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Abstract

Demotivation experienced by English learners has become a popular research topic for
researchers in various parts of the world. Additionally, English educators across Japan often
wonder how to deal with their own demotivated students. This study attempted to shed light
on the phenomenon of English learners’ demotivation within Japanese university settings by
investigating the differences between students’ motivation toward learning English and their
motivation toward learning other foreign languages. A major part of the research data was
collected through an open-ended questionnaire given to 128 students in a compulsory English
course at a Japanese university. Follow-up interviews with a small number of focal participants
and observations of their “second foreign language” classes were also conducted to gather further
data. The results of the data analysis demonstrated some (mostly negative) factors particular
to English on the motivation of university students toward studying the language. This paper
concludes by discussing some implications of the findings to argue how English educators at
Japanese universities can help sustain the often ambivalent and fragile state of their students’

motivation.



1. Background to the study: Personal rationale

Like some English teachers at Japanese universities, I deal with students who are not interested
in English. Every year, I hear some students openly say to me that they have come to my class
because they need the credits to graduate. On the other hand, I sometimes hear the same students
talking about how much they enjoy studying other foreign languages. Last year, one male student,
who looked quite unmotivated in my English class, told me that he was studying Spanish hard
because he loved soccer. Likewise, another female student loved K-pop and she was happily
studying Korean. Moreover, she was planning to visit Korea during the winter break. When I talk
with such students, I always wonder if the compulsory nature of English studies acts negatively on
my students’ motivation toward studying English. If my students came to my English class out of
their own choice, how would their attitudes be different? This very simple question was a starting

point of this small research project.

2. Academic rationale

In fact, academic literature informs me that I am not the only one who becomes demoralized
by teaching unmotivated students. English classrooms at Japanese universities were once described
as a “motivational wasteland” (Berwick & Ross, 1989). Recently, in the emergence of demotivation
studies in the past decade or so, Japan has been the leading contributor to this particular field of
research (Ushioda, 2011), demonstrating the high levels of interest among researchers in the country
toward the issue.

Although the present study is not meant to be situated specifically within demotivation
research, previous findings from this particular field of research provide some useful insights for
this investigation. In studies of demotivation of foreign language learners, the term, demotivation
has been referred to as “the ‘dark side’ of motivation” (Dorneyei & Ushioda, 2011, p. 138). For a
more precise definition, demotivation “will concern specific external forces that reduce or diminish
the motivational basis of a behavioural intention or an ongoing action” (Dornyei & Ushioda, 2011,
p. 139, italics in original). In Japan’s educational contexts, there have been a number of studies that
investigated factors behind Japanese learners’ demotivated behaviors (Arai, 2004; Falout, Elwood
& Hood, 2009; Falout & Maruyama, 2004; Hasegawa, 2004; Ikeno, 2002; Kikuchi, 2009; Sakai
& Kikuchi, 2009; Tsuchiya, 2006a, 2006b). Among the various factors that have been referred to
in demotivation literature, three factors that seem most relevant to the initial question that I raised
above may be (a) the effects of the compulsory nature of foreign language study (Dornyei, 2001), (b)
the effects of reactive behaviors to demotivating experiences, such as low test scores (Falout et al,
2009; Kikuchi, 2009; Sakai & Kikuchi, 2009), and (c) the effects of entrance examinations (Kikuchi,
2009) on learner demotivation.

In Japanese educational institutions, these factors are apparently unique to English to a large



degree and do not usually apply to other foreign languages. This highlights the fact that English is

a very special foreign language for students across Japan. It is the de facto only foreign language

available within most secondary school curricula; it is the only school subject that almost all

college-bound high school students study for entrance exams regardless of their future majors;
and it is the only foreign language that almost all students are required to learn at the tertiary level.

Given this special status of English for Japanese learners, it seems of some benefit to examine how

these factors particular to English affect their motivation and demotivation. To this end, this study

compares students’ perception of English with that of other foreign languages.
Thus, I set my research questions in this study as follows:

1) Why do Japanese university students study English? And why do they study other foreign
languages? Are the reasons different?

2) Do factors particular to English, for example, the mandatory nature of English in school
curricula and students’ negative learning experiences, affect students’ motivation / demotivation
toward the language?

By answering these questions, I hope to bring some useful findings for English educators, in

and outside of Japan, who deal with learner motivational issues.

3. Methods
3.1. Participants

128 first-year students in a liberal arts department in a private university in Tokyo participated
in this study. Because of their graduation requirements, all of these students were taking English
as a compulsory subject, and 103 out of 128 were taking another foreign language as an elective
subject.

In the compulsory English program, classes were streamed into three levels according to the
results of a standardized English proficiency test. The numbers of the participants in the three
groups and their proficiency levels are shown in Table 1. No students in Group 1 and Group 2 had
experience of living abroad, but in Group 3, 14 out of 34 students had lived in an English-speaking

country for over a year.

Table 1
Numbers of participant students and their proficiency levels
TOEIC Range Survey Interview
Group 1 -300 (av.230) 46 4
Group 2 301-450 (av.450) 48 4
Group 3 451-  (av.530) 34 0
Total 128 8




3.2. Data collection

I first administered a questionnaire to all the participants. The questionnaire was two-pages
long and had questions both for open-ended responses and close-ended responses (Appendix A).
The questions were related to three major aspects: (a) the participants’ bio-data, such as age, gender,
and overseas experiences; (b) their past and present attitudes toward English studies; and (c) their
attitudes toward another foreign language they have chosen to study.

After administering the questionnaire, I collected qualitative data by conducting interviews
with eight focal participants. The interviewees were chosen according to their motivational levels
and orientations in terms of learning English and other foreign languages they had chosen. |
conducted one individual or group interview with each of them. The interviews were generally
unstructured (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982) except that for each interview, I had certain content I had
planned to cover. I prepared a common set of questions and themes for every interview, but the
wordings and the order of the questions differed from one interview to another, depending on the
flow of the conversation. I audio-taped all the interviews, listened to them multiple times while
taking notes of emerging themes, and selected the parts that seemed relevant to this study. I also
observed two classes of other foreign languages where some of the focal participants were studying.
I took notes while observing the class, and based on these notes and my memory, I wrote up field
notes right after each observation.

In this paper, I mainly focus on the survey data and use the qualitative data to support and

extend my discussions of the issues that arose out of the questionnaire data.

3.3. Analysis

For the survey data, I analyzed the frequencies of the responses and compared the results across
the three levels. I also analyzed the participants’ responses in the open-ended questions. After some
patterns and themes were confirmed from the survey data, I looked at the qualitative data to find

some relevant parts that would support or explain the emerging issues.

4. Results

To better understand the characteristics of each group, I first looked at the students’
motivational changes from junior high school to university in terms of studying English. Figure
1 shows the average level of motivation at five different points in the students’ English learning
history, reported in a 4-point Likert scale format. Point 4 on the vertical axis means “Very highly
motivated”, 3 means “Moderately motivated”, 2 means “Poorly motivated”, and 1 means “Not
motivated at all”. The actual numbers of responses for each category are also provided in Tables
2-4.

Although the timing of motivational ups and downs was different across students, overall,



students in Group | and 2 clearly experienced demotivation from junior high to high school.
Although they started out with higher levels of motivation than Group 3 students, their motivational
levels went down during the three years in junior high school. The motivation of Group 2 students
slightly improved from high school to university, but the motivational levels of Group 1 students
kept going down throughout high school, hitting the lowest point at the end of high school.
In contrast, Group 3 students do not show any sign of demotivation. Instead, their motivation
gradually went up, hitting the highest point at the time of their entry into college. Interestingly, all

three groups reported increased motivation upon entry into university.

Figure 1
Motivational changes of the three groups
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Table 2: Motivational Changes from JHS to University by Proficiency Level: Group 1

Highly Modf:rately Poogly Not at all Average
Motivated Motivated Motivated Motivated
Beg. JHS 20 11 13 10 2.76
End JHS 6 17 21 8 2.40
Beg. HS 3 15 28 6 2.29
End HS 4 14 24 10 2.23
Beg. Uni. 9 18 20 5 2.60

Table 3: Motivational Changes from JHS to University by Proficiency Level: Group 2

Highly Moderately ~ Poorly Not at all Average
Motivated Motivated Motivated Motivated
Beg. JHS 18 12 10 2 3.10
End JHS 6 8 17 3 2.50
Beg. HS 8 10 20 4 2.52
End HS 3 20 17 2 2.57
Beg. Uni. 7 17 14 4 2.64




Table 4: Motivational Changes from JHS to University by Proficiency Level: Group 3

Highly Moderately ~ Poorly Not at all

Motivated Motivated Motivated Motivated Average
Beg. JHS 12 3 12 7 259
End JHS 13 7 10 4 585
Beg. HS 10 12 8 3 )88
End HS 13 12 ’ 3.06
Beg. Uni. 17 12 1 332

Next, Figures 2 and 3 show the frequencies of students’ responses to the question about their
primary reasons for studying English (Figure 2) and other foreign languages (Figure 3). To highlight
a salient pattern in their responses, I have classified the reasons into two categories, extrinsic and
intrinsic as defined by Deci and Ryan (1985). Extrinsic reasons are the ones that come from external
forces and include, for the purpose of this study, items such as (a) for graduation credits, (b) for
job-hunting, (c¢) upon recommendation from family, and (d) for other uses such as travel. Intrinsic
reasons refer to the ones that come from the internal motives of the learner and include items such
as (a) for personal interests and/or hobbies, and (b) because classes are perceived to be fun or

interesting.

Figure 2
Students’ reasons for studying English
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Let’s first look at the reasons for taking English. As you can see in Figure 2, more students in
Group 1 and 2 reported that they had extrinsic reasons for studying English. Their most frequent

answer was “to get credits” and “because it is compulsory”, which basically mean the same thing.



On the other hand, more students in Group 3 said that they were studying English because it was
fun or they were personally interested in the language.

As for the reasons for studying other foreign languages, slightly more Group 1 students said
that they were studying the language for extrinsic reasons. On the other hand, slightly over 50% of
students in Group 2 referred to intrinsic reasons for studying the language, and over 60% Group 3

students said that they were studying the language out of intrinsic reasons.

Figure 3
Students’ reasons for studying other foreign languages
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Next, the students answered which language they were more motivated to study and why. As
shown in Figure 4, more students in Group 1 and Group 2 answered they were less motivated to
study English; however, in Group 3, more than half of the students were more motivated to study
English. Many of the students who answered that they were more motivated to study English
referred to the usefulness of English as a major reason behind their motivation. Across all the levels,
students said that English is useful for job hunting or it is useful because it is widely used in the
world. Others also mentioned a sense of familiarity with English, saying that they could understand
English better than other foreign languages.

As for those who were more motivated to study languages other than English, nearly twice as
many students in Group 1 and 2 chose this answer, but only 6 out of 25 Group 3 students did so.
Some popular reasons for higher motivation for other languages are (a) because it was the language
of their own choice, (b) because it’s a new language (perceived to be still fresh and basic), and thus
no experience of failure, and (c) the language itself is perceived to be easier than English. Five
students also mentioned their negative image of English as a reason for their higher motivation for

other languages.



Figure 4
Students’ motivation toward English and other foreign languages
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5. Discussion

Next, I would like to discuss the findings by referring to the research questions.

1) Why do Japanese university students study English? And why do they study other foreign

languages? Are the reasons different?

I can say that within the scope of this small-scale study, the answer to this question depends
on the students’ proficiency level. Of course, there was a great diversity among individual students
within the same proficiency group, but the general trend shows some salient differences among the
three groups, which included lower-level students’ extrinsically-oriented motivation versus higher-
level students’ intrinsically-oriented motivation, and different types of extrinsic reasons among the
three proficiency-level groups.

In my interpretation of these differences, I might claim first that the lowest-proficiency
students’ motivation toward English had been damaged by their negative experiences at the
secondary level to the degree that they might have developed negative attitudes toward any foreign
language by the time of their entry into college. In contrast, Group 2 students showed a more
positive attitude toward their new foreign language. Possibly, they were expecting to make a fresh
start in another foreign language which they were allowed to choose on their own. For many,
studying English in the past might not have been a complete success. This recognition of failure
might have led to a higher expectation for a new foreign language. Unlike these two groups, Group

3 students were intrinsically motivated to study both English and other foreign languages. In the



past, Falout and Maruyama (2004) also compared lower and higher proficiency learners in terms of
their demotivating factors. The findings in the present study supported those in this previous study
which exposed that lower-proficiency learners begin to develop negative views toward English
earlier than higher-proficiency learners. In addition, the present study also highlighted the different
levels of impact of negative past experiences among lower-proficiency students, suggesting that
such experiences can leave an even stronger impact in the minds of the lowest-proficiency students.

Another difference of note is that, aside from the lack of intrinsic motivation among Group
1 and 2 students, the qualities of the students’ extrinsic motivation were different across the three
groups. For students in Group 1, for example, credit-earning was the primary extrinsic reason for
taking English. On the other hand, students in Group 2 and 3 mainly gave more positive extrinsic
reasons such as job hunting or other possible future uses. This also highlights the very negative
and passive attitudes of Group 1 students toward learning English. To underscore this, two Group
1 students told me in our interview that they saw little point in investing any extra time and energy
in English studies. They reiterated that they would not have much opportunity to use English in
the future and confessed that they would probably not study English again after the compulsory
English class was over. Their apparent lack of imagination for the possible benefits that English
might bring in their future was striking, especially when compared with the more positive images of
future selves as English users (Dornyei, 2005, 2009) that most students in the other two proficiency
groups exhibited. It has yet to be further examined where this lack of imagined future selves among
the lowest-proficiency learners came from—whether it was derived from the negative attributions
associated with their unsuccessful learning experiences, or from the absence of positive self images
in general, or from something else. But this lack of future self images is no doubt one of the major
factors behind the extremely passive attitudes that many low-proficiency students bring to their
English classroom—one of the critical issues that English educators in Japanese universities must

deal with with a higher level of consciousness.

2) Do factors particular to English, for example, the mandatory nature of English in school
curricula and students’ negative learning experiences, affect students” motivation / demotivation

toward the language?

The precise answer to the second question may also depend on the proficiency level, but
generally speaking, I can answer this question positively by pointing out at least three factors
affecting the participants’ motivation toward English in certain ways.

The first factor concerns the learning contents. Many Group 1 and 2 students answered that
they were more motivated toward other foreign languages because it was a new language. More

specifically, they gave reasons such as the contents are still basic, target items are concrete, and



thus, easy to study and easy to score higher on exams. This issue of the learning contents was
mentioned in the interviews by some focal participants. For example, one Group 1 student said
that he felt that he was lacking very basic knowledge in English and he was not ready to “use” it,
so he wanted to learn more concrete basic grammar in his English classes. I observed his Korean
class to see that there was one clear target grammar item of the day; the students first learned
some basic rules related to the item and then used the rules in some communication practice. What
students did in that particular Korean class was very limited but also very concrete compared to
what my students do in my English classes. This is only a voice of one student, and there may be
many other students who celebrate the liberation from grammar-oriented instruction at university.
However, we should recognize that some lower-level students are not ready for a full application of
communicative language teaching and they may actually be more willing to study basic grammar
rules they have missed during their first six years of formal English education.

The second factor was the students’ negative experiences in past English studies. Many lower-
proficiency learners, and also some higher-proficiency learners, said that they were more motivated
toward other foreign languages because they had no negative associations with the new language
as they did with English. As Figure 1 in the result section shows, most of the lower-proficiency
learners have experienced demotivation toward English at the secondary level. For some students,
that negative image was still vivid and they had already developed a very strong sense of “English-
phobia,” which even had caused “foreign-language-phobia” among some low-proficiency students.
Of course, this negative association can happen with any foreign language if we continue to study
it seriously for a longer period of time. In fact, Dornyei and Ushioda (2011) observed “a general
pattern of demovation among students as the initial novelty of learning a language wears off and
increasing cognitive, linguistic curricular demands and social pressures set in” (pp. 142-143).
However, the data from this study should remind English teachers in Japan that when English is
taught at Japanese universities, the language is already laden with the legacy of the six years of
compulsory education at the secondary level, which, again, often leaves a strong negative image in
the minds of learners.

Finally, let me mention another unique nature of English which possibly functions as a positive
factor in terms of students’ motivation. In the survey, quite a large number of students answered
that they were more motivated toward English than toward other foreign languages because they
believed English to be useful. In particular, several students talked about the influence of the global
spread of English as the de facto lingua franca on their attitudes toward learning English. The
usefulness of English was mentioned most frequently by the students in Group 3, but some students
in Group 1 and 2 also perceived its usefulness for their future. For example, in the interview, one
Group 1 student told me that he plays hockey and he sometimes goes overseas for international

matches. He wants to learn to communicate in English for such occasions. Another Group 2 student



said that he wants to be a teacher of Japanese for speakers of other languages, so he thinks it will be
helpful if he can speak English well. However, one item of note is that some students’ perceptions
of the necessity of English can be ambiguous and lack a concrete grounding. For example, one
Group 2 student I interviewed explained that she felt the need to study English because she had
heard the statement “English is useful” from her teachers and her parents and, as a result, that idea
was deeply ingrained in her mind. At the same time, she reiterated that when she tries to articulate
why English is really important and necessary for her, she has no clear answers. This student also
confessed her ambivalent sense of motivation toward learning English. The case of this student
seems to suggest that the “usefulness of English” can act as a motivator for students only when they

have clear future images of themselves as users of the language (Ddrnyei, 2005, 2009).

6. Implications

Based on these findings, I can draw at least three implications for English educators at Japanese
universities. The first implication is the need to provide students with more freedom and choice in
their compulsory English classes. As I pointed out in the discussion, students’ needs are diverse
even within the same proficiency groups. Some universities already understand this problem and
offer additional courses for students who are taking first-year compulsory English. Needless to
say, it would benefit students if more universities offered various types of courses that focus on
different aspects of English, such as basic grammar, communication, or academic use. If students
can choose the class they are most interested in among these choices, the class content will better,
if not perfectly, suit their needs, and also give them a sense of autonomy and thus some sense of
responsibility for their own learning.

Second, the survey and the interview data show that English classes may need to have clearer
learning goals in order to better motivate students. The learning contents of communicative
English classes, for example, can be vague, and some students find it hard to study for assessments
to achieve good grades. As the survey data show, low test scores and low grades can be a very
powerful demotivator when the students’ efforts are not reflected in results. To prevent this from
happening, teachers need to set concrete and tangible learning goals for their students. This seems
particularly important for low-proficiency students, many of whom have been demotivated through
a series of negative experiences with regards to tests and grades.

The third implication suggests the importance of students’ future images of themselves as
English users as a means of sustaining motivation. In this study, most students reported that they
recognized the need for studying English and felt a kind of social pressure to study it, but not all of
them related their ideas to a clear image of themselves using the language in the future. This issue
of possible selves has been attracting increasing attention in motivation literature (e.g., Dornyei &

Ushioda, 2009), and a growing number of researchers and teachers are aware of its importance on



foreign language learners’ motivation. But in reality, it is not easy to help students who have already
developed passive attitudes to construct clear possible future English selves. It is beyond the scope
of this research project to claim any workable solutions for this. All that can be pointed out is that
part of the difficulty comes from the fact that to function properly, such future self images should
be internally conceived. Moreover, as long as they are internal images, their emergence is largely

beyond the control of external forces such as teachers.

7. Limitations and future directions

Finally, T would like to briefly mention the limitations of this study and discuss its possible
future directions. The first limitation is the small sample size. This study surveyed only 128 students
in one department of one private university, so its findings are limited in terms of generalizability.
Second, the statistical analysis of the survey data is also limited to frequency counts. I did not
use any advanced statistics to claim statistically significant differences between the two kinds of
languages nor among the three proficiency levels. Finally, the qualitative data is still insufficient
in terms of its depth and amount, so I need to collect more data by conducting multiple interviews
with the focal participants, and visit other foreign language classrooms.

As for possible future directions of this study, first of all, it would be interesting to conduct
a wider-scale survey and analyze university students’ foreign language learning motivation with
more advanced statistics to see if there are any statistically significant differences between English
and other foreign languages. Also, the current data suggest the need to further examine differences
between lower-proficiency learners and higher-proficiency learners when investigating learner
demotivation toward foreign languages (Falout et al., 2009; Falout & Maruyama, 2004). Since this
study has not covered a whole range of proficiency levels, adding more data from other proficiency
levels could expose more interesting differences across different proficiency levels.

Second, if I extend the data collection to track the same students for a longer time span, it may
lead to some interesting findings. In this study, the participants were all freshmen in their early
stages of their university English courses. It is easy to imagine that their motivation toward studying
English, and other foreign languages, could change as they continue to take more language classes
and as their university life brings various changes in their future career goals. Therefore, it would be
interesting to follow the same students to see how their perceptions of English, and other languages,
change in their later years at university.

Finally, in this paper, I focused mostly on the survey data, but other data from the interviews
and the observations have raised some other possibly important issues. They include the legitimacy
of English as the only compulsory language within the university curriculum. In addition, some
data have highlighted the fact that the global spread of English has blurred the definition of “English

speaking countries,” and thus has complicated the issue of learners’ possible futures selves as users



of English. As I continue to work on this research project, I am planning to further investigate these

outstanding issues.
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Appendix A: The questionnaire
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Questionnaire about Motivation to Learn English and Other Foreign Languages

This questionnaire aims to examine the degrees of your motivation to learn foreign languages
by focusing on the differences between your motivation to learn English and your motivation to
learn other foreign languages. As I conduct this academic study, I intend to contribute ultimately to
improving the quality of foreign language education in Japan.

It is totally up to you whether you will answer this questionnaire or not, and it does not affect
your grades in this class at all. It probably takes about 10 minutes to fill out this form, and I would
highly appreciate it if you would give me your honest opinions about foreign language education
that you have received. Your teacher will collect this questionnaire in the next class. Please put this
into the envelope provided by your teacher along with this form, so nobody can see what you wrote
or whether you wrote something or not, and put the envelope into the box.

After I examine all the responses, I am planning to ask some of you to talk to me in person
more about your ideas and experiences.

If you have any questions, feel free to contact me by email or by phone.

Masako Kumazawa, Email: kumazawa@obirin.ac.jp

Phone numbers XX-XXX-XXXX (Office), XXXX-XX-XXXX (Home)

Now, please answer the questions.

1. First, give me your basic information.

1) Name ( )
2) Gender Male Female
3) Year Ist 2nd 3rd 4th Others ( )

HAge ()
5) Qualifications in English (if any)

Ex.) Score of 450 in TOEIC; Step 2™ grade
6) Experience of living abroad (if any)

Ex.)six years in US from age 3 to 8

2. Next, answer the questions about English studies.
1) Tell me about your motivational changes in terms of studying English (check where appropriate).
Highly motivated =~ Moderately motivated ~ Poorly motivated =~ Not motivated at all
Beg. of JHS
End of JHS
Beg. of HS
End of HS

University




2) Please tell me reasons behind the above changes. Write down all the reasons you can think of.
(ex.)From beg. of JHS to end of JHS: It got too difficult and my grades were going low, and |
lost motivation

Beg. of HS to end of HS: I lost interest because of too much emphasis on entrance exams

3) Why are you studying English now? Choose the ones that apply to you, and rank them according
to the degree of how much they apply to your situation.

(a)to get credits (b)for job hunting (c)for personal interests and hobbies

(d)because it’s fun  (e)upon recommendation from family (f)because classes are interesting

(g)because I like my classmates (h)because it will be useful for many purposes other than work

(i)other than above ( )

Rank — — — — — — —

3. Next, please answer the questions about studies of other foreign languages.
1) Please tell me what foreign language(s) (other than English) you are studying (have studied) at

this university.

2) Why are you studying English now? Choose the ones that apply to you, and rank them according
to the degree of how much they apply to your situation.

(a)to get credits (b)for job hunting (c)for personal interests and hobbies

(d)because it’s fun  (e)upon recommendation from family (f)because classes are interesting

(g)because I like my classmates (h)because it will be useful for many purposes other than work

(i)other than above ( )

Rank — — — — — — —

3) Do you perceive any differences between your English classes and your classes of the other
foreign language(s)?
Ex) English class is a big class, but XX class is a small class

English class focuses on conversation, but XX class focuses on basic grammar

4) Which language (English or the other language) are you more motivated to study? What do you
think are the factors behind the difference?

Thank you.



