Portland State University

PDXScholar
University Honors Theses

University Honors College

11-17-2017

L2 Motivation in Japanese Elementary EFL Classrooms: a Review
of the Literature
Cassandra Brown
Portland State University

Let us know how access to this document benefits you.
Follow this and additional works at: https://pdxscholar.library.pdx.edu/honorstheses
Recommended Citation
Brown, Cassandra, "L2 Motivation in Japanese Elementary EFL Classrooms: a Review of the Literature" (2017). University Honors
Theses. Paper 493.
10.15760/honors.496

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access. It has been accepted for inclusion in University Honors Theses by an authorized administrator of
PDXScholar. For more information, please contact pdxscholar@pdx.edu.

L2 Motivation in Japanese Elementary EFL Classrooms: A Review of the Literature

by
Cassandra Brown

An undergraduate honors thesis submitted in partial fulfillment of the
requirements for the degree of
Bachelor of Arts
in
University Honors
And
Arts & Letters

Thesis Adviser
Dr. Caitlin Cole

Portland State University
2017

L2 Motivation in Japanese Elementary EFL Classrooms | Cassandra Brown
1

Abstract
In their formal education systems, East Asian nations began to actively incorporate English
lessons around the turn of the 21st century. For Japan, perhaps the most controversial reform was
introducing compulsory English as a foreign language (EFL) instruction at the primary school level
in 2011. A central policy goal specifies guidelines for encouraging positive affect and long-term
motivation toward the language. In this literature review, I discuss empirical studies from within the
past five years which explore Japanese elementary EFL students’ motivation and engagement in
class. Researchers framed their inquiry within the self-determination theory (SDT) framework, a
dominant theory of motivation in language motivation research. Thus, a foundation has been set for
future research by successfully establishing the validity of SDT and the concept of engagement in
this context.
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Multilingual language proficiencies are increasingly considered to be important for success in
a globalized world, and English enjoys a prestigious status as the world’s lingua franca (Sakamoto,
2012). Sharing these beliefs, many governments in East Asia have introduced English lessons into
the national curriculum in order to produce a globally-competitive workforce (Butler, 2015). Indeed,
many companies in Japan base decisions of recruitment and promotion partly on standardized
international tests such as TOEFL (Hu 2012); Prime minister Shinzo Abe proposed these scores as
criteria for entering and graduating from universities (Hongo, 2013). The reality is that Japan, as of
2016, ranks only above Afghanistan, Cambodia, and Tajikistan, and the People’s Democratic
Republic of Lao in Asia on TOEFL scores (“Test and Score Data,” 2017).
The Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology (MEXT)
provides standard contents and objectives for each school subject in the Course of Study. Japan’s
school system has six years of elementary, and three years of junior and senior high schools.
Japanese students are often described as being competent in literacy skills, but severely lacking oral
skills (Butler 2015). Following revisions in 2008, fifth and sixth graders have attended weekly
compulsory English classes; each session lasts 45 minutes (MEXT). Recommendations for class
structure included greetings, games, and other activities to foster a desire to use spoken English
naturally. MEXT (2008) explicitly clarified goals to include development of interest, positive
behavior, and long-term motivation for the language. No assessments are given in order to avoid
discouraging students. Moore et al. (2015) suggests high-quality, internally-regulated motivation may
be considered an appropriate outcome of the learning process, especially for elementary schools.
As noted by Butler (2015 p.39), situated research on the learning context is now needed to find how
best to support and maintain young learners’ motivation; indeed, considerable attention to
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motivation in elementary schools across East Asia has recently accumulated. Self-determination
theory (SDT) is one of the dominating theoretical frameworks of research on L2 classrooms (Lamb,
2017). Applied to education generally, SDT has shown positive explanatory power for students’
desire to continue learning the new language (Noels, et al., 2000) and interact with foreign cultures
(Noels et al., 2001; Vansteenkiste et al., 2005). I have collected empirical articles from within the past
five years to discover how L2 motivation is conceptualized and measured in Japanese elementary
English as a foreign language (EFL) classrooms.
Background
Every study included in the literature review utilizes SDT as the theoretical framework. I will
describe the relevant dimensions of SDT, as they are essential to understanding research purposes
and discussions.
Self-Determination Theory
Deci and Ryan (1985) and Ryan et al. (1985) developed a multi-faceted theory of human
motivation under the Organismic meta-theory1. The main idea of the theory centers on the degree to
which motivation is regarded as internal and how varying levels of motivation, in addition to
environmental factors, influence action.  Noels and colleagues (1999; 2000; 2001) led applications of
SDT to L2 pedagogy in a Spanish language context. As a theoretical framework, SDT has been
tested, validated, and increasingly used to study motivation in second language acquisition (SLA), is
well-represented in studies of education in general (Stroet, Opdenakker, & Minnaert 2013), and has
been successfully applied to several educational settings (e.g., Fortier et al., 1995; Gottfried, 1990;
Grolnick & Ryan, 1987; Grolnick et al., 1991; Ryan & Connell, 1989; Vallerand & Bissonnette,

 “People are active organisms, with evolved tendencies toward growing, mastering ambient challenges,
and integrating new experiences into a coherent sense of self” (“Meta-Theory,” 2017).
1
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1992). According to Reeve (2012), SDT is “a macro-theory of motivation comprised of five
interrelated mini-theories.” The theories relevant to this literature review are organismic integration
theory, (OIT) basic psychological needs theory, (BPNT) and cognitive evaluation theory (CET) (Ryan, Deci, &
Vansteenkiste 2016).
Organismic integration theory. OIT describes a set of behavioral regulation patterns
which shift along a continuum from external, controlled motives to internalized, autonomous
reasons. Autonomous, or intrinsic, motivation stems from an individual’s positive feelings. The
individual participates in the activity for its own sake. Extrinsic motivation is determined by a source
such as tangible benefits or costs, or to obtain an outcome separable from the activity itself. Four
levels of extrinsic motivation have been proposed within the realm of education: introjected regulation2,
identified regulation3, and integrated regulation4. Each type is more internalized into the self-concept, or
self-determined, than the last. However, motivational regulations are not mutually exclusive; all may
apply to a certain extent in a situation (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Guay (2005 p.88) stated that “the
adjacent subscales along the self-determination continuum were more positively correlated than
those that were more distant from each other [e.g. intrinsic and extrinsic motivation].” For example,
a person who is intrinsically motivated is more likely to have identified regulations than extrinsic
motives. This has been replicated in naturalistic studies (Grouzet et al., 2006; Otis et al., 2005).
Furthermore, quality of motivation is characterized by the degree to which a motive is
internally-regulated. Theoretically and empirically, this matters more than the quantity or intensity of
motivation (Vansteenkiste et al., 2009). ). That is, autonomously-motivated students achieve better

 Internal pressure as a reaction to a stimulus, such as guilt
 Self-initiation of an action accepted or owned as personally important
4
 “Integration occurs when identified regulations ... have been evaluated and brought into congruence with
one’s other values and needs (Ryan and Deci 2000 p.73)
2
3
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grades (Soenens & Vansteenkiste, 2005). Alternatively, students with more controlled motives
exhibit lower achievement as well as less effective time management and greater anxiety (Senécal,
Julien, & Guay, 2003).
Evidence in support for OIT has been shown in a foreign language learning context (Noels
et al., 1999, 2000, 2001), in a Japanese EFL context (Hiromori, 2006; Honda and Sakyu, 2004;
Tanaka, 2009), and in Japanese elementary schools (Ando, Fuse, & Kodaira, 2008; Yamauchi &
Tanaka, 1998). Only one assessment of L2 motivational orientations based on SDT of Japanese EFL
students has been done (Carreira, 2011).
SDT posits that internally-regulated motivations are influenced by the interaction between
the environment and the self.
Basic psychological needs theory. This mini-theory is conceptualized under the
assumption that human beings thrive under situations where their basic psychological needs are met;
social factors fulfilling or thwarting these needs can influence more or less self-determined forms of
motivation (Standage et al., 2005). These needs are necessarily interrelated, and in most contexts
highly correlated (Deci & Ryan 2000). Autonomy is a sense of personal causality and feelings of
volition in one’s actions (Deci & Ryan, 2000; deCharms, 1968). Competence is the sense of propensity
to experience challenge and mastery in one’s activities (White, 1959). Relatedness is the need to feel a
connection to others, a group, or a culture, and form strong and stable interpersonal bonds
(Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Ryan & Deci, 2000).
Indeed, multiple studies have connected need satisfaction and motivation, particularly
autonomous motivation, in contexts such as education (Ntoumanis, 2001; Reinboth et al., 2004;
Standage et al., 2003, 2005; Vallerand et al., 1997) and various language learning settings (McEown,
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Noels, & Saumure, 2014; Noels, 2013). Cognitive Evaluation Theory provides a mechanism by which
students’ needs may be met by the environment (Skinner et al., 2008)
Cognitive evaluation theory. As Deci et al. (2011) puts it, teachers may direct and control
student through rewards and punishments, or may focus on providing students with the resources to
feel initiative and choice by focusing on autonomy support. As described by Reeve (2012),
“autonomy-support is whatever a teachers says and does during instruction to facilitate students’
perceptions of autonomy and experiences of psychological need satisfaction” (p. 167). Under this
definition, cultural interpretations and adaptations are possible, while retaining the idea that
supporting basic psychological needs is vital for good teaching. For instance, because autonomy
does not require “independence,” teacher support of learner autonomy remains a key factor in
collectivist settings (Jang et al., 2009). Indeed, the importance of autonomy-supportive environments
has been demonstrated (Noels, 2001; Noels et al., 1999; Wu, 2003).
Another facet of supporting students’ needs relates to structure, or the form that instruction
takes. Structured teaching is clear, well-organized, appropriately paced, provides feedback, and builds
new knowledge (Jang, Reeve, & Deci, 2010). According to SDT, when a teacher supports learners’
needs through the use of interesting activities or culturally-appropriate expectations (Reeve 2012),
they cultivate more self-determined forms of motivation. Where motivation is the potential and
direction of one’s energy, engagement is that energy being used.
Engagement
Outlined by Fredricks et al. (2004), engagement is a multi-faceted concept; it is an observable
state (Lee & Reeve, 2012) and a process describing student behavior, cognition, and emotions in
class. Theoretical and empirical work identifies several overlapping aspects of engagement (Fredricks
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et al., 2004; Reeve, 2012; Svalberg, 2009). For instance, behavioral engagement is represented by students
being on task and completing assignments. Cognitive and social components include attention and
interaction. When teachers talk about a desire to motivate students, they may actually be expressing
the desire to help students actively engage. So, teachers may be more able to recognize engagement
than motivation (Lee & Reeve, 2012).
The concept of engagement is compatible with multiple motivational frameworks;
researchers have integrated SDT concepts including BPNT, structure, and support with engagement
(Jang et al., 2009, 2010, 2012; Skinner et al., 2008, etc.). As a key step in the process of foreign
language learning (Dörnyei & Ryan, 2015; Svalberg, 2009), engagement is important for promoting
achievement, learning, and long-term motivation (Reeve 2012; Hyland, 2003; Reeve & Lee, 2014;
Reeve & Tseng, 2011). Furthermore, engagement has been measured using self-report (Reeve &
Tseng, 2011), external rating (Jang, Reeve, & Deci, 2010), and a combination (Skinner et al., 2008).
Lee and Reeve (2014) found a potentially reciprocal relationship between engagement and
motivation, among other internal states. While engagement is dependent on motivation, it may also
predict motivation. Research by Hyland (2003; Lo & Hyland, 2007) has shown that engagement with
learning material leads to an increase in motivation and development in ability; accordingly,
engagement is a reliable predictor of achievement in first language studies (Jang et al., 2009, 2012).
Literature Review
The goal of this literature review is to analyze research purposes, processes, and findings of a
group of empirical articles which study motivation in Japanese elementary EFL classrooms. The first
major goal is to replicate and validate fundamental tenets of SDT, outlined above, in an unexplored
context. With that accomplished, they aim to assess and investigate student motivation, since it is a
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primary concern for educators and policymakers. Pedagogical implications will be discussed in the
conclusion.
Motivation Regulations
Adjacent constructs. Results were mixed on whether the continuum of self-determination
is recognized as a three (Carreira 2012; Ando et al. 2008) or four-factor (Oga-Baldwin & Nakata,
2017; Yamauchi & Tanaka, 1998) construct among Japanese elementary EFL students. Ando et al.
(2008) investigated motivation for learning mathematics and Japanese among elementary students in
third through sixth grades; the exploratory factor analysis revealed three orientations:
high-autonomous extrinsic motivation, low-autonomous extrinsic motivation, and intrinsic
motivation. Using a survey based on this experiment and exploratory factor analysis, Carreira (2012)
replicated this continuum with fifth and sixth grade Japanese EFL students (10-12 years).
Specifically, introjected and identified regulations were combined. Another cross-sectional
assessment of fifth graders used the Self-Regulation Questionnaire - Academic: SRQ-A (Ryan &
McConnell 1989; Noels et al., 2000; Yamauchi & Tanaka, 1998), and found that the EFL students
recognized the four basic types of motivational regulation as “distinct and comprehensible”
(Oga-Baldwin & Nakata, 2017). Regardless, the patterns of correlations were largely consistent with
OIT in assessments of motivational orientation; as expected, the relationship between motivational
regulations and level of basic psychological need satisfaction followed the continuum of
self-determination.
Need satisfaction. There is strong convergent evidence confirming that autonomous
motivation is an outcome of need satisfaction, although there are a few discrepancies on the relative
influence of autonomy and relatedness. Based on previous studies (Hiromori. 2006; Wu, 2003),
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Carreria (2012) assessed perceptions of autonomy, relatedness, and competence (ARC) of 505 EFL
students in Tokyo. With the same instruments, Carreira et al. (2013) conducted another
cross-sectional study, measuring just intrinsic motivation and need satisfaction of a smaller, but
wider sample of third through sixth graders. Unlike Hiromori (2006, p.73), who that found
relatedness was negatively related to external, Carreira found relatedness unrelated to external
regulation (2012). While Carreira (2012) found that relatedness was the strongest correlate to
intrinsic motivation, the 2013 study found that relatedness had the least effect on intrinsic
motivation (Carreira et al.). In addition, unlike Noels et al. (2000), Carreira (2012) found that that
autonomy was negatively correlated with external regulation, instead of unrelated. Within both
studies, perception of competence was positively correlated with more self-determined forms of
motivation, confirming Vallerand and Reid (1984). Deci and Ryan (1985) argued that the relative
impact of each psychological mediator varies depending on the functional significance of the
situation. For example, no previous reports in the relevant literature described the different degrees
to which psychological needs influence motivational orientations according to age.
Age differences. There is a lack of consensus on whether developmental trends in intrinsic
motivation exist among Japanese elementary EFL students, although age differences have been
observed (Carreira et al. 2013). For students of higher grades (fifth and sixth), perceptions of
competence were more positively correlated with intrinsic motivation than for students of middle
grades (third and fourth); this suggests that feeling competent in English lessons becomes more
important as students age (Carreira et al., 2013). For middle grades, intrinsic motivation had higher
coefficients with autonomy support.
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Oga-Baldwin et al. (2017) was the first to incorporate all three mini-theories of SDT in an
empirical longitudinal model. Previous longitudinal models of motivational development in L1 and
L2 educational settings mainly focused on secondary school students (e.g., Csizér & Dörnyei, 2005;
Jang, Kim, & Reeve, 2012). Although evidence for discriminant validity between intrinsic and
identified regulation exists for the same context (Oga-Baldwin & Nakata, 2017), this study used a
single latent factor of autonomous motivation to avoid difficulties with highly-correlated predictors.
Prior motivation was measured at the beginning of the school year, and outcome motivation refers to the
three regulations at the end of the year. While Carreira (2011; 2012) indicates a clear pattern of
decreasing motivation between fifth and sixth graders, the cross-sectional nature of the model makes
it difficult to confirm a developmental trend; it may be attributed to teaching and the classroom
environment. Students in Oga-Baldwin’s sample did not show decreases in quality of motivation
over time, providing further evidence of motivational stability (Nakata 2006). Moreover, existing
motivation significantly, sometimes strongly, predicted itself.
Oga-Baldwin and Nakata’s (2015) series of longitudinal studies reinforced this idea; students’
perception of competence had the strongest influence of measurement of competence at the end of
the year. Autonomy and relatedness demonstrated a weaker, although still significant, auto-regressive
influence over time, but did not have predictive effects (Oga-Baldwin & Nakata, 2015). With prior
motivation, findings by Oga-Baldwin et al. (2017) indicate that more internally-regulated students
form a more positive picture of teacher support. Vallerand (1997, p. 299) suggested that that social
factors such as autonomy-supportive or controlling teaching styles can influence motivation
orientations through satisfaction of fundamental needs.
Teacher Autonomy-support and Structure
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Need satisfaction. Carreira et al. (2013) and Oga-Baldwin et al. (2015; 2017) agree that
teacher autonomy support significantly predicts student perceptions of ARC, and therefore
autonomous motivation. However, Oga-Baldwin and Nakata (2015) raised issues of discriminant
validity of between autonomy-support and structure for teaching Japanese EFL classes, and argued
for a conceptual adjustment of autonomy; in a series of studies, a new questionnaire for teacher
supportive-structure was developed with focus groups, and tested for external validity twice over two
semesters cross-sectionally.
Although items on the measure clearly differentiated predictor (teacher) and outcome (self)
variables, students and teachers agreed that common instruments were unclear or didn’t match the
setting properly. While Carreira (2012; et al. 2013) uses the traditional sense of autonomy as a sense
of ownership in the learning process, Oga-Baldwin and Nakata (2015) argue teacher support for
autonomy is not best defined as opportunities for individual decision-making. They argue structure
and autonomy support should be combined because of how they function in a Japanese classroom
setting; form and structure of lessons are an integral part of the motivational process. Regardless of
which instrument was used5, teacher support strongly predicted need satisfaction (Oga-Baldwin et al.
2015, 2017; Carreira 2013). Carreira et al. (2013) established an indirect path of teacher
autonomy-support to autonomous motivation through fulfillment of ARC.
Engagement. Oga-Baldwin et al. (2015; 2017) replicated the validity of the
supportive-structure teaching measure and demonstrated a predictive relationship of the
environment and students’ in-class engagement. Oga-Baldwin et al. (2017) measured engagement as
a single latent factor, while Oga-Baldwin and Nakata (2015) focused on behavioral engagement.

 Carreira et al. (2013) measured autonomy-support with the Learning Climate questionnaire (Black and
Deci, 2000).
5
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Longitudinally, autonomy has been shown to mediate the influence of the classroom on student
engagement and achievement (Jang et al., 2012). Research into supportive teaching has used
engagement as a dynamic pivot point in the process of classroom motivational growth (cf. Jang et
al., 2012; Skinner et al., 2008)
Engagement
Motivation regulations. Oga-Baldwin and Nakata (2015; 2017) used aspects of the
self-determination continuum to replicate a positive relationship between engagement and different
motivational regulations (Reeve and Lee, 2014); Oga-Baldwin and Nakata (2015) longitudinally
supported engagement as a mediator of the influence of classroom environment and prior
motivation on future motivation (Heckhausen, 1991; Reeve & Lee, 2014).
According to recent theory (Reeve, 2012), engagement should positively support and
maintain students’ motivation over time. Engagement alone did not predict motivation
(Oga-Baldwin et al. 2017); this indicates that engagement is situational, and connected with quality of
classroom environment more than student motivation. Oga-Baldwin and Nakata’s cross-sectional
model (2015) measured engagement at the beginning of the semester, and motivation regulations at
the end. This indicates that students who actively engage in foreign language learning are also more
motivated at the end of the term. The 2017 study also showed that engagement may positively
predict more autonomous motivation, while negatively predicting more controlled motives
(Oga-Baldwin and Nakata); autonomous motivations increased proportionally to engagement.
Oga-Baldwin et al. conducted the only studies to utilize external observation and an outcome
measure in Japanese elementary EFL classrooms (2017)
Teacher Assessment and External Observations of Engagement
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The self-report model was validated by confirming that self-reported engagement is visible
to external raters (Butler & Lee, 2006; Lee & Reeve, 2012), but effects were small when it came to
the ability of homeroom teachers to understand students’ self-reported motivation and engagement
(Oga-Baldwin & Nakata 2017; Oga-Baldwin et al. 2017). Different rating systems were used, and
teachers took a survey at the end of the semester to assess an individual’s in-class interest, behavior,
motivation, and English ability. Although subjective, constraints on the use of testing in elementary
EFL classes made outcome measures tricky. The findings were consistent with the relationship
between engagement, motivation, and assessment in other longitudinal studies of engagement (Jang
et al., 2012; Reeve & Lee, 2014).
Conclusion
In these studies, motivational orientations and basic psychological needs satisfaction of
elementary students were assessed first. As SDT predicts, students were more likely to be
intrinsically motivated when they perceived the classroom environment as fulfilling their needs for
autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Next, researchers examined the role of teachers. An
indirect, but significant, path was shown from autonomy-support to intrinsic motivation through
satisfaction of psychological needs. A significant and potentially reciprocal relationship was found
between engagement, the classroom environment, and motivation. Finally, outcome measures were
explored in an effort to reconcile the issue of testing in Japanese elementary EFL classes. Now I will
go into detail about the pedagogical implications of this research.
Pedagogical Implications
There is already sufficient evidence to suggest that language teachers are able to influence
learners’ motivation for better and for worse (Lamb, 2017).

L2 Motivation in Japanese Elementary EFL Classrooms | Cassandra Brown
14

First, Carreira (2012; Carreira et al. 2013) found evidence for a path from teacher
autonomy-support to autonomous motivation through students’ perceptions of need satisfaction.
Dörnyei (2001 p.90) suggests providing multiple opportunities for success in the classroom and
adjust difficulty level of tasks to student abilities. According to Furrer and Skinner (2003),
relatedness can be fostered through genuine interpersonal involvement with teachers .
Next, Oga-Baldwin and Nakata (2015) also found that the classroom environment, created
by well-structured and supportive teaching, predicts student perceptions of need satisfaction and
behavioral engagement. This was reinforced in the 2017 study with a more broad construct of
engagement, suggesting that engagement may help support and maintain autonomous motivation
long-term. Together, forms of engagement have shown meaningful effects on achievement (Jang et
al., 2012, 2016).
Reeve et al. (2004 p.53) wrote, the key question teachers need to ask themselves is not “how
can I motivate my students?” but “how can I create the conditions under which students will be able
to motivate themselves?” Given that behavior and enjoyment are specifically mentioned in the
Course of Study, this body of literature appropriately tested the validity of a psychological theory of
motivation by applying SDT’s precepts in EFL elementary classrooms. The majority of the
information on young learners’ foreign language education comes from either L2 context among
immigrant and language-minority children, primarily in English-speaking contexts, or FL context in
Europe (Lamb, 2017). Now I will suggest how researchers could build on this literature in the
context of Japanese elementary EFL classrooms.
Future Research
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Much of the data was obtained through surveys. As Oga-Baldwin and Nakata (2015)
addressed, items used in the supporting literature were often decontextualized and potentially
confusing for children. Researchers should work on establishing standard measures for this context,
and this work is in progress thanks to focus groups of teachers and students. Engagement should
continue to be considered an integral aspect of a dynamic process toward motivational development.
Perhaps the most problematic issue of future research is evaluation; there are no systematic
measures for evaluating children’s language learning or program effectiveness that correspond to the
MEXT objectives. These existing studies did not qualitatively investigate external rater observations;
this avenue, as well as interviews, should be explored.
While motivation may fluctuate over time (Dörnyei, Ibrahim, & Muir, 2015), findings in this
body of literature indicate that changes in motivation may be connected to stable beliefs influencing
student behavior indirectly. These beliefs should be investigated; the concept of a stable core of
motivation (Nakata, 2006); the presence of a sense of autonomous motivation to learn beyond
simple enjoyment. It is also important to continue questioning whether the complex nature of
demotivation remains the same across age groups; responses may be interpreted differently
depending on age. Longitudinal models have been the minority so far, but they should be utilized to
explore possible developmental trends. Future research could also investigate the mechanism of
demotivation, and potential instructional strategies.
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