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A Study of Motivation in the EFL Classroom

Mary O’ Sullivan

This paper will describe the different kinds of motivation at work in the
foreign language classroom, through the exploration of ten research stud-
ies. Seven of these studies are from EFL contexts including three in
Japan-two in the university context and one in the language school con-
text. A joint study at the university level was carried out in Japan and
China. Two studies deal with EFL in Hungary, one with secondary
school students and one with adult learners. The seventh study, based in
Egypt, deals with adult learners. The other three studies are in second
language contexts and have possible implications for the foreign lan-
guage context. These are a study by Gardnef] 19910on instrumental mo-
tivation, a study by Swanes] 1987C1which found some differencesin mo-
tivation among learners from developing countries and those from the
richer western countries and those from the richer western countries in-
cluding differences between men and women, and finally a study by
Okada et a0 199600 which found differences in motivation according to
language difficulty.

The paper first considers the role of motivation as an individual
difference in SLA after which Gardner’ sl0 19931 theory of motivation is
described. Then the differences between the ESL and EFL motivations
are discussed, followed by a discussion of the studies outlined above. Fi-
nally, in view of these studies, the last part of the essay deals with impli-
cations for the EFL classroom. The lack of research into intrinsic moti-
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vation is commented on.
Motivation as an Individual Difference in Second Language Acquistion:

There is no doubt that motivation is a potent force in language acquisi-
tion. Ellis]] 19940 in adiscussion of individual differencesin L2 acquisi-
tion, maintains that both motivation and language aptitude account for “a
substantial amount of the variance in learners L2 proficiency.” However,
whereas aptitude seems to be “a stable factor, perhaps even innate” which
we as teachers can do little or nothing to change, motivation can change
over time and is moreover, an area over which we as teachers can have
influence.

Oxford 0 Shearinl] 1996 a1 believe that motivation * determines
the extent of active, persona involvement in foreign or second language
learning.” They maintain that because unmotivated students are insuffi-
ciently involved, they are unable to develop their language skills to po-
tential.

Two kinds of motivation

Motivation has been described by Gardner(] 19930 as a ‘ complex of fac-
tors' including the desire to achieve a goal, effort expended in that direc-
tion and reinforcement or satisfaction associated with the act of learning.
Gardner and LambertD 195900 write about motivation as being of the in-
strumental or integrative nature, integrative motivation being seen as a
desire to communicate and become similar to members of that L2 com-
munity. On the other hand, instrumental motivation is seen as the desire
to learn the L2 for pragmatic gains such as getting a better job. They
found that of the two kinds of motivation those students who were inte-
gratively motivated made the most of practice opportunities, volunteered
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more answers in the classroom, were more precise in responses and were
generally more successful students.

Motivation in the ESL and EFL Settings

Given the importance of motivation as afactor in SLA the purpose of this
paper isto investigate the kinds of motivation that affect learning in afor-
eign language classroom and the resulting implications for us teachers.
Studies for many years centered on work done by Gardner and his associ-
ates, which was mostly based in the ESL setting of Canada. However in
recent years many researchers have figured that learning a second lan-
guage in aforeign setting involves different kids of motivations, some of
which show different facets of the instrumental/integrative dichotomy
which Gardner has focused on.

Discussion of Studies

Dornyei[d 19940 notes that the main emphasis of Gardner’s motivation
model has been on general motivational components grounded in the “ so-
cial milieu rather than in the foreign language classroom.” He contends
that instrumental motivation may be more important for foreign language
learning because students have limited or no experience with the target
community and as a result are ‘uncommitted to integrating with that
group.” Furthermore he asserts that foreign language learners have a dif-
ferent kind of integrative motivation which is more culture-general than
culture-specific.

Dornyeild 19900 studied adult EFL learnersin Hungary. Dornyei
describes Hungary as a “unicultural society” where “person-to-person
contact with native Anglophonesis minimal and English is seen as an or-
dinary school subject.” The learners in his study had voluntarily regis-
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tered and paid for English courses. He found that instrumental goals did
indeed play aprominent role in the learning of English, but only up to the
intermediate level. In fact those learners whose interest in learning in-
cluded sociocultural and nonprofessional reasons demonstrated the high-
est degree of desired proficiency-that is they wanted to master English
rather than acquire aminimal working knowledge of it These learners ex-
pressed a desire to spend an extended period of time abroad, so intended
contact rather than actual contact was the main factor in their integrative
motivation. Even in an EFL context Dornyei found that student motiva-
tion was socialy grounded though in adifferent way.

Chihara & Oller] 19780 carried out a study of similar type learn-
ers to those of Dornyei-an adult EFL setting-in the YMCA in Osaka, Ja-
pan. They found a weak relationship between attitudes to the L2 culture
and proficiency which contrasted with a study by Oller, Hudson & Liu
0 19770 of Chinese ESL studentsin the U.S.A. Like Dornyei, they con-
cluded that there were good reasons to suppose that the relationship be-
tween attitudes and proficiency might be quite different for learners who
are only exposed to the target language in the classroom context. These
learners expressed a wish to visit another country as the most important
reason out of seven factors for learning English, corresponding to
Dornye’s “intended contact”, whereas ‘to pass exams and “to get a bet-
ter paying job” were ranked among the least important. This is not sur-
prising given the Japanese context where the majority of workers do not
change jobs, staying with the same company for lifell though this is
changing somewhat in recent timesd and where passing exams is mainly
amatter of form once you have managed to get a place at a university. It
is not surprising that these instrumental factors were not taken up by the
learners. However if other factors such as “understanding English mov-



0000000 A Study of Motivation in the EFL Classroom o

ies’ had been included in the survey, the results might have been differ-
ent. The reason which was rated least in importance for learning English
was “to have English speaking friends’, which again points to the main
difference between EFL and ESL settings, which is the lack of such op-
portunities for foreign learners.

A study of foreign adults learning Norwegian was carried out by
Svanesld 19870 in Norway. She found that European and American stu-
dents were more integratively motivated than the Middle Eastern, African
and Asian students who were found to be more instrumentally motivated.
Swanes reflects that westerners can have “luxury motives for coming to
Norway to study”, wheress for students from developing countries their
motivation is “to get an education”.

In Swanes study there was also a significant difference in the
grades recorded, with Europeans having the best and Asian students the
poorest scores. According to Swanes, and corresponding to Dornyei’s
findings, this indicates that integrative motivation rather than instrumen-
tal motivation may lead to better proficiency. He points out that familiar-
ity with the culture and the language will make it easy to communicate
and learn the language. She maintains that such a closenessin culture de-
velops an integrative motivation towards the target language cuture
which fits in with Schumann’ s 197801 theory that the social distance an
L2 learner has with the TL community is a major factor in language
learning. Asian women were found to be significantly less instrumen-
tally motivated than Asian men but no such differences were found
among the other groups. Such a low instrumental motivation could be
due to lack of opportunities for women at least until recent times. No
survey has been done which looks at his factor in the Japanese context in
particular but there is a good chance that this difference may exist here
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also.

In a recent study, Schmidt, Boraie & Kassabgy[ 19961 investi-
gated learners of English in an adult EFL setting in Cairo. Egypt would
be representative of the developing countries which Swanes talked about
in his research, the difference being that these learners were “on home
turf”. The authors were interested in finding out what “spurs thousands
of Egyptians to exert the effort required and pay the fees for private in-
struction in English”. Schmidt found a significant instrumental motiva-
tion which comparesto Dornyei’ s study(d 1990001 Schmidt argues that in-
strumental factors are important for adults who have chosen to study
English privately in contrast with young learners who take English as a
school subject and who are not yet faced with career choices or the need
to be concerned with making aliving.

The remaining studies deal with younger learners-at the secon-
dary and university level. Clement, Dornyei & Noelsd 199401 looked at
secondary level Hungarian students. They found that although these
learners viewed English as an ordinary school subject with few chances
for communication with the target culture on a personal level, they did
think that contact with English was possible through the media and tech-
nology and English was widely recognized as the lingua franca of inter-
national communication. They found an instrumental orientation based
on the acquisition of knowledge, rather than on the achievement of prag-
matic outcomes and an integrative one based on expected foreign friend-
ships through travel and an interest n English culture. This anticipated
contact in the study resembles that of the adult learnersin Dornyei’s pre-
viously cited study, indicating that adults and younger learnersin an EFL
context share similar integrative orientations.

The authors included the instrumental-knowledge orientation in
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the integrative motive, putting an end to what they and Oxford [0 1996 al[l
consider the “mideading use of a simplistic integrative-instrumental di-
chotomy”. They also found two other motivation components-linguistic
self-confidence and classroom group dynamics. They argue that group
dynamics in the classroom setting have particular relevance to L2 instruc-
tion since communi cative methodol ogies stress interaction between learn-
ers.

Oxfordd 1996b01] has stressed the need for longitudinal studiesin
order to monitor developmental changes in learners motivation. Two
studies, one by Tewele§] 1996[1and the other by Berwick & Ross] 198901
are longitudinal in nature. However, athough Teweles claims his paper
to be part of alongitudina study, he fails to point out any changes that
occurred during the period of the study and indeed doesn’t mention how
long the study itself was.

Teweles found differences between Chinese and Japanese univer-
sity students, with the Japanese showing more of an integrative motiva
tion than the Chinese who showed more of an instrumental motivation.
This difference in motivations between the Japanese and Chinese learners
is partly explained by the fact that English assumes a very specialized
role in the Chinese context, with courses offered in connection with spe-
cial needs such as ‘Business English’, but it could also have something to
do with the difference Swanesl 1996 found, as Japanese learners are way
more affluent than their Chinese counterparts and perhaps also fedl less
of a socia distance with the west. Teweles quotes Berwick & Ross

[0 19891 comment that there is a considerable decline in “instrumental in-
terest” once the college entrance exams are over, as the reason Japanese
students tended to score higher in integrative motivation.

Berwick & Ros&] 1989 Jassessed the motivation of university stu-
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dents at the beginning and end of their freshmen year. Their analysisin-
dicated a limited development of an orientation towards personal growth
through widening of their horizons and a desire to study abroad. While
they support the idea that it is difficult to bring students back from the
boredom of exam fever they also maintain that the curriculum is at fault,
by not being relevant to learners' needs and motives for language study.
They contrast this ‘motivational vacuum’ with the extraordinary interest
in language learning among adults in Japan and emphasize that universi-
ties must do much more to motivate students in this direction.

Greer] 1996[1 claims that a motivation survey of Japanese female
junior college students he teaches, is a useful tool in curriculum develop-
ment. By understanding why students learn English, he uses the results
to shape the course of classes he teaches especialy when choosing text-
books or deciding how much conversation practice to do. He has found
that integratively motivated students respond better to texts weighted to-
wards conversation and more instruction. The majorityd 680 O of stu-
dents he surveyed were integratively motivated.

In acomparative study, Okada, Oxford & Abal 199601 found that
the motivation of American learners of Japanese was far greater than that
of learners of Spanish and concluded that motivation must be higher
when one tries to learn a more difficult language because greater persis-
tence and determination are needed to cope with the stress of a difficult
situation. Conversely one might assume that for EFL learners in Japan,
Englishisadifficult language to learn and so, such persistence and deter-
mination must also be present in order for language learning to be suc-
cessful. However thisisrarely the case and unlike the U.S.A. where gen-
erally the motivated and able students choose to study Japanese, in Japan
everyone has to learn English so teachers have to search for ways to mo-
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tivate these | ess able students.

It could be argued that one way to motivate these less able stu-
dentsisto offer incentives. Gardner & Macintyre] 19910 studied the ef-
fects of both instrumental and integrative motivation among university
students. Results showed that both types of motivation facilitated learn-
ing but that those who were instrumentally motivated studied longer than
those who were integratively motivated. They offered financial incen-
tives for high performance on vocabulary tests and found that when the
incentive was removed, students stopped applying more effort. Gardner
& Mclntryre stress this as being the mgjor disadvantage of such instru-
mental motivation, but add that if the goa is continuous, instrumental
motivation would continue to be effective.

Implications for the EFL Classroom:

Dornyeil] 199401 stresses that the question of how to motivate stu-
dentsis an area on which L2 motivation has not placed sufficient empha-
sisin the past. He points to the lack of research into extrinsic motives
such as grades and praise. Financia incentives such as those offered by
Gardner & Lambertt] 1991are not often feasible but other types of incen-
tives such as certificates may work well especially with younger learners.

Access to the Internet and other media such as newspapers and
magazines in schools may take advantage of the “acquisition of knowl-
edge’ factor which Dornyeil 19940found to be important for the students
in his study. Such knowledge can be seen as ‘intrinsic motivation’ or
motivation brought about by the stimulating or interesting presentation of
the subject of study itself, an area where the teacher has the most influ-
ence and is therefore of paramount importance. However, as Ellisl 19941
noted, there has been very little systematic research of the effects which
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pedagogic procedures have on motivation.

This lack of focus on intrinsic motivation has been borne out by
the studies in this paper. Intrinsic factors have been touched on but have
not been the focus of research. Asit has been found by Chihara & Oller,
Schmidt, Teweles, Berwick & Ross that intended contact of some nature
with the target culture plays an important role in motivation, a combina-
tion of strategies to motivate learners integratively and intrinsically is
probably the key to enhancing language performance. Indeed, Berwick
& Ross[] 19891 maintain that motivation to learn a language can be ex-
panded by offering programs that offer attainable short-term goals, ex-
change programs with foreign colleges, short-term homestay programs
overseas and programs with foreign students in Japan. These would
seem to be a combination of intrinsic and integrative factors.

Oxford 1996b[1 contends that intrinsic motivation in the form of
the classroom experience can be a big determiner in motivating power
and with Okada et alJ 1996 1maintains that it is desirable to use activities
in the classroom that “engage and enhance the learners motivation.”
They consider that learners are not just interested in language but also in
culture. Therefore motivation might be stimulated by weaving culture
into classes more effectively in the form of “content of conversations,
tapes, readings ....sociolinguistic aspects, cultural elements in games,
simulations, and role plays which also reduce anxiety.”

Dornyeid 199400 recommends 30 different ways to promote moti-
vation among students. These serve as a very practical checklist for
teachers, covering areas related to language, learner and learning situ-
ation plus teacher-specific and group-specific motivational components.

As teachers in the foreign language classroom we have to be
aware of the kinds of motivations our students bring with them but we
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also have to be aware of our own power to enhance those motivations
and/or introduce different kinds which will further develop language
learning.
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