Alamar, 2022a). 

In language learning, research has not suffi-
ciently explored how frustration of basic psychologi-
cal needs differs from simply not having those needs 
met (Alamar et al., 2023). Some assume that low 
satisfaction equals frustration, but many argue that 
this is not accurate. Olafsen et al. (2021) argue that 
need satisfaction and need frustration are two distinct 
dimensions, not just opposite ends of a single contin-
uum. Therefore, lacking a sense of control does not 
always mean a person feels blocked from acting. In 
addition to differentiating between need frustration 
and unmet psychological needs, it is crucial to in-
vestigate whether need frustration affects language 
learning. This could help identify the sources of need 
frustration and ultimately reduce their negative ef-
fects. With that in mind, this is the gap the present 

study aims to address. Therefore, this study seeks to 
examine how the frustration of basic psychological 
needs affects foreign language learners at a public 
university in Saudi Arabia.

Literature Review: 

Students’ motivation and learning in sec-
ond-language contexts are heavily influenced by 
whether their basic psychological needs are sup-
ported or blocked. A thorough understanding of L2 
motivation and achievement requires examining 
both how these needs are fulfilled and how they are 
frustrated within classroom settings. The following 
review (a) combines current knowledge about the 
benefits of satisfying needs for L2 learning and (b) 
emphasizes emerging, yet less explored, evidence on 
need frustration as a separate mechanism that may 
better explain disengagement and lower achieve-
ment in English for Academic Purposes programs at 
Saudi public universities. While documenting need 
satisfaction is important, it is not enough; address-
ing need frustration adds further understanding and 
clearer teaching implications. This approach shows 
how the current study builds on prior research by fo-
cusing on need frustration, testing its ability to predict 
achievement, linking it to self-perceived proficiency, 
and examining gender differences in this area.

Deci and Ryan (2000) state that SDT suggests 
people perform best when their three basic psycho-
logical needs—autonomy, competence, and relat-
edness—are satisfied. Within academic contexts, 
researchers argue that attaining the three basic psy-
chological needs motivates students to learn effec-
tively and independently (Alamer & Khateeb, 2021; 
Alamer & Almulhim, 2021). Additionally, they serve 
as the main motivational basis for ongoing learning 
engagement (Noels et al., 2019). Recognizing that 
satisfying these needs is highly interconnected and 
tends to be balanced is important (Feng et al., 2023). 
This indicates that the fulfillment of one need relies 
on the fulfillment of the other two (Ryan & Deci, 
2017). Therefore, as fulfilling physiological needs is 
essential for physical wellbeing, satisfying all three 
psychological needs is crucial for boosting intrinsic 
motivation (Al-Hoorie et al., 2022).

In the field of second language acquisition, re-
search has shown that satisfying learners’ basic psy-
chological needs leads to better learning outcomes. 
For instance, Alamer and Lee (2019) demonstrated 
that endorsing the three psychological needs was 
positively associated with improved L2 achieve-
ment among learners. Alamer and Almulhim (2021) 
reported that fulfilling the three basic psychological 
needs reduced feelings of social, psychological, and 
language anxiety. Alamar (2022b) found that satis-
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fying basic psychological needs directly correlated 
with better vocabulary knowledge and achievement, 
as students exerted more effort and felt highly mo-
tivated when their needs were met. Elahi Shrivan 
and Alamer (2022) identified plausible reasons for 
L2 grit and demonstrated the pathways through 
which L2 grit mediated the relationship between ba-
sic psychological needs and L2 achievement. Feng 
et al. (2023) found that students who reported high 
satisfaction with basic psychological needs exhibited 
greater enjoyment, lower anxiety, and less boredom. 

While L2 learners are responsible for satisfying 
their own basic psychological needs, those around 
them, including instructors, peers, and family mem-
bers, can either support or hinder their fulfillment of 
these needs (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Oga-Baldwin et 
al. (2017) showed that students’ perceptions of the 
teacher as a supporter of their autonomy and other 
basic psychological needs were positively associated 
with language engagement and, consequently, with a 
positive teacher assessment. Similarly, Dincer et al. 
(2019), in a mixed-methods study, demonstrated that 
teachers’ support for students’ autonomy in language 
classrooms increased students’ need satisfaction and, 
in turn, led to higher engagement. Additionally, they 
found that increased student engagement improved 
grades and reduced absences in English courses. 

These patterns align with broader research in 
education showing that autonomy-supportive (vs. 
controlling) teaching affects need satisfaction, which 
in turn influences engagement and achievement 
(Aelterman et al., 2019; Assor et al., 2002; Jang et 
al., 2010; Zhou et al., 2023). Overall, these findings 
underscore the importance of focusing on need sat-
isfaction, as they demonstrate a clear baseline: when 
needs are supported, motivation and achievement 
tend to improve. However, these positive effects 
do not fully explain the ongoing challenges some 
learners face with high-stakes English for Academ-
ic Purposes demands, emphasizing the importance 
of studying need frustration as a separate process. 
Building on this foundation, subsequent analysis 
will explore studies that investigate the frustration of 
basic psychological needs to better understand their 
role in second language learning.

Basic Psychological Needs Frustration

While the research studies mentioned above 
highlight the importance of satisfying the three ba-
sic psychological needs for maintaining L2 learners’ 
motivation and functioning, research also shows that 
fulfilling these needs does not fully explain why L2 
learners achieve positive learning outcomes (Ala-
mer & Lee, 2019). Therefore, Alamer et al. (2023) 
suggest that addressing the frustration of these three 

basic psychological needs is necessary to develop a 
complete understanding of the relationships between 
basic psychological needs, language learning moti-
vation, and achievement. They took the initiative to 
introduce a questionnaire to assess frustration with 
basic psychological needs in L2 contexts as they 
arise. In their study, participants’ increased frustra-
tion was associated with lower intrinsic motivation 
and lower L2 achievement. These observations indi-
cate that need frustration constitutes a qualitatively 
distinct experience from satisfaction and can nega-
tively affect outcomes even when certain supports 
are present.

Zahou et al. (2023) found that increased need 
frustration caused by controlling teaching practices 
predicted greater classroom disengagement. Their 
results confirm the adverse effect of need frustration 
on student engagement and optimal classroom func-
tioning. Fernandez-Ortega et al. (2024) found that 
need frustration was positively correlated with anxi-
ety, embarrassment, and hopelessness. Subsequently, 
these negative emotions were negative predictors of 
motivation and communicative intention. Kayir and 
Korkmaz (2025) reported that participants’ gender 
and proficiency level did not affect their frustration 
regarding basic psychological needs. However, par-
ticipants who had failed their English course and had 
to repeat it reported higher levels of frustration, espe-
cially regarding their sense of autonomy.

Despite the valuable contributions of the stud-
ies reviewed above on the impact of frustration of 
basic psychological needs on L2 learning, this area 
remains significantly under-researched, and more 
empirical studies are needed to examine this con-
struct and its pedagogical implications comprehen-
sively. In contrast to previous research that primarily 
emphasizes need satisfaction or considers frustration 
as a single construct, this study examines frustration 
as a multidimensional concept. It evaluates the rela-
tive predictive power of frustration for achievement 
and explores its associations with self-perceived pro-
ficiency and gender in a Saudi English for Academic 
Purposes context. Addressing this issue across vari-
ous academic and cultural contexts would not only 
expand our understanding of the influence of need 
frustration on the language learning process but also 
provide important insights into ongoing teaching 
practices and L2 curriculum design. 

In English for Academic Purposes courses at 
Saudi universities, students face high-stakes profi-
ciency requirements and demanding curricula that 
may limit their autonomy, competence, and related-
ness. For example, restricted choices can limit au-
tonomy, frequent high-stakes testing can challenge 
competence, and few collaborative opportunities can 



220221   السنة التاسعة، العدد 30، المجلد الثالث، يونيو 2026                                             السنة التاسعة، العدد 30، المجلد الثالث، يونيو 2026 

Dr. Abdulrahman Almarshedy

impede relatedness. Precise estimates of how often 
each type of frustration occurs in this setting are lack-
ing, as is clarity on which form of frustration most 
strongly predicts second language (L2) achievement 
and how frustration relates to students’ self-assessed 
English proficiency. Additionally, understanding po-
tential gender differences remains important given 
inconsistent findings across contexts. Addressing 
these gaps is crucial for developing evidence-based 
teacher development and creating targeted English 
for Academic Purposes curricula.

Accordingly, the present study aims to explore 
how the frustration of basic psychological needs af-
fects L2 learners at a public university in Saudi Ara-
bia. First, the research will assess the level of need 
frustration among Saudi university students studying 
English for Academic Purposes. Then, it will inves-
tigate whether frustration of autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness predicts L2 achievement and identi-
fy which need frustration is the strongest predictor. 
Next, the study will analyze the relationship between 
need frustration and students’ perceptions of their 
English proficiency. Finally, it will compare frustra-
tion levels among male and female students.

Research Questions: 

This research study seeks to answer the follow-
ing research questions: 

1.	 What is the extent of needs frustration shown 
by Saudi university students studying English 
for Academic Purposes?

2.	 To what extent do autonomy, competence, and 
relatedness frustration predict L2 achievement? 

Which type of needs frustration is the strongest 
predictor of L2 achievement?

3.	 What is the correlation between needs frustra-
tion and students’ perceptions of English pro-
ficiency?

4.	 Do male and female students differ in their lev-
els of needs frustration in L2 learning?

Methods: 

A descriptive quantitative research design was 
used to examine the relationship between psycholog-
ical needs frustration and students’ English language 
achievement in second language (L2) learning. De-
scriptive quantitative methods are known for their 
effectiveness in measuring variables, detecting pat-
terns, and exploring relationships using numerical 
data (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Ary, Jacobs, & So-
rensen, 2014). This approach allowed for collecting 
participants’ self-reported experiences with validated 
scales and linking these responses to objective mea-
sures of L2 performance, providing a comprehen-
sive, data-driven view of the issues studied.

Participants

The study employed a convenience sampling 
method, selecting participants from students enrolled 
in English for Academic Purposes courses at a public 
university in Saudi Arabia. A total of 222 undergrad-
uate students, both male and female, participated in 
the study. The sample included 138 males (62.2%) 
and 84 females (37.8%), reflecting a balanced pro-
portion of the student population enrolled in these 
courses.

Participants were drawn from various scientific 
and medical colleges, and their academic standing 
ranged from first-year to senior-level students. Their 
English proficiency levels varied, as the English for 
Academic Purposes courses served students with dif-
fering prior exposure to English; however, all partic-
ipants shared Arabic as their first language and sim-
ilar cultural–linguistic backgrounds. The age range 
of participants was approximately 18–24 years, 
consistent with the typical age span of undergraduate 
students at the institution. Before the data collection 
process, ethical approval was obtained from the uni-
versity. All students were informed about the study 
and its procedures. Additionally, it was explained 

that their participation was entirely voluntary and 
that they could withdraw from the study at any time. 

Instrument 

The primary data collection instrument was 
the Basic Psychological Needs Frustration in Sec-
ond Language (BPNF-L2) Scale, adapted from 
Alamar et al. (2023). The scale contains 12 items 
measuring frustration of autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness (four items per subscale), rated on 
a five-point Likert scale from strongly agree (5) to 
strongly disagree (1). The study used the official 
Arabic version of the scale provided by the orig-
inal developers. Along with the BPNF-L2 scale, 
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a brief demographic section collected information 
on gender, college affiliation, academic year, and 
prior English learning experience. Students’ L2 
achievement was operationally defined as their 
self-reported final course grade in the English for 
Academic Purposes courses, which reflects con-
tinuous assessment components such as quizzes, 
assignments, midterm exams, participation, and a 
final exam. This grade served as an objective indi-

cator of their English-language performance in the 
academic context.

Internal Consistency

To verify the internal consistency of the survey, 
Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated be-
tween the overall mean for each survey dimension 
and the overall mean of the questionnaire as a whole. 
Table 2 shows the results of this analysis:

All correlations were positive and statistical-
ly significant at the 0.01 level (and definitely at the 
0.05 level), indicating strong construct validity for 
the instrument.

Reliability
Reliability refers to the likelihood of obtaining 

consistent results if the instrument is used again on 
the same individuals (DeVellis, 2017). To assess the 
reliability of the questionnaire’s dimensions, Cron-
bach’s Alpha coefficient was employed. Table 3 be-
low displays the reliability values for each survey 
dimension.

The above table shows that the reliability coef-
ficients for the survey and its dimensions were high. 
The overall survey reliability reached 0.95, which 
is considered high and acceptable. Similarly, all di-
mensions had high values, indicating strong instru-
ment reliability.

Data Analysis

The data collected in this study were analyzed 
using quantitative methods, including descriptive 
and inferential statistics. The following statistical 
methods were employed to analyze the data collect-
ed in this study using SPSS:

•	 Pearson correlation coefficient: to measure in-
ternal consistency validity.

•	 Cronbach’s Alpha test: to measure the reliabil-
ity of the study instrument.

•	 Percentages, means, and standard deviations: 
to measure the responses of the study popula-
tion to the survey axes.

•	 Mann-Whitney test: to identify differences 
between the study dimensions, gender, and 
colleges.

•	 Multiple Linear Regression analysis.

The mean scores were interpreted using pre-
defined intervals: “very low” (1.00–1.80), “low” 
(1.81–2.60), “moderate” (2.61–3.40), “high” (3.41–
4.20), and “very high” (4.21–5.00).

Results:

Students’ Level of Needs Frustration 

This section presents findings addressing the 
first research question, which concerned the level of 
frustration with needs among Saudi university stu-
dents studying English for Academic Purposes. To 
answer this question, the researcher first calculated 
the percentages, means, standard deviations, and 
cumulative means for all statements to determine 
the level of needs frustration expressed by Saudi 
university students studying English for Academic 
Purposes. The results are shown in Table 4 below.
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From Table 4 above, the analysis of the re-
sults of the first dimension, frustration of autonomy, 
showed that:

Regarding the first two statements (1. I feel 
pushed to do the language tasks in certain ways, 
and 2. I feel forced to follow decisions about the 
language exercises I should do), a large percentage 
of respondents viewed them as neutral, with means 
of 2.86 and 2.84, respectively. On the other hand, 
a significant percentage of respondents disagreed 
with statements 3 and 4, indicating that they did 
not feel a lot of unwanted pressure in the language 
tasks and did not feel forced to do language exercis-
es they would not choose, with means of 2.44 and 
2.59, respectively.

As for the second dimension, frustration of 
competence, the results showed that participants 
mostly disagreed with all four statements, with 
means of (2.29, 2.16, 2.36, 2.31). 

The analysis of the third dimension, frustra-
tion of relatedness, showed that many participants 

disagreed with statements 1, 2, and 4, with means of 
(1.83, 1.82, and 1.81). In contrast, a large number of 
students strongly disagreed with the third statement, 
which had a mean of 1.76. The standard deviation 
for all four statements in this dimension ranges 
from 0.97 to 1.05, indicating consistent responses 
among the sample.

Overall, the statistical analysis showed that the 
average frustration needs score was 2.25 out of 5, 
with a standard deviation of 0.86. These findings 
suggested that the level of frustration was moderate 
to low. This shows that many students experienced 
some frustration due to the disconnect between 
their educational needs and the demands of the En-
glish for Academic Purposes course.

Needs Frustration and L2 Achievement

The second research question is: To what 
extent do autonomy, competence, and relatedness 
frustration predict L2 achievement? Which type 
of needs frustration is the strongest predictor of L2 
achievement? To answer this question, a multiple 
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linear regression analysis was conducted to predict 
second-language achievement based on the types 

of needs frustration. This is presented in Table 5 
below.

The multiple linear regression analysis indi-
cated that the model predicting second-language 
achievement based on types of needs frustration 
was statistically significant at the (α = 0.05) level, 
with (F = 24.31, p < 0.001). This suggests that the 
three variables together explained (R² = 0.412) of 
the variance in second-language achievement.

The standardized regression coefficients (β) 
indicated that frustration of competence was the 
strongest predictor of second-language achieve-
ment (β = 0.352, p < 0.001), followed by frustra-
tion of autonomy (β = 0.198, p = 0.009). In contrast, 
frustration of relatedness did not demonstrate a sta-
tistically significant effect (p = 0.179).

Furthermore, the variance inflation factor 
(VIF) values were below 2, indicating no multicol-
linearity among the independent variables.

Needs Frustration and Students’ Perceptions 
of English Proficiency

The third research question addressed the 
correlation between needs frustration and students’ 

perceptions of their English proficiency. To answer 
this, Spearman’s correlation coefficient was first 
calculated to assess the connection between needs 
frustration and students’ perceptions of their En-
glish proficiency. Since r = -0.23, the relationship 
between needs frustration and perceived English 
proficiency was negative and weak. This suggests 
that, generally, students who experienced higher 
levels of needs frustration tended to rate their En-
glish skills somewhat lower. However, since the 
relationship was weak, needs frustration only ac-
counted for a small part of the variation in students’ 
perceptions of their English proficiency.

Gender and Needs Frustration

The fourth research question explored wheth-
er male and female students differ in their levels of 
needs frustration in L2 learning. To address this, the 
Mann–Whitney test was performed to determine 
whether there are statistically significant differenc-
es in needs frustration levels in second-language 
learning by gender at the (α < 0.05) level. Table 6 
shows the result.

As shown in the table, there were no statis-
tically significant differences at the 0.05 level be-
tween male and female students in their levels of 
need frustration during L2 learning.

Discussion: 

The purpose of the study was to examine how 
the frustration of basic psychological needs affects 

L2 learners at a public university in Saudi Arabia. 
To address this aim, the first research question ex-
amined the levels of need frustration reported by the 
participants. The results of the statistical analysis 
suggested that the frustration level is in the mod-
erate-to-low range. Accordingly, many students ex-
pressed some frustration with their English courses. 
This can be attributed to a mismatch between their 
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educational needs and the content taught in their 
English classes. In other words, some students often 
encounter challenges when using English in spe-
cialized academic contexts. Alternatively, they may 
perceive that their English curriculum does not ad-
equately address the specific requirements of their 
field of study. That said, this does not mean the par-
ticipants did not learn to communicate in English in 
their field of study, as their English for Academic 
Purposes courses are designed to teach effective 
communication in academic settings, using specific 
registers that include distinct vocabulary, discourse 
structures, and genres. The students’ frustration can 
be explained by their inability to learn and fully 
command the registers required for their academic 
program. 

This interpretation should be considered ten-
tative, as curriculum alignment was not directly 
measured in this study. This possibility is consis-
tent with prior work suggesting that learners in 
specialized academic programs may struggle with 
discipline‑specific registers (Basturkmen, 2025). 
Basturkmen (2025) makes this argument clear, as-
serting that this area is under-researched. She notes 
that, while specialized registers are well described 
linguistically, further research is needed to investi-
gate how L2 learners acquire them through targeted 
instruction. However, alternative explanations—
such as individual differences in proficiency, work-
load pressures, or the difficulty of academic English 
tasks—may also contribute to the observed levels 
of frustration. 

Regarding whether autonomy, competence, 
and relatedness frustration predict L2 achievement, 
the overall regression model was statistically signif-
icant (F = 24.31, p < 0.001). The model explained 
about 41% of the variance in second-language 
achievement (R² = 0.412), which is substantial. This 
indicates that the three types of need frustration to-
gether reliably predicted second-language achieve-
ment. However, only two of the three need frustra-
tions predicted achievement. As indicated earlier, 
competence frustration was the strongest predictor, 
indicating the greatest negative impact on students’ 
achievement. Autonomy frustration also predicted 
achievement, but its impact was smaller than that 
of competence frustration. As for relatedness frus-
tration, it did not significantly affect achievement. 
This suggests that, within the specific context of 
adult English for Academic Purposes learners at 
this institution, social connection may play a less 
central role compared with competence frustration. 
However, this finding should not be interpreted as a 
general statement about relatedness in SDT.

The results of this study align with findings in the 
literature. According to Alamer et al. (2023), the two 
key basic psychological needs that should be consid-
ered in L2 classrooms are competence and, to a lesser 
extent, autonomy. They add that the need for related-
ness had no significant impact on participants’ intrinsic 
motivation or L2 achievement beyond the influence of 
global levels of basic psychological needs frustration. 
Similarly, Kayir and Korkmaz (2025) found that re-
latedness inhibition had the lowest frustration level 
among the three factors. Alamer (2022b, 2022c) con-
firms that, among adult learners, especially in universi-
ty settings, the need for relatedness is the least relevant 
to consider in L2 classes, as students may not attend to 
having it satisfied. Although the need for relatedness 
may be less relevant than the other two basic psycho-
logical needs among adult L2 learners, it should not 
be removed entirely. Instead, the frustration of this 
need should not be considered beyond what students’ 
overall basic psychological need frustration across all 
three needs already explains in the context of second 
language learning (Alamer et al., 2023).

In terms of the relationship between need frus-
tration and students’ perception of their English lan-
guage skills, it was negative and weak. As reported 
in the results section, students experiencing higher 
levels of need frustration tended to rate their En-
glish proficiency lower. However, due to the weak 
association, need frustration explained only a small 
proportion of the variance in students’ self-assessed 
English proficiency. As for variations in need-frus-
tration levels between male and female students, the 
findings indicated no statistically significant differ-
ences between the two groups. This result concurs 
with that of Kayir and Korkmaz (2025), who found 
that gender did not yield a significant difference in 
students’ need-frustration levels. 

Pedagogical Implications:

Having found that participants showed low to 
moderate levels of need frustration and that the three 
types of need frustration together reliably predict 
second-language achievement, there are important 
implications for policymakers, curriculum designers, 
and language instructors. Creating a healthy, produc-
tive learning environment that mitigates frustration 
among L2 learners should be a priority. Enhancing 
learner autonomy is one way to support this envi-
ronment. This can be achieved by increasing course 
content flexibility and promoting teaching practices 
that give language learners control over their own 
learning. Offering meaningful choices, explaining 
the rationale behind instructional tasks, acknowl-
edging students’ perspectives, and implementing 
gamification in language classrooms are examples 
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of teaching practices that could strengthen student 
autonomy and engagement in safe environments. 

Enhancing students’ competence is another 
area that should be addressed in language learning 
courses. As stated earlier, students reported frustra-
tion with difficulties in mastering discipline-specif-
ic academic registers. This calls for a closer align-
ment between the English language curriculum and 
students’ academic fields. In line with this, there is 
a need for collaborative work between English for 
Academic Purposes specialists and domain experts, 
with institutional support. This collaboration would 
enable more responsive, tailored instruction, increas-
ing L2 learners’ competence in both linguistic profi-
ciency and domain-specific vocabulary. Beyond the 
curriculum, language instructors should receive pro-
fessional development in discipline-specific literacy 
instruction and effective emotional support strategies 
for students. Improving instructors’ competencies in 
these areas would help address students’ frustration 
with basic psychological needs and support the use 
of appropriate teaching materials and methods. Col-
lectively, these implications underscore the impor-
tance of addressing both learners’ basic psychologi-
cal needs and the linguistic requirements of academic 
study in language learning courses. 

Limitations and Future Directions: 

This study has some limitations that should 
be noted. First, the sample size is relatively small, 
which may raise concerns about the generalizabili-
ty of the study’s findings to other cultural contexts. 
Second, reliance on self-reported questionnaires 
may introduce response bias (Alrashidi & Alsham-
mari, 2025). Third, data collection occurred at a 
single point in time, and this cross-sectional design 
limits the ability to draw causal inferences (Alsham-
mari & Alkhabra, 2025) or to examine changes in 
need frustration over time. Lastly, the quantitative 
methods employed did not provide a comprehen-
sive understanding of participants’ experiences with 
need frustration in language-learning classrooms.

With these limitations in mind, several av-
enues for future research have emerged from this 
study. Longitudinal studies examining how need 
frustration changes over time and how instruction-
al practices contribute to these changes should be 
conducted to determine how they affect L2 learners’ 
psychological experiences and achievement. Ad-
ditionally, qualitative or mixed-methods research 
designs are needed to provide a deep understand-
ing of students’ experiences of need frustration in 
language-learning classes. Finally, future research 
should investigate need frustration across diverse 
cultural contexts, disciplines, and proficiency lev-

els to determine the generalizability of the present 
study’s findings.

Conclusion:

This study examined how frustration of the 
three basic psychological needs—autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness—affects L2 achievement and 
students’ perceptions of their English language pro-
ficiency at a public university in Saudi Arabia. The 
findings indicated that frustration of these basic psy-
chological needs is an essential psychological factor 
in language learning for university students. While 
competence frustration and autonomy frustration 
were the two strongest predictors of L2 achievement, 
respectively, relatedness frustration did not demon-
strate a statistically significant effect in this setting. 
Furthermore, need frustration showed a weak nega-
tive association with students’ self-assessed English 
proficiency. Similarly, no significant differences 
between genders were identified. These findings 
emphasize the importance of competence and, to a 
lesser extent, autonomy in second-language learning 
among university students. They also indicate the 
need for English language curriculum and instruc-
tional practices that effectively align with students’ 
academic and disciplinary requirements.
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